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Dedication

For the Pinner Girls.
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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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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.
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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.
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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’t possible for him to improve, but still he did, becoming a kind of archetypal idea of beauty by the age of fifteen. Like the sun, he shone so hard you couldn’t look at him directly.

If Tom H didn’t exist, perhaps she would have felt beautiful. If Tom H didn’t exist, she wouldn’t have done what she did. There’d be no Tupperware box under the floorboard. There’d be nobody dead on the mainland beach, just in front of the shop over at Mudeford Quay. Hester threw away the newspaper with the photo of her covered body on the stretcher, but of course she can still see it. Clear as anything. 

Hester was trying to make Tom H want her. That was honestly why she did it.
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When I arrived in the summer of 1967, on the cusp of turning five, Elias was sitting on the sand outside our hut, playing a ukulele, which he went on playing while we unpacked. 

When we were finished, Elias asked my mother if he could take me to the Black House to show me something.

‘It’s a secret,’ he said.

My mother said she’d sit out on the little beach just beyond the Black House, until he’d shown me whatever the secret was. So there we were, as alone as we could imagine, and Elias appeared to project himself into a thicket of bushes, enjoining me to follow, which I did, with my eyes closed against the pointed twig-ends, occasionally opening an eye, and plunging further in, scratching my arms and legs, until, ‘Look!’

We found ourselves in a circular kind of hollow, surrounded by bushes, high enough that we could stand, and my skin was tingling at the perfection of it. Elias and I put our arms around each other and jumped up and down, and then we sat on the sand to make plans.

Until we heard my mother’s worried voice shouting: ‘Hestie! Elias!’

We stayed still and silent, and only made our escape several minutes later when we could hear that her voice had gone around the corner. My mother was, inevitably, cross, but this somehow made the whole adventure more delicious, and now we had the best secret in the world, and nobody knew but us.

When we got back to the hut, trying to look penitent, my father told us that Agatha had fallen in a wasps’ nest, and been stung over a hundred times, so Charlotte’s father was there too, because he was a GP. 

‘Calamine for calamities,’ said my mother in the days that followed, applying viscous pink lotion up and down Agatha’s body and stroking her hair.

Agatha lay wincing and reading books, propped up by pillows, while in the newspaper, thousands of flower children streamed across America in camper vans with flowers in their hair. My mother and I danced around the hut to ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ on the Roberts radio, but even when Agatha’s stings stopped stinging, she didn’t want to dance. My mother said that this was fine, we are all different, and she pretended to be different customers visiting Agatha’s library. I said I didn’t like books and didn’t want to borrow any thank you. Agatha stayed inside with the door shut in case she saw a wasp.

My father taught Elias and me to row the old dinghy harbourside, one oar each, lifejackets on, and he lay at the bow of the boat with a newspaper over his eyes while we rowed around in circles. Tom H and Tom P and the Clitheroe twins, whose parents all had huts here and were my parents’ friends, came out in the Hs’ rowing boat with Tom H’s older brother Roger, and we filled up the plastic bailers with sea and had water fights with them. My father joined in, which surprised me. Then Elias and I went back to ignoring the other boys. Like, shamefully, we also ignored Dr Lewis the GP’s daughter, Charlotte, who was ill and didn’t come out of the hut.

Tom H’s older brother, Roger (who oddly wasn’t handsome) called by with his bike, looking pink and awkward, and said that his mother had told him to ask Agatha if she wanted to come for a bike ride to help her get over her wasp stings. She said, ‘No thank you,’ in what my mother told her had been quite an unfriendly voice.

Elias and I spent hours in our den that summer: we made a bedroom with two separate hollows for beds which we lined with stolen towels; we put up old blankets for curtains; and made a vault for treasure that we found on the beach. On Elias’s birthday, our last day on the Spit, we took down the blankets and folded the towels and put all our treasure in buckets. My stomach was seized up with pain, and I wondered if there was a way not to go back to Hatch End to wear tight school shoes with buckles for months on end. 

‘The den will wait for us,’ said Elias. ‘We’ll come here next year. The minute you arrive. The first thing we do.’

In the autumn term, Agatha went to a therapist once a fortnight to get over her fear of wasps. First, he showed her pictures of wasps, then real dead wasps, and by the time we arrived at the Spit for the next summer, she was ready to face live ones.

Elias and I rushed to the den with the blankets and the towels and the treasure, and there it was, our beds only needing a little digging out to fit us in again. My mother had found out about the den, and we were allowed to go there on our own until we heard her whistle blow. We asked her to blow it quite far away from us so she didn’t give the game away to anyone else.

We also asked if she could buy us both whistles from Woolworths on Christchurch High Street, and we took ownership of a circus in the dunes, blowing our whistles at our performing animals. The den was now our workshop where we made whips out of sticks and string, because we were famous lion tamers. Elias secreted the top hat from his hut into the costume cupboard, a side room in the den with a lace curtain, which my mother didn’t need, hanging over it. 

Agatha was sad. Her friend Susan didn’t want to play libraries any longer because she was more interested in listening to music. This was a calamity that no amount of calamine could solve. Susan had brought a transistor radio to the Spit, and went around singing ‘Congratulations’ by Cliff Richard, which had come second in the Eurovision Song Contest, just a point behind Spain’s ‘La La La’, which wormed its way into my head, such that I went to bed singing it and woke up singing it.

Agatha said, repeatedly, ‘Will you please shut up?’

Which made me sing even louder.

Elias and I pretended to play ‘Congratulations’ and ‘La La La’ on the driftwood piano and the tambourine during circus intervals, yelling out the la-la-las at five hundred decibels. For two solid weeks it was ‘La La La’ in everyone’s heads, until, on the 17th of July, the Beatles released ‘Yellow Submarine’. I told my mother that when Elias and I were older, we were going to live in a yellow submarine with a sky of blue and a sea of green. 
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Hester looks out of the front window to Christchurch Harbour, where the water is safe and encircled, from where you can sail or row or putter up to Christchurch Quay, to the bandstand where they sometimes play music at weekends. She turns and looks out of the back window through the gap between the huts to the wild open sea, next stop Cherbourg and La Hague. It is still so marvellous to wake up on a finger of sand in the middle of the sea, to be cut off from cars and people and real life by the metal barrier beyond the woods that closes when the last Noddy train is put to bed. 

Mr and Mrs H come along the path, walking slowly, each of them with a stick. They pause for a moment, rest on their sticks with one hand and wave with the other, and she waves back. Hester wonders how the two of them (quite ordinary-looking people) combined to make Tom H. She scrabbles through the albums to find photos of them when they were young, and here they are, Mrs H with her pointed face, and Mr H with his tall straight body and a mop of dark hair, wearing his trousers too short. He always did. He still does. 

Somehow when they came together, these two made something approaching David Gandy, though with lighter hair and without the dubious white swimming trunks. David Gandy did pull them off, she thinks. As in make the look work, not pull his trunks off, in that advert, what was it for, some perfume or other. She tries not to think about David Gandy pulling his trunks off.

What’s the matter with you, she asks herself, you’re supposed to be an old woman. And anyhow women aren’t supposed to be aroused by the male body, in the way that men are famously aroused by breasts and bottoms and legs. But that’s probably just women lying to the questionnaire. What questionnaire? She’s never done a questionnaire that asked her if she’s aroused by male bodies. She thinks that maybe she is. Lovely broad shoulders, hairy chests and pert buttocks. She thinks hairy chests might be going out of fashion, which seems a shame.

She takes a deep breath because she knows that, however shameful and pathetic, she fell for Lance in part because he was a version of Tom H – the boy who she couldn’t have because Titania had him. That was a very bad way of choosing a husband. Perhaps she should tell May this. May’s twenty-seven and has never had a boyfriend. It worries Hester. 

She looks at her phone. It’s half past nine.

She stares at her screensaver of the girls, taken last year. May’s making a funny face because she doesn’t like the way she looks in photos. Her dark hair is in two uneven bunches. Is it odd to wear bunches when you’re twenty-seven? Lily, six years older, must be such a difficult older sister for May to have: beautiful, slim and angular, chestnut curls falling bouncily around her shoulders, playing to the camera. Hester feels the guilt she always feels, that she hasn’t done better, that she couldn’t be more like her own mother. 

Lily’s married to Kofi. They make a living out of taking photographs of themselves wearing scarves that are also headbands that are also snoods, click click, pout pout, every five minutes. The headband-snood-things sell like hot cakes. Talking of which, Hester would like a large slice of coffee cake, followed by a double scoop of salted caramel and honeycomb ice cream in a fancy cornet. Fancy is on Lance’s list of banned words.

She’s exhausted. You can’t have a nap at half past nine, and you certainly can’t eat ice creams at half past nine, even on your birthday. Instead, she’ll find more pictures of them, of those summers. There they are. Tom H, his body taut and gymnastic, every perfectly balanced facial feature hinting at the man he would become. And darling Elias, wearing his glasses with their blue plastic frames, his long black hair falling around his brown shoulders. And there are the clumsy twins, Hugh and Marcus Clitheroe, almost definitely Hugh with a dirty nose, though it was always hard to tell one from the other. She can’t bear to think of Marcus Clitheroe. His tongue in particular, like a cow’s tongue, or, she supposes, a bull’s. And there’s sickly Charlotte.

Here are Hester’s mother and father in their towelling change robes, elasticated at the neck, her father brandishing his swimming shorts in his right hand, grinning at her mother. The punch in the chest. She can hardly remember the texture of their voices or the sound of their laughs. She feels an ache in her oesophagus spreading into her throat. 

She knows she should be able to cope with her pain by now. She should be sensible, emotionally continent, resigned to her tragedies – everyone has tragedies in their lives by her age. The thing she should do, and the thing sixty-year-olds should do, is to brace themselves and grace themselves for old age, stillness, death. Like Mr and Mrs H.

She won’t, though. She’s been feeling the first fractures of herself since she went to their finca in Mallorca in the summer. She’s only allowed there 90 days in 180. Because of Brexit. But perhaps she could hide in the hut the rest of the year. Or live in a lorry, like Elias and Mama-Bibi did. Or. Well, who knows what?

She knows what.

Or at least she knows this.

That alone on the veranda at the finca, on her first evening in July, the crickets chirping, the jasmine air hot on her shoulders, she felt a great change coming upon her. Some kind of transmogrification, like when she raised silkworms in an old hamster cage, eggs to larvae to cocoons to coming down one morning to find they’d gained wings and flown through the gaps in the bars to the new chapter in their life. 

That was when she knew that she wanted to fly through the bars of her life somewhere else.


OceanofPDF.com



the past


OceanofPDF.com



1969

I arrived at the Spit, dying to show Elias my Prince Charles ceremony kit, and there he was outside our hut, bigger and nearly seven like me, and he clenched his fist at me, and I looked a bit confused, and he said, ‘Do it like this,’ and I did, and he bumped his fist into mine.

Then he said, ‘Let’s try it again!’

The fist bump worked much better the second time, once I knew what it was.

We ran down to the Black House and squeezed into the den.

I took out the kit my mother had bought me at Woolworths for Prince Charles’s investiture at Caernarfon Castle which we’d watched on TV two weeks ago: a plastic golden rod, a plastic sword, a crown and a ring.

‘Did you watch Prince Charles?’ I said.

Elias nodded.

‘My mother loved it,’ I said. ‘I thought it was a bit mental.’

Elias started laughing: ‘So mental!’

‘And,’ I said, ‘the way he talks is so posh.’

My kit had come with a kind of fake scroll with the words he spoke on it, so I took it out and started in a really plummy voice: ‘I, Charles, Prince of Wales, do become your liegeman of life and limb …’

At which point both Elias and I burst out laughing and couldn’t stop, and even when we started to talk about normal things, like Elias’s collection of musical instruments (tambourine, ukulele and some brand-new maracas) and the feathers he’d been collecting in the weeks before I arrived, we kept going in Prince Charles’s plummy voice. Elias showed me his new shovel and fork – not children’s plastic ones, but made of shiny green metal – and two yellow hats he’d found on a construction site near where he lived.

We put on the two yellow hard hats and tried smashing each other over the head with sticks, harder and harder, to see if it would ever hurt. It didn’t. Our ribs hurt, though, from laughing.

‘I think the circus has closed,’ said Elias, still in the plummy Prince Charles voice.

I nodded because I knew we’d squeezed every drop of joy from it last summer. ‘All the animals escaped.’

Still in the voice.

He nodded.

I said: ‘I think we need some land. To build our own kingdom.’

‘Let’s take command of the end beach!’ said Elias, posher than ever.

We took the fork and the shovel and the shiny yellow hats and squeezed out of the den to the patch of sand at the tip of the Spit which looked over to Mudeford Quay, with its pub and its fish stall and its ferry point. Between what was now our beach and the walls of the quay was the Run, where the open sea was forced through a small gap, coursing its way in powerful currents into Christchurch Harbour. There were signs up everywhere saying STRONG CURRENTS and DO NOT SWIM in red writing. 

Elias never wanted to go in the water, so the signs didn’t bother him.

I, on the other hand, had been chosen for the school swimming team. 

But no matter, we had a kingdom to build. First, we made a system of moats passing around crenellated sandcastles and pebble towers, which we decorated with the feathers Elias had been collecting. We worked intensely and without stopping. My mother brought us down cheese sandwiches. Tom H and Tom P and the Clitheroe twins all came down to see it. We accepted their praise, but didn’t invite them to join in.

Tom H said, ‘Why are you two talking in weird voices?’

I pointed to my nose, and our secret bound us together, Elias and me, and kept the other boys out.

Each day we planned renovations and extensions to the collapsing kingdom, hiding in the den with a graph-paper pad, a measuring tape and a calculator, as well as my blackboard and a box of coloured chalk.

But then, at the start of August, I noticed that Elias kept yawning all the time, and when I asked him why, he told me he wasn’t sleeping much at night: ‘Mum has things in her head.’

‘Like? What kind of things?’

‘Like a tangle of snakes,’ he said. ‘They keep her awake.’

I nodded although it didn’t make much sense to me.

‘Do they untangle in the morning?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Do you want to have a nap?’ I said. ‘And I’ll make you a potion to help you feel better.’

‘Thank you,’ said Elias, and he curled into the bed hollow and went to sleep, and, when I came back with the ingredients for the potion, I looked at his peaceful face, his dark eyelashes on his smooth dark skin, and I had a strange feeling like happiness and sadness all at once.

When he woke up, I gave him the potion: Ribena/honey/squeezed grapes/vitamin C.

He said, ‘Your potion worked.’

I said, ‘Because I am a wizard.’

We went back to our hut and got some black paper and made wizard hats and we danced about the Spit with magic sticks casting spells on everyone and turning Agatha and Susan into rocks and sitting on them.

In the middle of August, it turned very hot.

‘Do you think you’ll ever like swimming?’ I asked Elias.

He shook his head: ‘I can’t see without my glasses.’

‘Will you watch me then?’

He said he would. He sat on a step ladder with his mother’s binoculars, like a lifeguard. Occasionally, he yelled out, ‘Shark!’ and I thought he was the funniest person on earth.

I suspected that the reason he didn’t get in the water wasn’t because he couldn’t see without his glasses, but because he couldn’t swim. Tom H and Tom P and the Clitheroe twins turned the step ladder into a kind of communal diving platform, and everyone except Elias hurled themselves off the top. Elias went on yelling, ‘Shark!’ and occasionally ‘Orca!’ or, my personal favourite, ‘Narwhal!’ After two days, Mama-Bibi took the step ladder back because she wanted to make a sculpture out of it, so Elias used to lie down and have a nap when we went swimming. 

The adults held an end-of-decade party on the last weekend in August, and stayed up all night, and slept in late. 

‘Hester and the boys swam out past the buoys on the wrong side,’ Agatha told my mother when she woke up. 

The wrong side was the open sea, beyond the buoys, where I had indeed swum out with both Toms, and Roger H and the Clitheroe twins, leaving Elias flopped out on his front. When we swam back, he slapped his face to wake himself up, and made me a necklace out of a boot lace with a shell on it. Tom H said he wanted one too, so Elias made one for him and Tom P and the Clitheroe twins and himself, and we took to calling ourselves the Shell Tribe.

Elias could make almost anything, even fire.

When he made fire, the other boys tried to not look as impressed as they were.

I wasn’t sure if it was the swimming or the shell necklaces, but the other boys had laid a tiny claim on me and Elias by calling us the Shell Tribe.

‘I don’t know why Hester doesn’t make friends with Charlotte,’ said Agatha to my mother. ‘It’s very mean of her.’

‘She’s ill,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to catch what she’s got.’

‘Oh Hestie!’ said my mother, laughing. ‘I didn’t realise you thought it was catching. I should have explained.’

Agatha said, ‘So you should go and see her.’

‘Yes, what a lovely idea!’ said my mother, and once I’d gone for the first time, though I spent the whole time wishing I was at the den with Elias, who made faces at me through the window, bobbing down and up, I had to go again. Charlotte and I played Happy Families on a plastic tray, which was very boring. 

Mrs Lewis (Charlotte’s mother) and Mrs H made a big fuss about Mama-Bibi’s rubbish sculptures being an eyesore that quite ruined the Spit, and my mother said, ‘Whatever keeps her well.’

Which I knew was the right answer.

My mother was full of right answers.

On my seventh birthday, when we went back to the Spit after school holidays had ended, Mama-Bibi said that seven was a holy number, and Elias and I tried on all the funny priestly hats that hung on the wall and put tablecloths around our shoulders and said amen amen amen in solemn chanty voices like at the Brownies church parade service. Elias had to go to church twice every Sunday, so he was brilliant at the uppy downy voice.

When Elias turned seven after midnight, he said he was going to mark the moment by styling his hair like his Brazilian grandfather on the piano, who Mama-Bibi loved very much.

‘Did Elias’s dad have hair like that too?’ I said.

My mother took my hand and squeezed it as if I had an on-off switch, and Mama-Bibi smiled in a sad way and said, like she’d said before, ‘Elias was made by music.’

I was older now, and though still not a hundred per cent sure how anyone was made, I knew this was a weird thing to say. I also knew that the vicar who owned the hut was called Reverend Jones, and that he and his wife wanted Mama-Bibi and Elias to live inside the vicarage, but they preferred to sleep in the drive inside their lorry with the harp and the driftwood piano. Mama-Bibi had come over to be near Elias’s English granny, but she died, and he wasn’t sure if he could remember her. The rest of his family was in Brazil, but for some reason he and his mother couldn’t go back.

Mama-Bibi separated Elias’s hair into three sections and made it into a plait, and he looked quite different with the hair scraped away, all the angles of his face sharper. He made me think of someone in a book, possibly on a horse, someone I wanted to gallop away with, to a place where I didn’t have to go to school and the Brownies church parade service. We all clapped his new seven-year-old hairstyle, and the air smelled of Timotei shampoo.

Before I went to sleep, I wrote in my diary that Elias and I were going to do something extraordinary and end up in the Guinness Book of World Records.
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Hester can’t bear to look at her mother’s cup next to her mother’s scarf, so static and dead on the table. Still life of Margaret Turner.

She thinks of the blue tit that flew into the glass doors of the sun room in Bosham just before she left. She picked it up from the terrace, and its tiny body was trembling. She sat on the swing chair, and let the bird turn cold inside her palm, and tears were streaming down her cheeks as she buried it with a trowel.

Enough.

She still feels exhausted. She slaps her cheeks. Lance calls this behaviour slopping around in your pyjamas. He is strongly against it. The man is obsessively tidy, though he has never developed any skills for clearing up. 

Perhaps she should get dressed. Is it normal to be so tired? She’s definitely not having a nap, whatever happens. She doesn’t sleep well these days. Snakes in her head, that’s what Elias used to say about his mother. Hester understands that now. 

She replaces the ladder, clipping it into place, and climbs up the steps. Sitting down, she pulls on her jeans, the baggy ones Lance hates, and the crumpled T-shirt that’s supposed to look crumpled, which he also hates, and then she climbs down the ladder steps and goes to the cupboard for her Birkenstocks that Lance says make her look like a hairy-legged German.

May told her the other day that this was Hairy Girl Summer, and some of her friends were going to stop waxing and allow their pubic hair to stick out of the edges of their bikinis.

Hester couldn’t think of one thing to say about this, except ‘I see.’

What she saw was alarming.

But that was probably cultural conditioning.
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Hester grabs the khaki jacket that she keeps here, which she’d never wear if Lance was with her because he likes her to be tidy and tight. 

She locks the hut door behind her because everyone does these days. The people who own the huts are rich now, the kind of rich that spends half a million pounds on a shed. Ergo, they have nice things. Like she does, elsewhere. She likes not having nice things here. It’s hard to explain the freedom of it. Articles have been written in national newspapers about prices on the Spit, so that people now take the ferry over just to see.

‘Half a million pounds for that?’ they say, pointing and laughing like it’s the best joke they’ve ever heard.

There’s no point explaining that the plot cost next to nothing in 1927, that her parents left it to her and Agatha in their will, that the point of it is not the money, though of course she does rent the hut out at exorbitant rates, sharing the profits with Agatha. 

Hester walks, harbourside, past the café, which burnt down in 2018. Now there are little food shacks offering pizza and burgers and falafels, and poke bowls, and Eton mess, which is more her thing.

Outside a white hut with its doors open, three young women in long flowery dresses crawl after their babies in the sand, the radio blaring Duran Duran. Next door but one, a thin man is sitting at his door in a black camping chair with his binoculars to his eyes, directing his gaze to the entirely empty sky. 

She went to see Duran Duran with Lance back in 1984. She used to love dancing. Perhaps she’ll start dancing again. Tonight, even, on the beach. She could have a solo birthday party.

At the sandy tip of the Spit, she can see Mama-Bibi’s memorial sculpture on its sandy plinth: green-turquoise like the sea, a kind of abstract shape, curved vertical struts, like a bendy ladder, with what she’s always seen as metal harp strings between them, slightly on the diagonal. She looks about her, picks a clump of buttercups from the grass and reaches for a white shell among the pebbles. She walks over and puts the shell and the buttercups at the bottom of the plinth.

She stands staring, blocking her thoughts. Then she reverses away and walks back to the Black House, which for some years has been divided into holiday lets and rented out. She peers through the windows: the mattresses are bare and the windows are webby. She goes around to the back and stares at the thicket of bushes. She bends over and pushes her head in, making a kind of breaststroke motion with her arms, but the branches feel so tight and thick that you’d think the den never existed at all. Her heart is racing, and she closes her eyes.

Someone blows a whistle.

She jumps.

It’s a woman with a black Labrador, both of them wearing hi-vis waistcoats, allowing Hester to keep a close eye. In case the dog shits. 

Elias’s hut, just around the corner from here, fell into ruin about twenty years ago. The site was bought and a new hut built by a man who nailed enormous metal butterflies onto its outside walls, which have rusted and perished, bits of coloured wing dropping off into the sand. 

She turns the corner.
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Two doors down from the hut with the fragmenting butterflies that used to be Elias’s, where before there was a big sandy space there’s now a huge rectangular hut with what looks like a substantial upstairs floor, a pale cedar deck, smart garden furniture with vast cream cushions, one of those egg barbecues Hester’s seen in Sunday magazines, a pile of wetsuits and a couple of windsurfers, the boards lying separate from their red and turquoise sails.

She continues to keep a careful eye on the Labrador.

The door of the huge hut opens and a group tumbles out. The boys, young and tanned, are in surf shorts, rubbing their eyes and putting their hands through their bed-ruffled hair. The girls are in tiny shorts, with foal legs and long blonde hair and flicky flicks. Hester keeps walking until she’s a few feet from them.

‘Group photo!’ says the most muscular of the boys.

It could be Tom H. The boy with all the gifts. The biceps. The muscular legs. Does it happen in every generation? The boy is naked from the waist up. Of course he is. Hester can’t stop staring at him. He gives a girl his phone to take the photo. This girl doesn’t have the flicky hair or the foal legs.

One of the ruffled boys says, ‘Ask that lady.’

She’s not sure when you change over from girl to lady. Or why May finds both words offensive, or what the acceptable word is for a female human being these days.

The short-haired girl without the flicky hair or the foal legs, who wears baggy dungaree shorts, says to Hester, ‘I don’t suppose you’d take the photo.’

As she takes the phone, they all position their bodies and their faces advantageously, and Hester remembers when photos were a record of the moment, not an advertisement for yourself. They lift their hands in the air in a moment of fake celebration, and Hester notices that the girl in the dungaree shorts hasn’t shaved her armpits. Hairy Girl Summer?

She’s strangely drawn to the thought of it. Not the bikini line but the armpits. Letting her armpit hair grow. Why not? She knows what Lance would say. And Lily. May might be keen, especially if it would annoy Lance. They could do it together.

Hester takes about twenty photos, fearing she’s picked the wrong angle and they’ll all be awful, rejecting the creeping self-consciousness that sometimes comes on her when she’s surrounded by young people and technology. Then she hands the phone back to the dungaree girl. The group slumps onto the squashy cream cushions, flicky-haired girls sitting on the laps of flicky-haired girls. 

She hears a boy saying, ‘I’m so hungover,’ in a Tom H kind of voice.

‘Thank you so much,’ the dungaree girl says to Hester, and Hester notices that she has five earrings running up the cartilage of her left ear, in the shape of musical notes. She also has a little ring in the septum of her nose, like the piggy-wig in ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’.

How does she dare to be so different among so much flicky-haired conformity?

How did Elias dare?

Tom H, Lance, this boy here, they’re all repeats through the generations.

But there’ll never be another Elias.

She looks up at the oversized hut. There’s a piece of driftwood with musical notes painted onto it.

‘Are you musical?’

The girl nods.

‘What do you play?’

‘Piano, violin, guitar.’

‘There were a mother and son who had a driftwood piano in that hut over there. And a big gold harp. In the sixties and seventies,’ says Hester, her mouth losing control of itself, the way it does when she talks about it. 

‘A driftwood piano?’

‘Just a piano, basically, covered in driftwood,’ says Hester, blushing. ‘They collected it from the beach. The driftwood, I mean. Not the piano.’

‘And a full-size harp? In a beach hut?’

‘Yes. They brought the instruments down every summer on a trailer. The son was my friend.’

‘What was he called?’

‘Elias.’

‘You look sad,’ says the girl. ‘Don’t tell me he died.’

‘I don’t know,’ says Hester. ‘We lost touch.’

The girl turns to the Tom H boy and says, ‘There were some people who had a driftwood piano and a full-size harp in that hut over there. In the sixties.’

He walks over.

‘This is Dom,’ says the girl.

Hester smiles at him, but he’s looking through her.

‘This lady knew them.’

‘Unreal,’ says Dom, who couldn’t give a toss about Hester or harps, who only cares about himself. He turns around.

‘My twin brother,’ says the girl. ‘His week’s ending. My friends come later today. We’re all obsessed with the place. What brings you down here?’

Ah, thinks Hester, chalk and cheese again. Like her girls. Like her and Agatha.

‘It’s my sixtieth birthday,’ she says.

‘Oh wow,’ says the girl. ‘Happy birthday!’

‘Thank you,’ says Hester, and she walks away. 

She keeps walking, stopping and putting her nose to the glass windows of huts. Lots have blinds, smart ones – you can tell from the tidy Roman folds and the high quality of the pull-string. Nobody used to have blinds. The huts in the old days were collections of family bric-a-brac, mish-mashes of leftovers, like little jumble sales. 

Hester walks down to the sand, to the first rocky groyne and she sits down on a flattish cream-coloured rock. She looks up the beach, wondering where exactly she was sitting, where exactly Elias was lying, where exactly Tom H came out of the sea to make his fatal suggestion. 

The thing about suggestions, she thinks, is that you can say no to them.

And she didn’t.
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Hester’s phone pings, and she stands up and pulls it out of her pocket. It’s May.

‘Happy birthday to the best mother in the world.’

Hester thinks: I’m not the best mother in the world. I’m an OK mother.

Nothing from Lily. 

Lily started pulling out her hair before the term self-harm was invented, or certainly before it was in widespread usage. Hester took Lily to see a therapist who explained she was inflicting physical pain externally to soothe the pain she felt internally. Hester felt guilty, but the therapist said the hair-pulling was common in perfectionists, and that Hester and/or Lance were probably perfectionists too. Then she paused, waiting for an answer, and Hester knew she wasn’t a perfectionist, so she said Lance was, although he wasn’t, because she likes to fill silences.

From then on, Lily was never without a scarf knotted over her head to cover her bald patches. She looked pretty, but Hester wanted to rip the scarf off her head to see where exactly the hair had come out. After her GCSEs, Lily said she was better.

‘Why are you still wearing your scarves?’ said Hester.

‘They’re my signature,’ said Lily. 

‘But do you need to?’ said Hester.

‘My life is my life,’ said Lily. ‘My dream is my dream.’

Hester wondered if all children had to find a way to break out of their parents’ dreams. Her own father’s dream had been to have a sex-free daughter, in the same way that she wanted a scarf-free daughter. So she no longer talked to Lily about scarves, though when she thought about them, it made her clench her teeth. After spending a day with Lily and her scarf, she could hardly move her jaw. She wondered if her father’s jaw had hurt when he thought about her having sex before she was married.

Lily made the scarves into a company that earned her lots of money. Famous people now wear her snoods and headbands and scarves, and women who have breast cancer whose hair is falling out, so Lily started giving ten per cent to Macmillan, and then she sold more and more and more, and made more money, and gave Macmillan more money, but not nearly as much as she gave herself. 

Then Lily met Kofi, and with their toned and taut and perfect bodies, they made twin babies who were also part of their brand, and then they started making baby headbands with little silk roses and daisies and butterflies with flappy wings on, and baby clothes with pencil-drawn bees and unicorns and dachshunds, and then actual clothes for dachshunds and then, during the pandemic, masks, and snoody things that you could wear around your neck and pull up over your face. Lily and Kofi and their daughters and their dachshunds wear their products and sell themselves, and this has made them rich. May is jealous of them. Is there always financial jealousy in families, she wonders. Do siblings assume they’ll be financially equal because they came from the same womb? Hester and Lance are rich, and Agatha is jealous of them. 

Can’t wait until the big birthday dinner tomorrow!

That’s what May’s text says, but she probably can. Also, it’s not exactly a big birthday dinner, and if she doesn’t go, it will be even smaller, and in fact won’t be a birthday dinner at all.


OceanofPDF.com



14

Hester stands in the sea, and the little waves lap around her knees and wet her rolled-up jeans. The gulls are diving in one spot. She supposes there are fish out there. Ah yes, a gull flies over with a fish in its beak, landing on the beach. Hester turns to watch it stab the fish’s belly. She wonders if she should intervene. Obviously not. Gulls eat fish. Come to think of it, she eats fish too.

We all live and we all die.

She turns back, and goes on looking out to sea, thinking how utterly commonplace death is. This was what she learnt in the pandemic. Lance said people died in hospitals every day, it’s just that Professor Whitty didn’t usually come on TV in the evening and read out the numbers. But every death ruptured a family, as hers had been ruptured. Family after family after family. The reality of it kept her awake through the long nights of that long lockdown when she was stuck with Lance, without the breaks, without her getting away to the hut without him, without him having his little trysts in London, without Juniper and her ‘death row dogs’ in the garden, without the personal trainer coming in the mornings, without Nora making everything smell of lavender, without waving at the neighbours out and about in Bosham, or seeing May, or Lily and Kofi and the girls.

‘Next week it could be us,’ she used to say to Lance. ‘We could be in the death numbers.’

‘Of course we won’t be.’

‘It has to be someone.’

‘We’re perfectly healthy.’

‘So were some of the people who died. It’s called the optimism bias, Lance. I’ve just this minute read about it in the paper. We all assume disasters happen to other people.’

Ping.

Hester takes her phone from her pocket, worrying that she might drop it in the sea. The gulls go on diving and screeching. She wades back to the beach, her jeans unrolling, and she sits down, dries her hands on her jumper and takes out her phone.

Happy Birthday, Darling!

Lance will have sent an enormous bouquet of flowers, for which she has an enormous birthday flowers glass vase in the cupboard in the utility room.

She will not be there to receive it.

She does the easy thing. 

Xxx, she texts. 

She wonders if Lily will remember. May might nudge her, but probably not today – the girls had an argument when they got together for Lance’s birthday a month ago.

May asked Lily if she felt comfortable exposing her children on Instagram without their permission. Lily said that five-year-olds couldn’t exactly give permission, which May said was just the point she was making. May’s a teacher. She hasn’t had a permanent teaching job for some years, preferring to stay on the books of some agency, who call her, saying would she like a job for the day, or the week, or the month, or the half term.

May’s flat (partially paid for by Lance and Hester) is a terrible mess: clothes on the floor, dishes in the sink and the whole place smelling of incense sticks, possibly to disguise the smell of dope, Hester read in the paper, though she didn’t bring it up. May wears long Indian dresses and pilled ponchos. Hester suspects that what Lily most disapproves of is not her laziness or her ponchos, but her size. 

When Hester named her daughter May, she pictured the glorious hopeful month, spring turning to summer, bluebell woods and maypoles, but in the end, her May was more the may in, ‘I may or may not’. I may get off my arse and do a spot of teaching/clean my house, but there again, more probably, I may not. I may go for men, I may go for women, I may go for both, I may go for no one – Hester really isn’t sure. She doesn’t mind who she goes for, but it feels like something a mother should know. Lance says, ‘Perhaps she’s trying to lose weight before she goes for anyone.’

This was wrong on so many levels that Hester didn’t know where to start, so she didn’t start, and this was when she knew she should be deeply, terminally worried for her marriage. Until that moment, she’d been up for the fight, for bringing him round to a better way of thinking, as if his opinion in some way mattered to her. 

‘You’re so scheduled,’ Hester once heard May say to Lily. ‘You even look scheduled.’

‘Well, you look unscheduled,’ Lily responded.

This was always about their bodies.

Still no text from Lily.
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The Early Seventies

As the Spit came into view from the Land Rover window, I had the shivery feeling. I could see Elias walking out to meet us. He was nearly eight and walking with a bit more of a swagger than I remembered. 

I opened the door and climbed out, and Elias and I did the fist bump.

‘I am your liegeman of life and limb,’ he said in the posh plummy Prince Charles voice.

‘I did awfully badly at university,’ I said to Elias in the Prince Charles voice, because my mother had told me that something called a two-two was a bit of a disappointment for a future king.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Elias. ‘For you will wear a great big crown!’

‘The den’s still there, isn’t it?’ I said to Elias, as we walked, now in the normal voice. ‘No one found it, did they? It’s still ours?’

‘It always will be, Hestie.’

We hugged each other, and my body heated with the warm bliss of our infinite summer. I took out my paper pad and new paint set, with a proper palette and easel, and we ran down to the den and tunnelled through. He’d put an old crate in the centre, like a table, with cushions to sit on, and he’d hung triangles of fabric in the branches. On the crate was a little pot of cocktail sticks, two sticks of glue and a ball of string. In the corner were the musical instruments and a pile of buckets, scavenged and new, with a packet of bacon inside one, which he didn’t refer to, and in the vault, a range of shells and feathers he’d been collecting since June, with a jar of those softened pieces of green glass deposited by the waves.

I put up my easel and started on a painting of the den, trying to make the shadows look shadowy, which was a bit too hard for me. Elias got to work, painting the flags of mythical countries. I gave up on my shadows and helped tape the flags to the cocktail sticks, which we put in our pockets.

We crept out of the den with buckets and shovels and bacon and shells and feathers, heading for our beach, and there it was, with nobody on it but us, because nobody ever was, what with the NO SWIMMING signs. 

Using our range of buckets, we began to make a series of castles, inserting flags and feathers, decorating the walls with shells and glass.

As we worked, we talked, talked and talked and talked, in a way I didn’t talk to anyone, and this was because Elias said, ‘So what’s inside your head today?’ When I said, ‘Nothing,’ he said, ‘Human beings have seventy thousand thoughts every day, so start with one of them.’ Then all sorts of surprising things came blurting out of my mouth, and I felt like I was talking nonsense, but Elias said, ‘Even if it’s nonsense, it’s still one of your thoughts.’

Then we had a competition to see who could say the most nonsense question, followed by the most nonsense answer.

Like, ‘Do you remember the summer we turned into parrots?’

‘Oh, stop eating your maracas!’

Elias had found a rock out at the end where the crabs hid, and we tied the bacon onto string, and pulled the string up, with crabs clustered on it. Then we gave the crabs names like Harold Wilson and Hillman Imp and let them loose for sideways races on the beach as they scuttled back into the sea.

The adults came down to admire the kingdom, but Mama-Bibi didn’t come.

‘My mum’s not good.’

‘Tangled snakes?’

He nodded.

‘What are the snakes?’

He shrugged.

‘She’s playing the harp all night.’

‘Like all night past midnight?’

‘Like never sleeping. She’s drinking, Hestie. Don’t tell anyone.’

I nodded.

I felt I should tell someone but I also felt I shouldn’t. I didn’t like this feeling inside me.

Elias was back and forth, checking on her. Sometimes he didn’t come to the den, and when I called at his hut, he said it was best I didn’t stay. I’d hang around doing drawings of the beach in my sketchpad, rushing to meet him when he came out. One day, I waited so long without him coming out that I gave up and found the other boys. 

We waved to the people on the Noddy train as we headed in the direction of the cliffs, but Tom H suggested we went into the woods, where we weren’t supposed to go. We pushed through beyond the proper path, and we came upon a pool surrounded by trees, with a mythical mossy kind of air, and for a moment, before I remembered, I forgot about Elias. 

Tom H said, ‘From now on this is our camp.’

I felt a kind of divided loyalty inside my stomach, thinking of the den, which was actually my camp.

That evening, the parents and the Clitheroe parents went back to the Hs’ hut to drink wine, and we were all given packets of crisps and juice cartons with tiny straws, except Tom H’s older brother Roger, who was allowed to have a weak shandy. As we sucked our cartons and crunched our crisps, we tried to work out what the adults were whispering about.

‘I think you’re the person,’ Mr H said finally to my father.

When my father set off with my mother’s Victoria sponge in a tin, I followed him, hiding between huts. Mama-Bibi was out making her not-things in the sand, and Elias was there, helping her.

My father gave Elias some sweets from his pocket, and then he gave Mama-Bibi the tin. He took a deep breath and he cleared his throat and he asked Elias’s mother if she could possibly stop playing her harp after eleven o’clock at night as it was stopping the other hutters sleeping.

Mama-Bibi looked up, and she closed her eyes, and she put her hand on her heart. It hurt me that my father was hurting her, and I wished the adults had chosen someone else to ask her. Mama-Bibi, still with her eyes closed, said that this would ruin her summer. My father, his eyes creasing with kindness at her closed eyes, said that when she played the harp after eleven o’clock, it ruined everyone else’s summer, but in better words than that. 

She did stop playing the harp after eleven o’clock that summer, but she also stopped talking to the other adults, including my mother, who she liked better than anyone. I knew I should talk to Elias about this, but when he asked me what was inside my head, even though the incident was flashing like a Belisha beacon behind my eyes, I never mentioned it. 

We went on making our kingdom bigger and bigger, repairing buildings if they got damaged by walkers or dogs or the wind, and designing more and more outlandish flags. Then we got bored with it, and pretended to have gone mad and careered around the beach with the shovels smashing it all into the ground and rolling on it, and rolling our eyeballs and letting our tongues loll out, like rabbits with myxomatosis. 

I brought some of my father’s tools to the den and we cut off branches and leaves to expand our den into extra rooms. I told Elias about the pool I’d found with the boys, but he didn’t ask any questions about it. My mother took the two of us to the pick ’n’ mix in Woolworths on Christchurch High Street, and it felt like some kind of apology for what my father had said to his mother. 

We kept the sweets for a midnight feast which we were planning for the night the adults had a party. I crept out of the hut and met Elias at the den with a torch and a bottle of Tizer, and we smoked candy cigarettes and had loud boring conversations about our pretend jobs and cars and children, blah blah blah, like the adults. Elias had brought Refresher sweets and we put them on our tongues and let them fizz.

I felt like I was a human Refresher – that’s the best way I can describe it.

We came back to the Spit for our birthdays in September, and my mother made a big fuss of Mama-Bibi, as if it was her birthday, not ours. Elias gave me his dotty tambourine as a present. I gave him a djembe drum. 

I asked Elias if we could write to each other through the year, and he said we could, but when I sat down with a card my mother had given me, I found I wasn’t very good at it. 

Dear Elias, I wrote, I miss you. (That was the easy bit.)

I am back at school, and it is very boring.

I am also back at Brownies, but I can’t be bothered to do any badges.

Hopefully next summer will come quickly.

Love Hester x

Elias wrote back, telling me he would love to go to school, but his mother wouldn’t let him, so he had to teach himself. He said he had to go to two church services, though, on Sundays. He also asked me what doing badges was, and it took so long to explain that it started to feel like homework.

I told him he was mad to want to go to school, and asked him what the church services were like, though when he replied with lots of details about them, I realised that though I’d asked the question, I didn’t really care about the answer.

Then our letters tailed off.

But soon it was summer, and we were nearly nine. 

I begged my parents to let me bring two enormous silver crocodile tails that nobody at school wanted from our end-of-year play. My father, who minded about packing the car tidily, wasn’t keen, but my mother persuaded him, because she liked children to play imaginary games.

Mama-Bibi was odder and wobblier than ever that summer, and when she talked she had a slurry voice. She came and sat on our beach watching us making enormous animal shapes out of sand, and sometimes she fell asleep. We made mermaids and mermen and dolphins and sharks with doors inside their tails and fins, for tiny people to come and go through, much smaller than Lilliputians, who I knew about from Gulliver’s Travels, which my father read to me at night.

‘Why doesn’t your dad come to the Spit?’ I asked Elias. ‘Maybe he could look after your mum.’

‘He lives too far away,’ said Elias. ‘It’s best if you don’t ask about him.’

We made up a new game called crocodile wars. We lashed the school-play tails onto our waists with an ingenious system involving two elasticated belts belonging to my mother, and we put flippers onto our hands, and, flat on our bellies, we wrestled each other to death in the sand.

Mama-Bibi said to me, ‘I wish I’d been like you when I was young, Hester. Maybe everything would have turned out differently for me.’

I couldn’t think of one thing to say to her.

‘The way you hold your own,’ she said. ‘With the boys.’

On one of the days that Elias wasn’t with me, I was up at the pool when Tom H suggested that he and the Clitheroe twins should pull down their swimming trunks and that I should pull down my swimming costume because it would be interesting to see what each other’s private parts looked like. 

I didn’t especially care what the boys’ private parts looked like, but the way Tom H said it, it was hard to say no. So maybe Mama-Bibi was wrong and I couldn’t hold my own. Or not without Elias beside me. No; although I didn’t want to, I pulled down my costume.

The three boys gathered around me as if I were an animal at the zoo, bending over to take a closer look at the little slit I’d always taken for granted, neither liking it nor disliking it, and a big surge of heat came over me, making me pull up my costume before I’d had a good chance to look at the curled prawns inside the boys’ trunks, and, as they pulled up their trunks, I caught the briefest glimpse of a small fleshy package Tom H was carrying between his legs, underneath his prawn. And the odd thing was: it interested me. In a frightening way. Like I hadn’t been interested in anything before. 

I wanted to run away now I knew what was inside the boys’ trunks, so I said I had to get back to do something at the hut. When I got back, I wondered if my mother could tell what I’d done by looking at me. When I saw Elias, I assumed I’d tell him about what had happened, but I didn’t, and I couldn’t. Not one of us who’d been there ever mentioned that day again.

That year, Elias and I tried again with writing letters, but didn’t do much better.

The next summer, when I arrived, nearly ten, Elias gave me a bracelet, which had a tiny pebble engraved with both of our names. He had one too. Then I said, in the Prince Charles voice, ‘I am your liegeman of life and limb,’ and he said, in the Prince Charles voice, ‘Shall we proceed with our first act of summer?’

Elias was wearing baggy jeans, and when we got to our beach, he brought a leather pouch out of an enormous denim pocket half way down his leg. He unrolled it, and inside its little leather sections, were tiny sculpting tools, with which he’d been experimenting all year.

‘We are going to make a kingdom like nobody’s ever seen before,’ he said.

He was so good at sculpting that it made me feel a bit in awe of him.

‘Thing is,’ I said, ‘at school I have to learn all sorts of things I can’t stand, like maths and science. Whereas—’

‘Whereas I just sculpt with sand?’ said Elias.

‘Or you know, whatever you like. You don’t have to go to school.’

‘What’s it like, school?’

‘Well, the bell’s always ringing,’ I said. ‘Because they divide the day up in slots. One minute you’re doing art and when the bell rings, you stop and do science.’

‘What if you want to go on doing art?’

‘You can’t.’

‘What if you just did?’

‘You’d be punished or something.’

‘Punished?’ said Elias. ‘That sounds awful.’

‘There are good things too,’ I said.

‘Like?’

‘Friends.’

‘Friends?’

I nodded, and Elias looked down and went on sculpting.

‘I don’t need anyone except you,’ he said without looking at me.

I was about to say that back to him, but then I didn’t.

He looked up and his face made me think of a lamb I’d once seen sticking its head out between the slats of a huge lorry which was stuck in a traffic jam next to us on the motorway. I’d asked my father where all the lambs were going, and he’d told me, and after that I could never forget that little lamb’s face, bleating at me. The way I could perhaps have helped and I didn’t.

The Clitheroe family had bought a Mirror dinghy, an actual sailing boat like Swallows and Amazons, with sails that were so red and inviting and flappy that they pulled Elias and me away from the sand kingdom some days. Mr Clitheroe made us wear fat yellow lifejackets even when it was hot. One day, Tom H took his off when we were some way out, and Mr Clitheroe came out in his motor boat and told him crossly to put it back on. But when Mr Clitheroe turned to go back to the beach, Tom H took it off again, and we all thought he was God’s gift to the world. Elias said he liked the Mirror dinghy, but I didn’t think he did because of his fear of water.

In the boat, all the Shell Tribe dreamed about how different our lives would be in the coming year when we’d all be turning ten, double figures, and I felt puffed up with importance knowing that I’d turn first, that I was the oldest. 

It turned out that being ten wasn’t that different from being nine, although I’d had a bit of a growth spurt in the summer term, as if my body was warming up for eleven and twelve and the teens after that. Once we arrived at the Spit, I jumped out of the Land Rover and realised that the ten-nearly-eleven-year-old me was taller than Elias for the first time ever. We fist-bumped and hugged and did the Prince Charles voice and sprinted down to our beach. Elias had arranged seaweed in colour coordinated piles because he’d been researching living artists, who make ephemeral art that disappears. I thought ephemeral art sounded extremely clever and intellectual, and happily threw myself into making kaleidoscope patterns with seaweed and pebbles and shells. Mama-Bibi sat on the sand beside us making macrame out of rope and telling us how talented we were.

Tom H and the Clitheroe twins appeared, and Tom H had a slightly superior look on his face.

He said, ‘Are you two ever going to grow out of doing this?’

Elias said, ‘This is called ephemeral art.’

And Tom H said, ‘Effeminate art?’

Mama-Bibi looked up and said, ‘I always thought you had a mean spirit, Tom.’

Tom H blushed and hesitated, and then he said, ‘At least I don’t leave rubbish all over the beach.’

Which was clearly copying what his parents said.

I asked my father what effeminate art meant, and he said it meant nothing. I asked my mother, who asked who’d said it, and when I told her she looked sad. She turned to my father and said, ‘Why does innocence always have to end?’

Whenever Tom H passed by our beach, I felt a horrible confusion rising up my legs, which I couldn’t talk to Elias about. Elias went on treating Tom H as nicely as he always had. But Mama-Bibi would say things to him like, ‘You aren’t as marvellous as you think you are, Tom H.’

None of us could possibly have agreed with her because, I was realising this more and more, Tom H really was marvellous in every possible way.

This was the summer that Mr and Mrs H bought a Mirror dinghy for Tom H, so now there were two Mirror dinghies, and each morning, the Shell Tribe would put their names on little slips of paper inside Tom H’s cap, and divide in this way into two crews to have races on the harbourside. We still had to wear lifejackets, which we resented loudly. I loved it when I ended up with Elias and Tom H, the three of us trapped for hours in a dinghy together. When my leg bumped into Tom H’s leg as we tacked, it made me feel strange. 

Elias and I did a bit better with our letters that year, as we’d given up on news and now tried to make each other laugh about funny things that had happened in our lives. I don’t think either of us had enough funny things to write about so we just made cynical comments, or cut things out of newspapers and magazines, and this approach turned out quite well.

When I arrived the next summer, eleven, nearly twelve, I saw Tom H before I saw Elias, and he was very tall, and I remembered the strange hot feeling I’d had in my leg the year before. Tom H said, ‘See you around,’ and I said, ‘See you around’ back, and there was Elias wearing a trilby hat. I was still taller than him and his plait had grown even longer. Elias told me that his grandfather with the plait had died, and that both he and his mother were very sad.

My parents persuaded Mama-Bibi to come round for dinner, and she told us that she still heard her father’s voice quite clearly from beyond because, did we know, the dead can go on speaking to us. My father moved the conversation on by offering everyone sweets from his pocket. He didn’t deal well with this kind of talk. He liked to deal in facts, and didn’t come to church, even at Easter and Christmas or Brownies church parade. I didn’t go to Brownies any longer and had refused Guides. For obvious reasons: badges and knee-length navy blue skirts.

Before Mama-Bibi left to go back to their hut, she said to my father, ‘I don’t think we should discount things we don’t understand, but perhaps that’s because I’m not English.’

I wrote that in my diary. I loved the mystery of it, and it made me feel like I wanted to be different from what I was, that I didn’t want to be a typical English person doing typical English things.

Elias and I walked under the moon towards the Black House, and he said that in his grandfather’s papers, he’d found out about an archaeological site in Brazil, at the headwaters of the Xingu River in the Amazonian rainforest. Something about those words and the black night and the stars, galaxies and galaxies of them, made me extra-fizzy.

We pushed into the den, and Elias had hollowed out our beds, and we lay next to each other, and he kept his trilby hat on, and I felt full of hope and mystery.

‘Kuhikugu was found by an anthropologist called Michael Heckenberger,’ he told me. ‘And he worked with the Kuikuro people, who are probably the descendants of the original inhabitants of Kuhikugu. How cool is that?’

‘Very cool,’ I said, although I wasn’t one hundred per cent sure what an anthropologist was, and I was already getting a bit mixed up with the Ku words.

But it didn’t matter because Elias had hung lights in the branches, which worked with batteries. He’d got them for Christmas, especially to use in the den, and they made an atmosphere that was magical and sacred.

‘There were probably twenty towns and villages and maybe fifty thousand people lived there. But they were killed by the diseases brought over by Europeans.’

‘Very uncool,’ I said, the sand cold and damp, Elias warm and safe next to me, and the coloured lights glimmering above me.

Everything felt perfect, but not fully perfect, I wasn’t sure why. There was a tiny shadow in my heart.

‘And what set these people apart from the Aztecs or the Mayans …’

I nodded sagely in the torchlight, and Elias’s face was green and red and yellow.

‘… was that they built horizontal monuments.’

I nodded again.

‘You know,’ said Elias. ‘Not pyramids. They went outwards, not upwards.’

I nodded again.

‘There was this man called Lieutenant Colonel Percy Fawcett who heard about Kuhikugu and went on an expedition to find it. He called it City Z.’

‘I love that name,’ I said.

‘He found a document from 1753,’ said Elias. ‘The city had arches and a statue and a temple with hieroglyphs.’

‘And did Lieutenant Colonel Thingie find City Z?’ I said.

‘He got ill with a fever on his first expedition. Then he went back again with his son Jack.’

‘I like that name,’ I said, and then I blushed because, with all this heavy history going on around me, it was a bit pathetic to keep commenting on names.

‘And Jack’s friend, Raleigh.’

In honesty, I didn’t like the name Raleigh.

‘But they all disappeared in the Mato Grosso jungle.’

‘That’s awful,’ I said. ‘The poor mother. You know, wife. Woman.’

‘In the end Kuhikugu was discovered in 1925,’ said Elias. ‘There was a film about it.’

‘Cool.’

‘But this is cooler,’ said Elias. ‘We’re going to build it.’

That really was cool.

Unless it wasn’t. As I lay next to Elias under the lights, on the almost perfect night, I wondered if I wanted to build a kingdom the next day. Then I hated myself, and told myself firmly that I did. 

I wondered if Elias had any idea that I’d started growing buds under my nipples, that I’d counted five dark hairs inside my knickers. I wondered if he had any hairs. But these were not the sort of thoughts I was going to let out. Because they were, obviously, disgusting. Nor would I tell him that the changes in my body had led me to wonder if what I’d seen inside the boys’ trunks that day by the pool was changing too. I couldn’t tell him that because he didn’t even know we’d looked at each other’s private parts.

Instead, we went and sat on the beach and looked at the moon in the sky and the moon in the water, and Elias took my hand, and I loved him.

We did start building City Z the next day, and Elias was wearing his trilby hat, which I admired very much, and his sculpting skills were so extraordinary that all the fathers came down to take photos. And I felt very sad that he didn’t have his own father. But I didn’t say that thought either.

I persuaded Elias up to the pool with the other boys, where we sat about playing loud music, and I wondered if this was better than sculpting City Z. We learned all the lyrics and felt like popstars. The thing was that I liked building kingdoms with Elias and I liked singing pop songs too. One minute, I would feel happy. And then, out of nowhere, I would feel deeply, terrifyingly sad. And sad about the most surprising things. For example, when the sea came in over our final version of City Z, and all the buildings softened and shrank and collapsed into weird shapes, I burst into tears. 

‘Why are you crying?’ said Elias.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

Then I felt a terrible ache in my back, like my insides were being pulled out of my body. 

‘Something weird is happening to me,’ I said to Elias. ‘I think I might be dying.’

When I went to the toilet, I found out that I’d started my periods.
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There’s still no birthday text from Lily. Hester wonders if she should send a message saying something like, ‘Nice sunny day for my birthday.’ That would jolt her into action. Lily could then say happy birthday to her, and Hester would feel that both her daughters loved her and that she lived inside a happy functioning family. But then again, no. Lily might ask where she is or what she’s doing, and she doesn’t want to give anything away. 

Hester gets up and puts her Birkenstocks and her jacket back on. The bottoms of her wet jeans cling to her shins. She decides to keep walking along the beach until she gets to the spot. She’ll know where it is. There’ll be some kind of a sign inside her body. 

She walks, counting the stone groynes, which weren’t yet built when it happened. It was a central-ish spot, about here, she thinks, staring at the sand around her feet, and she shivers, and her teeth crash together, and she thinks that she should have put a marker, a little gravestone, saying RIP My Innocence.

She sits down and lays her palms flat on the sand. 

If only Elias hadn’t fallen asleep that day. 

She picks up a broken mussel shell, and she drags it down the inside of her right arm. It makes a bloody cut which stretches from her wrist to her elbow, and hurts. She stares, shocked, at the sharp edges of the mussel shell in her hand and at the blood dripping from her skin, and she remembers all the conversations she had with different professionals over the years about Lily.

Ouch, it hurts.

It really stings.

She blinks her eyes and purses her lips, but it doesn’t take away the pain in her arm. She presses her hand over the cut, one section at a time. She stares at the mussel shells around her on the beach, and wonders if she might do it again, on her left arm. Then she feels scared. 

She walks to the sea and crouches down, cupping salt water over the inside of her arm, wincing. Then she pulls down her sleeve and stands up. It’s harder to stand up from a crouch than it used to be. Her legs don’t have the same spring in them. She presses her sleeve over her wound, and blood seeps through the thickish khaki fabric.

Time for a latte, she thinks, perhaps with that coffee cake she’s promised herself, to take away the pain in her smarting arm, which hasn’t helped the pain in her smarting heart. Lily probably found the same thing when she pulled (pulls?) out her hair.

It’s nearly half past eleven. 

Elevenses? 

She hasn’t heard that word since her mother died. 

In fact, more than coffee cake, she’d like to eat one of those mille-feuille slices from the dessert trolley at Amici, the Italian restaurant where they used to go for family birthdays when she was a child. Puff pastry and icing and cream. 

Yum.

And also.

Ouch.

Her arm.
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Hester walks between the huts, and she goes through the wooden arched entrance to the shacks, which are arranged around a courtyard, with tables and benches that spread onto a covered deck overlooking the harbour. There’s a small queue, which she joins. The courtyard is full of ageing hikers sitting at a large table with maps around their necks in plastic wallets.

Oh, look who’s coming in. Handsome Dom, twin brother of Flo, from the huge new hut. He’s put on a T-shirt, but still has bare feet. Walking about in bare feet was an affectation that Tom H embraced all those years ago, that and wearing mismatching rugby socks – she’s sure Dom does that too. He has one of the flicky girls at his side, the blondest one, in the shortest shorts, with a big hoodie on, possibly his big hoodie. Tom H was always lending Titania his sweater. It broke Hester’s heart.

Dom catches Hester’s eye, and for a second, they are staring at each other. Hester turns away. Now he and the girl have joined the queue behind her. Ouch, her arm. Hester finds it hard to age people, but these two are perhaps somewhere between seventeen and twenty-two. She’ll listen for clues and work it out.

The hiker at the front of the queue is buying coffees and teas and cake loudly. If she left Lance, would she have to go for a man like one of these hikers? No, she reminds herself, she wouldn’t have to go for any man at all. 

‘Carrot, coffee, chocolate, flapjack, Mike?’ shouts the hiker-man. 

Hester stares at the hiker-women and tries to work out which one he might be married to. The women are all wearing pastel coloured trousers with cagoules and macs in navy or hikers’ green.

‘Carrot, coffee, chocolate, flapjack, Dave?’ shouts the hiker-man.

And behind her, Hester hears Dom.

‘It’s always been you, Soph,’ he says in his smooth boarding-school voice.

‘How long is always?’ says Soph.

Hester can’t stop herself.

She turns around.

‘Forever,’ says Dom, and he puts his hand on Soph’s shoulder, then takes it off.

‘Oh hello,’ says the girl to Hester. ‘Didn’t you take the photo?’

Hester nods. She feels very old and drab. She was never beautiful like Soph – girls are definitely prettier these days – but she was definitely young once. They didn’t have long hair in her day. Lots of pageboys and pixie cuts. Dom takes Soph’s hand, and you can practically feel the heat radiating from their skin. 

She knows she’s staring.

‘Are you here on holiday?’ says the girl, who’s been taught to be polite.

‘No,’ says Hester. ‘I mean, yes. You?’

‘We leave today,’ says the girl. ‘We’re all off to uni.’

Ah, eighteen, nineteen.

Hester can’t remember when people started calling university uni. Her generation was willing to go the full five syllables every time. Think of the time they could have saved. Not that she went to university. But that’s another story.

‘Where are you going?’ says Hester.

‘Exeter,’ says the girl.

Dom looks irritated, so Hester turns around and stares forward again.

‘When I saw you with Josh,’ says Dom behind her, not caring who hears, like posh boys never care, like Tom H and the Clitheroe twins didn’t care, like Lance doesn’t care. ‘That’s when I knew.’

I bet it was, thinks Hester.

‘So?’ says Dom. ‘What’s your answer?’

‘It’s a bad moment,’ says Soph. ‘Just before we start uni.’

‘We can do it,’ says Dom. ‘If we both really want to.’

‘But Durham and Exeter?’ says Soph. ‘That’s like, miles.’ 

Drinks parties. Durham and Exeter. Blah blah blah. This is Hester’s life. This, apparently, is her tribe, though she never had a tribe again after the Shell Tribe on the Spit. When you do something terrible, you put a wall around yourself. 

Perhaps she should have gone for a hiker-man, although, definitely not. The plastic wallets? What’s the opposite of an aphrodisiac?

Hester presses at her arm, looking at the patch of blood on her sleeve, amoeba-shaped, which is possibly a contradiction in terms.

‘We can see each other at weekends,’ says Dom to Soph from behind her.

Then there’s a suspicious silence, with a very faint squelch. Hester spins her head around briefly, and then back, and yes, they’re snogging, very passionately. In the queue for coffee. Among the hikers wearing cagoules.

Hester can hardly remember wanting to snog as much as Dom and Soph behind her want to snog. Being truthful (which she must be because that’s the new rule in the new chapter), if she left Lance, she doesn’t think she’d bother looking for an old man to snog in a food queue. Does anyone say snog any more? It sounds wrong in her head. 

When Dom and Soph stop, Hester rolls her eyes at them and says, ‘Will we ever get served?’ 

Soph smiles.

‘Are you looking forward to uni?’ says Hester.

Saying uni doesn’t suit her. She’s blushing. She’s going to stick with university from now on. 

Soph nods.

‘Durham and Exeter,’ says Hester. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing.’

‘Not ideal,’ says Soph.

Hester nods: ‘Perhaps it’s better to give yourselves time to settle because I always wonder …’

She fades out. 

It’s nothing to do with her.

Dom’s earlobes turn red. They have tiny blond hairs on them like the fine tendrils of climber plants which attach themselves to fences.

‘I’m not sure we were asking for your advice,’ says Dom.

‘Dom!’ says Soph. ‘That’s rude. She was only—’

‘No, I shouldn’t have said anything,’ says Hester. ‘You’re quite right. It’s just that I couldn’t help hearing.’

‘Let me buy you a coffee,’ says Dom to please Soph. ‘To apologise for my extremely bad manners.’

Oh, the charm. She recognises it so well. Anyone would think they had an actual lesson called Double Charm on the Eton timetable. Eton, Harrow, Winchester – wherever he went. Perhaps on Friday afternoons.

‘Well, if we ever get served!’ she says.

Dom pushes a strained laugh out of his mouth.

Soph says, ‘Would you like cake as well?’

‘Oh,’ says Hester. ‘Maybe! It’s my birthday, you see, so—’

‘Happy birthday!’ says Soph.

‘My sixtieth! I can’t understand how I got so old,’ says Hester.

Dom takes two steps backwards.

‘Sixty isn’t old,’ says Soph. ‘Not nowadays.’

Which is the sort of thing you only say, Hester thinks, when you aren’t sixty.

Perhaps she won’t have cake because nothing tastes as good as skinny feels, and being so near to Sophie has made her feel even fatter and older and uglier than she did when she came in. As she waits for her latte, Dom leans attractively over towards the young woman with buck teeth behind the counter and says, ‘A slice of cake please for the lady. It’s her birthday. And it’s on me.’

‘Chocolate or coffee or carrot?’ says the young woman. ‘Or if you’re feeling healthy, we have oat flapjacks.’

She knows the right thing is an oat flapjack.

‘Coffee cake,’ she says, heart palpitating, as she presses at her stinging arm.
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As Hester reaches the hut, Dom and Soph come past, their arms so tightly around each other that they can hardly walk, like they’re in some kind of novelty three-legged race. 

She sits down, putting her cake and coffee on the half-barrel. She checks her step count on her phone. She’s sure her phone doesn’t pick them all up. She might add some extra steps later. You can. You just press Add Data. She worked it out on her own. 

Nothing from Lily. 

Surely she must remember it’s her birthday soon. 

Hester goes back into the hut and opens the door of the easiwork cabinet, which has a grey enamel pull-down counter and pink cupboards with frosted-glass panes. It was once in her grandmother’s kitchen, and it’s now so old that the style has become fashionable on Etsy. She stares at the soldier’s epaulettes on the Quality Street tin, and her belly aches for the gold crinkles of toffee penny sweets and the sweet sensation of being so happy you never wonder how you’re feeling.

She picks a stubby white birthday candle in its white plastic flower holder from the tin, and she takes a box of matches, and she goes outside to put the candle into her cake because why not?

As she lights the candle, Dom comes sprinting past, and he puts up his hand in a half-wave and winks. Winks! 

She sees herself through his eyes.

She couldn’t feel more pathetic.

More sad and hopeless.

The painting in the hut has nothing to say to her: of course she won’t rise. 

Also, her arm really hurts.

Dom walks back past, this time with an expensive-looking tartan blanket over his shoulders, the sort that folds over with leather handles, and two bottles of champagne.

She really doesn’t like Dom.

You’re too old not to like him, she tells herself, because he’s basically a child, and it’s not appropriate for adults to dislike children. They’re still developing. She’s old enough to be his mother. She should try liking him for his mother’s sake.

If her mother were still here, she’d be ninety-six, like the Queen, who met Liz Truss the Prime Minister on Tuesday, smiling radiantly in her beige cardigan and her beige kilt, but who didn’t attend the privy something meeting by Zoom, it said in the paper yesterday, because the doctors advised her to rest. Hester follows the Queen’s movements, in honour of her mother, but it’s so long since her mother was alive.

Hester stares at her coffee cake. She will be sad about her mother and father until she can’t be sad because she isn’t here either. But at least her sadness tells her that they were once real. Her mother once had hands which opened this tin and took out this white plastic holder with a candle just like this one, hands which struck a match and lit it, and a voice which sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to her, for twenty-three years, right here on the Spit.

Just twenty-three years of knowing her mother.

It wasn’t enough for her.
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Hester removes the candle and takes a big bite of cake. Oh no, yuck, she’s gagging, because there’s a long hair in her mouth, and as she tries to pull it out, it slithers up her throat through the chewed sponge, slimy icing and saliva, and she’s back in the toilet block holding Elias’s plait, vomiting into the bowl.

She’s now staring at the long black hair in her hand, which can’t possibly be hers, but must be someone’s, and looks just like. Just like. She doesn’t want to think about it. She puts her other hand on her chest and breathes, breathes, breathes. The cloak of heat falls over her, and her mind fills with all the significant vomits in her life.

One, the plait vomit, harbinger of all that were to come. Two, the Mama-Bibi vomit. Three, the Agatha’s wedding vomit with her friend, Sara. Four, the post-O-level ear-nibble vomit here on the Spit. Five, the one in the snow, with Chris Peek, her second real boyfriend, who she met in the doctor’s surgery when everything seemed hopeless. Six, the Adventurer vomit, when her pain ruptured her from within. Seven, the wedding (her own wedding) vomit, which is quite some claim to fame, but then again she was a total mess, only marginally present that day. She should have cancelled her wedding, what with everything. But of course she didn’t. Because she’d lost herself by then. She wasn’t functioning. 

She hasn’t functioned ever since.

Poor Lily and May.

But she’ll make it up to them – somehow.

Perhaps by starting to function again.

Hester picks up the remainder of the cake, and she walks to the nearest bin (there are smart wooden bins everywhere these days) and throws it in, holding on to the pitiful stubby white candle and the white plastic flower holder, which she puts in her pocket.

She wonders if other people can remember their vomits with such clarity.

She gags again remembering the hair coming slimily up her throat.


OceanofPDF.com



the past


OceanofPDF.com



1975

In the Land Rover, I started feeling shaky inside because I’d been really crap about replying to Elias’s letters and I didn’t know why. I’d also made out all year that Tom H was my boyfriend, showing photos of him around in lunch break, to gasps of disbelief. So it now felt as if Tom H was my boyfriend, and I had this strange fear that Tom H would somehow find out. Or that Elias would. 

I was also feeling shaky because I knew nearly thirteen was too old for dens. My mother said you’re never too old for dens, but I knew this wasn’t true.

We were nearly at the Spit.

And.

I strained my eyes.

Elias wasn’t waiting by the hut. 

I wondered if he hadn’t come to the Spit at all. Then I wondered if he was with someone else, one of the boys, or even sickly Charlotte. I was fully trembling by now, at the thought of him not being fully mine, even if, at the same time, I couldn’t stop thinking about Tom H. I tried to act normal, but I could see my mother looking around with an anxious expression on her face and doing glary eyes at my father.

I felt hot.

Then I felt cold.

‘Do go and have a little wander,’ said my mother, her eyes darting about to find Elias.

‘Not before you’ve helped unpack,’ said my father, causing my mother to do more glary eyes at him.

As Agatha and I unloaded the shopping into the fridge, a voice said, ‘Hi!’ 

Tom H.

His voice! His voice! 

It was very deep and very deeply unsettling. I leaned forward into the fridge, hoping that the cold might un-blush my flaming cheeks. I didn’t turn around. I said, ‘Hi!’ into the bottom shelf, feeling an unfamiliar heat between my thighs, as testosterone seeped out of him and danced about with my oestrogen in the air.

I turned around, hoping my face had paled, and trying to look casual. 

‘Hi!’ I said, and Tom H’s hair was lusher and longer and wavier. He had shaved, I was sure he had, because above his lip I could make out tiny dark dots. He was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt, and the biceps in his arms were showing, and he had a thin coat of hairs growing on the front of his legs. He was barefoot, as usual. My heart was racing.

‘Hi!’ he said again.

‘Hi!’ I said again. ‘You’ve had a bit of a growth sp—’

I stopped myself. That was the kind of thing parents said, and also I didn’t want to say the word spurt, no, that was dangerous, now that I knew about ejaculation and sperm and all the things Miss Ross had been through in Biology lessons.

‘You’re taller,’ I said.

‘Pleased to be of service,’ he said.

Of service?

What?

I blushed and turned around, thinking of the day by the pool. The scene formed itself with total clarity in my mind. I wouldn’t look the same any more, down there, and he wouldn’t either. He’d look like the sketched boy in my biology book, with scribbly fuzz around his fat penis. Stop it, I told myself inside my head, which was inside the fridge.

Tom H said, ‘OK then, see you around.’

‘See you around,’ I said to the fridge, moving the lettuce and the tomatoes around, then picking up a cucumber and very rapidly putting it down. When I turned around, he’d gone.

‘Oh, young love!’ said Agatha with a thoroughly supercilious look on her face.

Agatha was nineteen and she’d become a librarian. She actually had – the After Eight boxes were just the start of it. She was only coming to the Spit for a week and then she’d be going back to her job at the library in Hatch End, where she had a boyfriend called Henry Cassock. Henry was coming over on Saturday for the day. I couldn’t stand him.

‘You’re the one who’s in love,’ I said.

‘I’m old enough,’ said Agatha. ‘It’s appropriate.’

Elias came sprinting around the corner.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. 

‘Don’t worry,’ I said, but my voice came out wrong, and we slightly missed each other on the fist bump, and my face had turned hot.

We started walking, and we’d forgotten to do the Prince Charles voice, and it was like I had needles in my bloodstream, and I wanted Elias to tell me one of his seventy thousand thoughts, but he wasn’t saying anything, and I looked at the sandy ground, then back at his face, then down again.

‘Sorry I didn’t write much,’ I said.

‘Oh, don’t worry!’ he said.

We arrived at the Black House and we stood staring at each other, not moving, not going around the corner. Elias had a dark shadow above his lip which would look better if he shaved it. It felt like we were paralysed, staring at each other. He turned to look out over the Run to Mudeford Quay, and his plait was longer than ever. I wondered if he should undo it and have his hair loose, and maybe a bit shorter. He took my hand, and my hand went stiff, and I tried to make it loosen, but it didn’t.

We still hadn’t gone around the corner.

‘Are you thinking—’

‘It’s just,’ I blurted.

‘What?’

‘Are we maybe … ?’

My sentence ran out.

‘Too old?’ said Elias.

‘I mean, maybe,’ I said. ‘And too big.’

‘You’re taller than me,’ said Elias. ‘Does it bother you?’

I blushed and shook my head, and I felt as if a wave was coming over me.

‘I mean, maybe we should just go and see …’

Elias nodded.

We turned the corner, and there it was. The den. He went first, crawling through the bush, and I followed, and I was too big, and I felt so strange and shivery I thought I might throw up.

He’d turned the coloured lights on, but they didn’t really show as it was daytime. There were two cans of Coke on the crate table and two packets of crisps, salt and vinegar. 

‘Oh!’ I said.

‘I mean, we can take these to the beach,’ said Elias.

‘No, I—’

‘Honestly.’

‘But you put the lights on for us.’

He shrugged.

I nodded to the smart silver radio.

‘I got it for Christmas,’ said Elias. 

‘It’s so cool.’

Elias handed me a can of Coke and a packet of crisps, and I crawled back through. The air was warm and smelled of seaweed, and we sat on our beach, which we didn’t call our beach, and we opened our crisps and our cans, and we ate and we drank, and Elias put the radio on, and they were playing Led Zeppelin, ‘Stairway to Heaven’. I closed my eyes and tried to look deep.

‘Amazing lyrics,’ said Elias.

‘It’s like your mum says.’

‘Like my mum says what?’

‘You know, about the harp …’

‘A ladder to the higher plane of love?’ said Elias.

I felt my face go hot again.

‘I mean, it’s kind of the same thing,’ I said.

And then it went very silent.

I had a terrible fear that Elias was going to ask me to build a kingdom, even though we were nearly teenagers now.

He opened his mouth.

I put my hand on my heart, because what would I say, and what if I had to start building, and Tom H and the others came past?

‘I think it’s over, isn’t it?’ said Elias.

He reached out and took my hand.

‘Maybe the den is over,’ I said, and my throat was tight and clenched. ‘And the kingdoms.’

Elias squeezed my hand, and he said, ‘I get it.’

I said: ‘We’ll never be over.’

He nodded and stared at the sand.

‘We’re just growing up,’ I said.

‘I think you’re growing quicker than me,’ said Elias. ‘Mum says girls do.’

‘How is she?’

‘Not good, Hestie.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

We both looked over the Run to the quay and now the radio was playing ‘Seasons in the Sun’. Every word of it found its way into me. We’d had so much joy, we really had. And so much fun, more than anyone could imagine. Our seasons here on the Spit  made a layered mirage over the beach: sand kingdoms and crabs and hard hats and crocodile tails. Every beat and every syllable went through me. The chorus, an agony, every time it came round because I felt deep inside me that those precious seasons – our summers here together – were out of time. Out of time, as in out of step with each other – was that what I meant? Or did I think that we were running out of time to be together?

I wasn’t sure.

I felt a horrible knot at the top of my throat.

The ferry was leaving to come over to the Spit. 

‘Do you remember your mum saying you were made by music?’

‘It’s her way of refusing to tell me who my father is,’ said Elias.

‘Do you know who he is?’

‘No.’

‘What does she mean then?’

I turned to him.

He said: ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

I didn’t like the way he said it, like he didn’t want to share his secrets with me.

‘Shall we go to my hut?’ I said, because I couldn’t think what else to say. ‘Mum and Dad will want to see you.’

‘I might go and get my trilby,’ said Elias in a strange choked voice, and he got up and he started walking away from me very fast, and I knew he couldn’t work out how to be with me with no den and no kingdoms. He didn’t know who we were to each other any more. And nor did I. And on top of that, he didn’t know who his father was. And it was all too unbearably sad.

I went back to the hut, feeling very quiet, and very cold inside me. Elias wasn’t there. When he arrived, he kept his trilby on, shadowing his face, and I didn’t ask him why he’d walked away so fast.

My mother kept looking at me and then at him. She gave us money to buy 99s. At the ice cream hut, we met sickly Charlotte who never came out, whose hair had been styled into a dark pixie cut, and who was also buying a 99 with her mum. She told us she was better, though she still looked quite pale. We didn’t dare to ask what had been wrong with her.

Tom H and the Clitheroe twins came by. Hugh Clitheroe was wearing a cygnet ring on his little finger, which was a good way of distinguishing him from Marcus, who’d lost his.

We all went up to the pool and sat around talking about how our lives were going to change when we all turned into teenagers. Elias wanted to look further into the future in a more objective and universal way. Would we all end up with personal airships instead of cars? Would we live on the moon? Create a man-made star? 

I felt like people wanted him to stop asking so many of these kinds of questions.

Hugh stole a packet of his father’s cigarettes the next day, and we smoked them on the cliffs, passing them around the group (so as to not use them all at once) and looking up at the sky, trying not to choke, with meaningful looks on our faces.

When Marcus dropped his cigarette butt, he made a little fire in the dry grass, and we all panicked because we had no water to put it out with.

Tom H said, ‘Let’s get our cocks out and piss it out.’

Everyone laughed.

The fire went out on its own.

I kind of hated Tom H for being so gross. But I still liked it when he bumped into me with his body.

I found this contradiction troubling every day of that summer, how I could hate someone and long for them to stand next to me, both feelings at the same time. 

I wished Tom H would leave, but then when he did, on the last day of August, I felt as if my life was ending.

I cheered up when my mother suggested we went for a midnight swim together. We swam out into Christchurch Harbour, and I felt the old fizzing kind of elation inside me as we floated together under the stars.

‘This is how I used to feel all the time on the Spit,’ I told my mother.

‘What do you mean used to?’

‘Like it comes and goes these days,’ I said.

‘It’s probably your hormones,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit crap being a woman.’

The next night, when she was at the Clitheroes’ hut and I was supposed to be in bed, I put on my costume and went swimming again on my own, and I was free and fizzing and unleashed. I didn’t tell anyone about this secret swim.

I came back to the Spit on the 8th of September for the double-birthday, hoping Elias and I could find a way to be older together in a way that didn’t hurt.

Now that we were on our own without the others, it didn’t matter that I was an inch taller than him or that he hadn’t shaved the black shadow above his top lip. No, we resurrected the nonsense questions, with a bottle of cider.

‘Did I tell you the hamster needs a new bra?’

‘It’ll be the making of him.’

I became a teenager at 10.13 p.m. on 8th September 1975. I was sitting in my father’s rowing boat under the stars on the Christchurch Harbour side, with Elias, when the water turned luminous glimmering electric blue. Like a kind of miracle. Elias grabbed my hand, and I felt the warm joy of our palms clenched together as we looked out at the electrifying blue of the sea, swelling and shrinking, shimmering up the sand of the scrubby beach. And I thought I might like to stay here, in this position, forever, with the breeze against my cheeks and the iridescent sea redeeming me and making me whole.

‘I feel like real life’s about to start happening to us,’ I said. ‘Like we’re old enough for it.’

The bright blue waves went on lapping against the shore, and we squeezed each other’s hands very hard, until Elias said, ‘I think the universe is speaking to us.’

I said, ‘What’s the universe saying?’

And Elias said, ‘That nothing can ever separate us.’

I felt a tear expanding in the corner of my eye.

‘Let’s do this every birthday, Hestie.’

‘Even when we’re adults?’

‘I mean, at least let’s come back for the important ones. Let’s promise each other.’

‘I promise,’ I said.

‘So do I,’ said Elias.

Then we both looked away from each other as if it was too painful to admit that we couldn’t promise, that we were older now, and we knew things would go on changing.

But still the moon in the sky made a moon in the water.

‘Look at the moons,’ I said. ‘Some things never change.’

Elias didn’t answer, but he took my hand.

Elias really knew how to hold a hand.
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Hester looks at her watch. It’s twenty past twelve. She could reasonably have lunch at one o’clock, so she has forty minutes. If you’re struggling to fill forty minutes, she thinks to herself, it might be a long winter here on your own. 

Perhaps she’ll read a book. She came to books late as she spent many years trying to hate reading to annoy Agatha. She goes inside and searches through the shelves, but there isn’t anything that she hasn’t read before. 

She pulls yesterday’s paper out of her tote bag. 

LIZ TRUSS GOES FOR GROWTH, says the headline, and Hester realises she doesn’t really know what that means. She starts reading an article by the economics editor, but the words fall out of her mind before they make sense. This used to happen when she was revising for exams. She’s always been unable to hold on to facts, explanations, numbers, people’s names.

Though, oddly, she’s remembered the names of Dom and Soph, who are coming back. She’d expected them to be longer. Dom is slugging from what seems to be the last remaining champagne bottle, which is nearly empty, and Soph has the tartan blanket round her shoulders with the leather handles dangling like stirrups above her calves. She wouldn’t be surprised if they both owned horses. 

Dom stops, looks at Hester and starts singing ‘Happy Birthday’, very badly, which causes Soph to hop about, waving her hands, hooting with laughter and saying, ‘Stop! Stop! I need a wee!’ 

‘The loos are over there,’ says Hester, gesturing with her arm, remembering that they used to be called toilets.

Even when Soph disappears into the toilet block, Dom goes on laughing.

Then he clears his throat and says, ‘Sorry,’ and he and Hester stand in silence for what feels too long.

‘Happy birthday, anyway!’ he says.

‘Yes,’ says Hester. ‘I think we’ve covered that.’

‘Good cake?’ he says.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Lovely.’ 

Soph reappears, and they both start laughing again, and then, thank goodness, they head off.

People continue to walk by to catch the last ferry, and Hester catches snippets of their conversations.

‘… even bother to tell her …’

‘… brilliant, I always said that, but the school can’t see it …’

‘… not actually white, more greenish …’

‘… emigrate, or that’s the plan …’

‘… giant squid …’

Giant squid? Hester wonders. Why would this woman in long shorts be talking about a giant squid as she walks along Mudeford Spit? 

‘… so then I told him straight, little old me …’

Little old me?

Horrible expression. She wonders whether, in the history of the world, a man has ever called himself little old me.

‘… increase it to Thursdays as well because there’s so much need out there …’

There’s so much need out there. There is, thinks Hester. There really is. 

She needs to start contributing to the world’s needs. She could adopt dying dogs, like Juniper. To get herself going.

She watches the tide rising over the beach, bringing bits of debris with it. She takes out her phone. 

There are no new messages. 
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‘Oh,’ says Hester aloud to nobody. ‘One o’clock!’

She goes into the hut and turns on the radio, the old navy-blue Roberts, still going.

Following further evaluation this morning, the Queen’s doctors are concerned for Her Majesty’s health and have recommended she remain under medical supervision.

She’s never heard this kind of announcement on the radio before now. She thinks of the Queen waking up this morning, and of all the mornings the Queen has woken up and thought, I have to open a hospital/cut a ribbon/have a garden party/talk to boring strangers, all the mornings she has woken up and thought, I have to put on a purple coat with a purple hat, or a pink coat with a pink hat, all the mornings she has thought, I don’t want to. Perhaps it’s a relief to be ill and under medical supervision, a relief not to have to get up and put on a hat, a relief to think I have done my duty, my life is lived.

Hester stares at the silver screw shining in the floorboard.

Prince Charles arrived at Balmoral at half past ten, says the voice on the radio, and she remembers the way she and Elias used to talk in his plummy voice, like he was someone to laugh at. She doesn’t want to laugh at him right now. Also, his voice is much more normal these days.

Hester goes on staring at the floorboard, picturing the Tupperware box, which she assumes will now be yellow with age. She wonders again if hair decomposes. She shudders. 

Will the Queen really die of whatever illness is keeping her under medical supervision? She’s always seemed immortal. And it’s helped Hester to have her here. It’s made her mother feel less dead. And odd to say it, it’s made her feel safer in her life.

Are the Corgis beside her bed, or on her bed, or being kept out behind the door, barking for her? Is Princess Anne holding her left hand and Prince Charles, her right?

The Queen was there with Philip until the end. 

The twinkle in his eye was as bright at the end as when I first set eyes on him. 

That’s what she said.

What a lovely thing to say.

Hester would feel weird being at Lance’s deathbed, which is probably a sign that she shouldn’t be. That’s it then. That’s a sign. That she should go ahead with her decision. Because she definitely wouldn’t want him at her deathbed. A hundred per cent not. This feels a huge revelation, so huge in fact that she needs to sit down. 

How big is heaven? How big are people post-death? Insect-sized, in order to fit everyone in? Or are not that many admitted? Just a few in every generation, like Oxbridge. She has a terrible fear that she won’t be let in because of all the wrong things she’s done. She’ll be able to see everyone she loves through the railings, but there’ll be a padlock on the gate and she’ll be screaming at her tiny insecty family, ‘Mum! Dad! Granny! Grandpa!’ But nobody will be able to hear her. The people she loves will have no idea she’s ever been there outside the gate. They’ll carry on quite happily without her.

She wonders if Prince Philip was faithful to the Queen, or whether he was a bit of a player, like in The Crown. She can’t imagine the Queen ripping off her beige kilt for some horsey lord. Don’t think things like that, Hester reprimands herself.

She wouldn’t want the Queen to know she hasn’t been faithful to Lance, and it would make her mother sad too, not that she’d be judgy about it. There again, all the Queen’s children have been unfaithful, except Edward, as far as she knows.

‘God save the Queen,’ she says to the air and she cuts four slices off her anaemic Spar cheddar cheese and finds some ancient Branston pickle, scraping a little mould from its surface, takes out her pricey sourdough bread, and makes herself a sandwich.

Does the Queen accept, lying in her enormous bed under medical supervision, that nothing is ever straightforward in life, in a marriage, in a family?
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When I came down to the Spit with my parents and Agatha on the 17th of July 1976, a couple of months from my fourteenth birthday, it was already a weird summer: the lawns were yellow, the reservoirs were dry, hoses were banned and, not far away from where we lived, people queued at standpipes because there was no water in their taps. The sun had been shining since the 23rd of June, and at school we’d made paper fans, with which we were allowed to flap our faces in lessons. 

We got out of the Land Rover, and there, at the Noddy train stop, I saw that a new hut had been built, gleaming and smart, with two trees standing in terracotta pots each side of the door, like lollipops. 

I creased my eyes to see if Elias was outside the hut, and he was. He was sitting on the wooden bench playing a guitar, wearing dungarees a bit like John Lennon wore. We’d started taking weird photos of unlikely things which we took to be developed and sent each other, meaning we could keep our letters short and to the point. I really hoped he’d grown taller. I walked slowly towards him, passing Tom H’s hut, which was closed. He’d arrive soon, and he might well fall in love with me. 

Elias stood up, put down his guitar, and he wasn’t taller than me.

He said, ‘Are we still doing this?’ as he clenched his fist, and I said, ‘Yes.’

We bumped fists, quietly.

We’d definitely grown out of the Prince Charles voice.

We walked in silence. It felt strange looking down at him. We diverted not to our den but to our beach, and he said, ‘It’s time to get the lobsters ready for tennis.’

‘Not if they insist on wearing Vaseline.’

We laughed, but not quite enough, and he turned to look at me, and I loved him with such intensity that I had to look away. Yet at the same time as loving him, I wanted to love Tom H, in a different way, and I didn’t know if it was possible to love them both.

‘As you see, I can play the guitar. I taught myself.’

‘You told me.’

‘And I’ve sussed the harp out now. Like properly. You know, grade 8. But Mum doesn’t believe in exams.’

‘Isn’t it a really hard instrument?’

‘It was the only way I could think of keeping her well.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s so happy when she plays,’ said Elias. ‘She was so happy to teach me. But then sometimes she wasn’t.’

‘Meaning?’

‘There was this one day when she said, if only she’d never seen a harp in her life, and then she started crying, and she kept trying to hug me and say sorry, and I kept saying sorry for what? And she said, “At least you exist.”’

‘Weird,’ I said slightly distracted because I could see the Clitheroe twins coming closer, and I could see that Charlotte was walking very close to one of the twins. It was hard to tell which one. Marcus and Hugh and Charlotte waved, but they didn’t come over, and I had a terrible thought. Was my friendship with Elias putting the others off me? Also, did they think I fancied him? Then I realised that I’d cut Elias off when he wanted to tell me important things about his mother. But I couldn’t bear to miss out on whatever the others were doing, and I badly wanted to see Tom H. If he’d arrived. So I suggested we went back to my hut.

As my mother made orange squash for us, I saw Tom H come by with his arms full of firewood. As my mother asked Elias how his year had been, I watched Tom H jogging back and forward, barefoot, in shorts and no top. Pass the smelling salts, I thought inside my head. This was something we’d started saying this year at school. Charlotte headed in the same direction as Tom, wearing a sundress made of slightly psychedelic fabric, bubbly flowers with enormous orange petals. 

I wondered if Charlotte’s sundress was quite cool, and if so where she bought it, and whether I should buy one. I said, ‘I might change,’ and Elias nodded, and I climbed up the ladder with my holdall to the sleeping deck, where I stared inside it, planning what nonchalant not-too-keen outfit to put on. I pulled on my denim shorts, feeling my sanitary pad hard against the crotch seam, and the white peasant blouse, which had an embroidered panel across the top, birds in reds and turquoises.

‘Nice,’ said Elias when I came down, but I didn’t feel nice. I never felt nice when I had my period. Or perhaps I never felt nice these days full stop. Also, it wasn’t ideal having a period without your own toilet.

‘I think they’re building a fire,’ I said, grabbing a bag of marshmallows from the table.

As we approached the fire, my puffed sleeves felt tight on my upper arm, and I hated how childish they probably looked, and I nearly ran back to the hut to change, but I couldn’t, because Tom H was watching me, still with his top off, and his slightly biceppy arms bent at the elbow, his hands on his hips, and I became intensely aware of the way I was walking towards him, the way my arms were swinging, perhaps a little too emphatically, a little too marchily, a little too childishly. I calmed my legs and my arms down.

Then I had the most terrible thought. I wished I wasn’t arriving with Elias. I looked at the back of his dungarees and his ridiculously long plait as he strode ahead of me, and the love I’d felt on the beach had turned into something else. Something horrible.

‘Marshmallows!’ I said as I arrived. ‘I thought we could toast them.’

Was that a terrible idea, I wondered as I held out the bag. Were marshmallows childish? 

Tom H smiled and said, ‘I hate marshmallows.’

Elias said, ‘I love them.’

Though I knew he didn’t.

‘My mum has these sticks you can use,’ said Charlotte.

She went back to the hut to get them, and when she returned, she looked paler than ever against the bright orange of her dress. We all held our marshmallows to the fire except Tom H, who took three beer cans out of his rucksack. 

We all sat about passing the cans around and saying things to impress Tom H, except Elias didn’t. He asked the types of questions he always asked, like, ‘If aliens don’t know they’re aliens, do you think it’s actually us who are aliens?’

Tom H and the twins looked at Elias with superior expressions, and Tom H turned on the transistor radio he had in his pocket, and he and the twins sang loudly along with Thin Lizzy.

‘Great song,’ said Marcus Clitheroe.

Elias said he actually preferred ‘You’re My Best Friend’ by Queen because it made him think of me. The others sniggered and made tweeting lovebird noises and went, ‘Ooooooh.’

I was dying inside, and as I went on dying, it came to me that if everyone thought Elias and I were together, then there was no way Tom H would fall in love with me.

So I had to take action.

My body felt stiff with tension, and the tension didn’t leave me, not when my mother made hot dogs for Elias and me, not when we took our hot dogs and walked up to the cliffs to see the sand martins. No, the tension just got bigger and tighter.

‘Elias,’ I said, as the sand martins flew in and out of their holes. ‘Please will you not say that again, about me being your best friend, you know, like you said about the Queen song?’

Elias turned very quiet.

I felt sick, and my whole body seemed to be trembling with the pain of what I’d just said, the pain of being who I was and feeling what I felt. But I kept going.

‘We’re just a bit old for best friends,’ I said, and I walked a bit closer to him and patted his arm, and then I thought of saying, Why don’t you shave your moustache? But I hated myself for that thought too and didn’t say it.

Elias said, ‘You’ve changed.’

I said, ‘What if I have?’

Elias said, ‘Not for the better.’

I felt like I might throw up.

‘I’m sorry, Elias.’

‘If you were sorry, you’d change back.’

I knew he was right, but I also knew I didn’t know how to change back, or if I did know, I didn’t want to. 

Elias said he’d walk me back to the hut, and we went the way past the Black House, and when we got to our den, we stopped. 

‘Is there anything left in there?’ I said. 

‘Do you want to go in?’

‘I’m a bit tired.’

‘Are you OK to walk back on your own then?’ said Elias.

My whole body turned cold.

I said, ‘Yes, fine. Good night then.’

I turned, and I didn’t look back, but I had the feeling he was going into the den – on his own. I felt like my heart was going to break, and I started crying so hard that my whole body shook. But I still didn’t look back.

The next day, we were all up at the pool with the beer cans we’d stolen from our fathers, when Tom H said to Elias, ‘When are you going to get rid of your ridiculous plait?’

Everyone went silent. I felt as if a huge finger, perhaps the finger of God, was upon my shoulder, and I opened my mouth, and I froze. I said nothing. Nothing.

Elias ran through a history of men’s hair. He started out with Samson from the Bible, and he went on to the Ancient Egyptians who wore wigs, and the Ancient Greeks who wore their hair long, and the Spartan men in particular, and the long-haired Ancient Romans who only became short-haired Ancient Romans when Caesar told them to cut their hair off for battle, and Elias said he would never go to battle, and not because of his plait, but because he was a pacifist.

There was a pause in the history of long hair for men, where Tom H clarified that if England had been full of people like Elias, we’d now be part of Germany. I said nothing. Elias said that Tom H was entitled to his opinion, as he was entitled to his, and he went on to the long-haired Vikings, and then to the fifth-century Merovingian dynasty in France for whom short hair removed their right to the throne, and then to Medieval Europe where long hair was popular among aristocratic men, and on to the white-haired wigs of eighteenth-century England, and before long he’d arrived at the Sikhs who grew their hair long as a sign of respect for God’s creation, and then it was the Beatles and the Rolling Stones and the American counter-culture – hadn’t Tom H heard of the beatniks and the hippies?

Elias stopped.

I was actually quite impressed by the way he knew so much about long-haired men, and the way his mind could recall it all, which was a bit of a waste since he didn’t have to do exams. I also noticed he hadn’t mentioned his dead grandfather with the long plait who stared out from the piano, whose hairstyle he was actually copying.

Tom H said, ‘So again. When are you going to cut your fucking hair?’

And Marcus (no cygnet ring) said, ‘Is that what your mum teaches you? The history of long hair?’

Hugh and Tom H laughed so hard I honestly thought they might be sick. And if they weren’t, I thought I might be. For different reasons.

Elias said, ‘My mum doesn’t teach me. I teach myself. So I can teach myself whatever I like.’

My body felt like someone had carved out my insides, and I was light-headed and couldn’t speak. We all went back to my hut and my parents gave us baked potatoes with butter and grated cheese and baked beans, and we sat silently on the wooden bench seats outside the hut to eat, and my mother offered us Ribena, and I nearly died because Ribena was for children. 

‘You’re all very quiet,’ said my father, which is what I really would have liked him not to have said – or I would have liked him ideally to say nothing at all, ever, in the presence of Tom H and the twins. 

Not one of us spoke. We didn’t like to in front of parents.

‘I think we were just hungry,’ I said.

Then Mama-Bibi came around the corner, and she wasn’t walking quite right, and she stumbled against our barbecue, as she said to Elias, ‘I need you, I need you.’

Tom H said, ‘For fuck’s sake,’ under his breath, which shocked me so much I turned bright red.

‘You be careful, Tom H,’ said Mama-Bibi. ‘You’re not as clever as you think you are. And that mean spirit hasn’t left you either.’

Elias stood up, and I stood up too and I reached out my arms, and she fell into them, and there was a strange unwashed smell about her.

‘Sorry Hester,’ she said, slurring a bit. ‘You can come too. It’s just I need—’

‘Don’t worry, Mama,’ said Elias. ‘Let me take you back.’

Elias took his mother’s arm, and he looked back at me, and he thought I was going to go with him, I knew that, but I pretended that I didn’t. 

Marcus said, ‘See you around then, Elias.’ 

And I said, ‘You know, whenever you’re free …’

‘Yes,’ said Elias. ‘That’s fine.’

‘Really fine?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Elias.

As Elias walked off holding his mother’s arm, Hugh got up and said to Charlotte, ‘Shall we go for a walk?’

Tom H and Marcus and I stayed sitting, and Tom H’s face looked kind of paralysed.

‘Silly bitch!’ he said, looking at Mama-Bibi.

Then my mother came over and said, ‘Why didn’t you go with Elias, Hestie?’

I didn’t answer.

My mother said, ‘Is he OK?’

I didn’t answer.

She gave Tom H, Marcus and me an ice pop each for pudding, but she was looking at me in way I didn’t like.

Marcus said, ‘Let’s go for a walk. I have some news.’

I started walking with Tom H and Marcus Clitheroe, and I was in the middle, and every time Tom H’s arm brushed against my arm, I felt hot and glorious, at the same time as ill and light-headed. 

But look. There was Hugh, and there was Charlotte, sitting on the sand against the rocks. Hugh was sitting with his arm around Charlotte, and their faces were squashed together. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I’d never seen a friend of mine snogging even though we all talked about snogging the entire time at school. Tom H and Marcus started picking up small pebbles and throwing them at Hugh and Charlotte, but they went on snogging, hardly noticing. Hugh made a two-finger sign at them without stopping snogging.

Marcus said, ‘So there’s my news. Right in front of your eyes.’

Tom H suddenly seemed incredibly energised. He went down to the water’s edge and picked up the biggest stones he could find and started hurling them in the water, one after another, and then he said we should all go up to the cliffs and jump off them, even though there were signs up there saying we shouldn’t because of the sand martins’ nests, and because the cliffs were eroding and, in short, we might kill ourselves. When Marcus and I didn’t want to go up to the cliffs, Tom H pulled off his T-shirt (pass the smelling salts), took his transistor radio out of his pocket and threw himself into the sea, doing a very wild and exaggerated butterfly stroke. Then he got out and said, ‘I need a beer.’

Marcus said he might go and see if Hugh was still at it.

Tom H said, ‘Come on, Hester,’ and he took my hand.

I thought I might have a heart attack as Tom H led me to the pool where he’d been so vile to Elias, and where he said, in a loud and determined voice, ‘I think we’ve both wanted to do this for a long time.’

He pulled my face towards him and suckered himself onto me, and started lashing my tongue with his tongue with a power that I found quite surprising, and a little bit alarming. I knew my tongue had a little bit that joined it to my mouth and I worried he might accidentally break it. My thighs turned to jelly.

Tom H stopped lashing my tongue, which made me worry I hadn’t kissed him properly and he didn’t want to do it any more. But no, he was putting on his transistor radio. He held on to me, and pulled at me, and we both kind of collapsed onto the ground. He climbed on top of me, and I felt the hardness of him, like Miss Ross had explained in Biology. It was actually true. And surprisingly hard. I wasn’t sure what I felt about it. I was kind of elated and anxious at the same time.

Also, I couldn’t believe someone as square as Miss Ross would know about this kind of thing, which didn’t feel very lessony, and I found myself wondering if Miss Ross had ever done what I was doing now with a man, whatever exactly it was, and whether she’d done it just to be sure she would get her explanations right in Biology, or whether she actually liked doing it.

But anyway, I shouldn’t be thinking about Miss Ross, or I didn’t think I should, because Tom H was now putting his hand on my left buttock, and I wondered if he could feel the edge of my sanitary towel through my shorts and my pants. Then he stopped, and he put his hand inside my vest and under my bikini top, rubbing rather roughly at my right breast, and pinching at my nipple, which hurt quite a bit, but was also quite nice. I suddenly saw my mother’s face inside my mind, and lacking the courage or the words to give a real explanation, I said, ‘Ow! I think I’ve just been bitten.’

Tom H said, ‘Just let me,’ panting and making groany noises that scared me a bit.

I said, without thinking, ‘I think it could be a snake!’

And we both leapt to our feet.

Tom H looked hot and flustered and said, ‘Don’t be disgusting.’

I had no idea what I’d done that was disgusting.

We carried on snogging for a bit standing up, but the power had gone out of it, and then we stopped, and I couldn’t think what to say to him. And Tom H said, ‘Night then.’

Once I got back to the hut, I was sure I’d loved every single minute of what had happened, but the thing I most loved was that Tom H had chosen me! Me! I raced up the ladder steps and lay awake, buzzing, like I’d just landed on the best planet that existed in the whole of the universe. And all the other universes. If they existed. I went to sleep, delirious. I woke up the next morning, still delirious, and lay in a daze of joy on the sleeping deck, batting away the thought of Tom saying, ‘Don’t be disgusting.’ And after that, batting away the memory of Elias going off on his own with his mother. And also the way my mother had looked at me. I re-enacted my scene of ecstasy up at the pool over and over in my mind, letting it become a little bit better every time. 

The first I knew of Titania was my mother saying over breakfast that the new family with the smart trees outside their hut had arrived, and they had a daughter who was exactly my age. 

‘I said you’d call round and introduce the gang,’ said my mother.

This was the last thing I wanted to hear. I didn’t want any other girls in our group, and I didn’t want to be faffing about finding Titania when I needed to find Tom H straight away and get back to the pool and continue our love affair. Also, and this was making me feel wretched inside, what was I going to do about Elias? Who I’d been so vile to? 

‘We’re not a gang,’ I said to my mother. ‘Nobody says that.’

‘She’s called Titania,’ said my mother.

‘Tit for short?’ I said, thinking this was rather a hilarious joke, the sort the boys might like when I tried it out later.

‘Don’t go around saying that, OK?’ said my mother. ‘These things stick and that’s not kind. Do you hear me?’

I couldn’t believe how annoying my mother was being on the best ever morning of my life.

‘Also,’ she said. ‘Is Elias OK?’

‘What do you mean is Elias OK?’

My mother stared at me.

I sighed loudly and climbed up to the sleeping deck.

I spent some time looking inside my clothes holdall, working out what exactly I could wear to look nicer than Titania. I looked out of the triangular window, thinking that if I could only catch a glimpse of Titania’s clothes, I might be guided in one direction or another. She’d probably be a total square anyway, with a name like that – wasn’t it from Shakespeare? 

My parents left to go out canoeing, and Agatha went off to queue at the phone box to call Henry Cassock, so I came back down in my pyjamas and ate another bowl of Puffa Puffa Rice, trying to hang on to my intense erotic joy which was colliding horribly with my mother’s stare, and Elias came by, and I realised that three bowls of it makes you want to throw up. Or perhaps it wasn’t the Puffa Puffa Rice.

‘Did you miss me?’ said Elias.

‘Miss you?’

‘When I had to go back and be with Mum last night,’ he said.

‘Well—’

‘What did you get up to?’ said Elias.

I blushed. Did he know I’d been rolling around with Tom H’s tongue in my mouth and his fingers pinching at my nipples?

‘Who told you?’ I said.

‘Who told me what?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Mum wasn’t doing too well,’ said Elias. ‘As you saw. We had a terrible night.’

I nodded, but I hadn’t really heard because all I could think of was Tom H’s tongue in my mouth and the shock of his erection pressing into me.

‘You’re different,’ said Elias. 

My heart hurt, and the ‘Seasons in the Sun’ song came back into my head, and I tried not to think that Elias, who never criticised anybody, was criticising me. 

‘We’re just older,’ I said, trying to stop my voice trembling. ‘Now have you heard the news? A new girl has arrived. Called Titania. Tit for short.’

‘Don’t say that,’ said Elias.

‘Anyway,’ I said. ‘I need to get dressed.’

‘I’ll wait outside,’ said Elias.

And I thought, how am I going to get away from you this summer? What if I want to be out and about snogging Tom H? 

I stared into my holdall again, and my hands were shaking, and again I thought, I have nothing to wear, I actually have no clothes that I like. So I came back down and opened my mother’s drawer and pulled out her scarf with geometric red, white and blue designs on it, and I tied it around my neck with a knot and two tails. Sophisticated. I climbed back up the ladder and took off my pyjamas, putting on a denim skirt with silver buttons and a halter neck top in cream. With no bra. I came down and took the mirror off the wall, moving it up and down the different sections of my body. My breasts looked quite pert and nipply, and juddered about nicely when I tried jumping up and down, but the skirt was too long. 

I put on my flip-flops, hung my leather bag over my shoulder, put my mother’s scissors and two sanitary towels in it, and popped in two cans of my father’s beer from the fridge and walked out of the door. Elias looked weirdly at the scarf around my neck.

‘I just need a wee,’ I said.

‘Do you want me to wait?’ said Elias.

‘Up to you.’

I shut myself in the cubicle and took out the scissors and started to cut off the bottom of my skirt.

When I came out, Elias said, ‘What have you done to your skirt?’

‘It was too long.’

‘Are you OK?’ said Elias.

‘Yes. Why?’

‘You don’t normally cut your clothes.’

‘It’s fashion.’

‘It’s uneven round the back,’ he said. 

‘Can you straighten it out?’

He snipped away at the back of my knees, throwing the excess strips of denim in the bin, and I put the scissors back in my bag and said, ‘Let’s find the others.’

‘Shouldn’t we go and find the new girl?’ said Elias.

‘Oh, we’ll do that later,’ I said.

As we walked to the beach, a terrible sight met my eyes: Tom H and Marcus and Hugh and Charlotte were already gathered around the new girl. It was definitely her. As I walked towards them, the scarf I’d knotted around my neck started to feel very hot and tight, and very much like an air hostess, and I tried to keep walking whilst also unknotting it, and Elias said, ‘I did wonder why you were wearing your mum’s scarf.’

There she was.

Titania.

She was wearing tiny denim shorts over her well-rounded bottom and a white cheesecloth top that knotted at the waist, except it wasn’t at her waist, what with her being so tall – it was more like just under her breasts, showing a good three inches of brown muscular stomach. The top was slightly see-through and she was wearing a dark-coloured bra or bikini top. She had long straight blonde hair, held back each side with two plastic combs with big fake daisies on them.

She was saying, ‘Have you never tried menthol Mores? I got them from America.’

‘I’m Hester,’ I said, catching sight of a long blue thread of snipped denim snaking down my shin. As I removed it, I knew I needed a dark bra, a cheesecloth top that knotted at the waist and some very tiny denim shorts. 

I tried to catch Tom H’s eye, but his eye, both of his eyes in fact, had already been caught by Titania. I considered winking seductively at him, if he ever turned round to look at me, to remind him about what we did yesterday up at the pool, although I wasn’t sure I was that good at winking. Never mind seductively.

‘Nice hair,’ said Titania to Elias in what was probably not a nice voice.

Titania probably thought he was a bit odd. 

‘I have beers in my bag,’ I said.

‘It’s a bit early for that,’ said Titania. ‘We’ve just had breakfast.’

Nobody spoke, even though the boys normally wanted to drink beer at any time of day.

‘How long are you here for?’ I said.

‘All summer,’ said Titania.

Eternity, I thought.

‘We’re having a Topper dinghy delivered tomorrow,’ said Titania.

I thought, I hope you fall out of it and drown.

Ideally tomorrow.

In the morning. 

‘We’re just going to show Titania around,’ said Tom H, in a way that made me wonder if I was included in that we, even though I’d been at the centre of we on the Spit ever since I was born.

Tom H led the way, with Titania next to him and all of us following on behind, as he pointed out every boring detail of the Spit. Then the sun came out, and Tom H suggested we all went swimming, and Titania said she was going back for her bikini.

Once she left, I said, ‘What a name, Titania!’

And nobody spoke.

I said, ‘Tit for short.’

And nobody spoke.

‘I don’t think I’ll swim today,’ I said, thinking that if only I’d tried out tampons – the thought scared me, finding the right hole and shoving that bullet thing up it. The sanitary towel between my legs felt like a pillow. Titania came back in her bikini, and the boys started shifting about and not being able to stay still, and when they spoke, their mouths turned slightly strange shapes, and soon they were all splashing Titania in the water, even Charlotte, though Elias and I were not splashing Titania, but sitting watching them from the beach. I hated my period. I hated myself. I hated sitting on the beach with Elias and not being in the water with the others. With Tom H.

‘Why aren’t you going in?’

‘I’ve got my period.’

‘You’re in a horrible mood,’ said Elias.

I stared out at the sea and the noise of the others shrieking and screaming made me feel like murdering somebody. I had to get Tom H back to the pool.

Elias lay down on his front on his towel while the others raced each other to the yellow buoy, racing back, splashing interminably. I noticed that he’d gone to sleep, and I felt so lonely I thought I might die, which were the words of one of my mother’s favourite Elvis Presley songs, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ – and that’s exactly where I am, I thought, I am at the Heartbreak Hotel, and my baby has left me – and the worst thing about my loneliness was that I knew I totally deserved it.

I looked down at Elias’s long black plait and the way his back moved with his sleeping breath, and my ovaries and my belly and my back contracted, and half of me wished we were in our den, lying down in the hollows of our beds, looking up at the ribbons in the branches and the Christmas tree lights. The other half badly wanted to be snogged by Tom H again. To be as pretty as Titania. To be someone I already knew I wasn’t.

I took out my scissors and started snipping off the threads that were hanging off the hacked edge of my hem. Tom H got out of the sea, looking puffed up, like one of those birds on The World About Us, when their feathers balloon out in the mating season. I considered winking at him again. 

‘Yesterday,’ I said, and then I couldn’t think what to say.

Tom H winked.

He winked!

And his wink was a spell, a spell which was too strong for me. Or I was too weak for it. Then he kind of flinched and looked away. He seemed to catch sight of the scissors on my towel, and he nodded at Elias’s plait, lying long and flaccid down his back.

‘We could do him a favour,’ said Tom H, nodding at my scissors. ‘Sort his hair out. Somebody might even fancy him, you never know.’

I looked up at Tom H’s beautiful face with its shaved dots on it, and I looked down at his hairy legs, and I looked up again at his wavy wet hair.

‘Go on then!’ he said. ‘I dare you.’

My head was telling me that I should be careful, but my body overruled my head. My body wanted to snog and snog and snog all summer long.

I picked up the scissors.

I did.

I did.

I slid the lower blade underneath Elias’s plait.

Tom H winked again and said, ‘Go on!’

When I heard the noise of the blade crunching against Elias’s plait, my heart felt as if it might leap clean out of my chest, and in that fraction of a second, I wondered if I could stop, but it was too late, the plait was three quarters cut, so I closed the scissor handles together, and it came loose. I grabbed it, as if it was an escaped animal.

Elias woke up and twisted around, saying, ‘What the hell?’

And there I was holding his plait.

Time froze.

And when it unfroze, Elias’s kind open face looked up at me, and it was the face of the lamb from the motorway lorry, and I knew I had sacrificed him for my own sake, I had sacrificed him so that I could be a different vile kind of Hester, the sort who wanted above everything to snog Tom H, and his mouth was trying to make a smile – he was always the best smiler – and his face was acting as if he still loved me, as if his face couldn’t catch up with his eyes. Then he shook his head and felt the little nubby stub of hair in the indentation of his neck. 

I got up. I looked at nobody. I ran over the beach, sobbing and gasping, holding his horrible ghastly severed black plait in my hand, and as I ran, the worst thing that could have happened happened. I bumped into Mama-Bibi, and she saw Elias’s plait sticking out each side of my clenched hand, and she looked at me like she always looked at Tom H, and then she let out the most horrible howl, like an animal caught in a trap, and she crumpled onto the sand, and she went on howling, and I had no idea what to do, so, holding the plait in one hand, I knelt down and put my other arm around her back, and she shrieked at me, ‘Don’t touch me! Don’t you dare touch me!’

My body was convulsing as I ran towards the toilet block nearest to my hut. I locked myself in a cubicle and I put the plait in my bag with my sanitary towels and the stolen beers, and without the scissors because I’d left them on the beach, and I was crying so hard I thought my chest would split, and I found that I was vomiting into the toilet bowl, and I was there for what felt like hours and hours and hours and then I crept between the huts back to our hut where thank goodness nobody was, and I grabbed a Tupperware box and climbed the ladder as fast as I could, holding the plait and the box, and I put the plait inside the box and clutched it to my chest inside my sleeping bag, and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.

Then I heard Agatha come in, so I called out, ‘I’m ill. Please don’t disturb me. I’m going to sleep.’

I hid inside my sleeping bag listening to Agatha creaking over the floorboards and then I heard the door slam. I got up and left the hut, creeping between beach huts. I couldn’t see Elias or Tom H or Charlotte or the twins or horrible Titania. This was all Titania’s fault. If she hadn’t come, this would never have happened. It was also Tom H’s fault. If he hadn’t suggested it, the thought would never have crossed my mind.

I wanted to be dead. In some ways, I was dead. I wept for that dead Hester, wishing and wishing that I could have her back. I was crying and shaking as I arrived at Elias’s hut with his plait in a box. I had no idea what I was going to do with it. Whether he’d want it. Whether he’d even be willing to see me.

The doors were swinging open and nobody was there. The gold harp stood motionless and silent, with the driftwood piano and the hats on the walls and the religious books on the shelves, and I climbed up the ladder steps, and Elias’s duvet was crumpled up, but he wasn’t underneath it. When I came down, the air was too thick to breathe, and I had the strange feeling that I was standing in a museum.

I went back to our hut and I locked the door and shut the curtains, and my heart was palpitating, and I prayed nobody would knock. I put the box down, and I took out my father’s toolbox. I knelt down. I found a floorboard on the left, near the dresser, which seemed a bit loose, and I used a screwdriver to take out two brass screws. I leaned the floorboard against the wall, taking the Tupperware box and wedging it under a joist. Then I replaced the floorboard. I couldn’t find one of the screws, so I had to use a silver screw from my father’s toolbox.

I ran to the beach, our beach where we’d made a thousand sand kingdoms, and Elias wasn’t there, so I ran to the den and pushed my way through, scratching my face and my legs, and inside were a few old buckets and a strand of lights that had come off the branches, and I ran up the scrappy beach harbourside between the boats and canoes, and he wasn’t there, and I ran to the pool, and nobody was there, and I ran into the woods, following the Noddy train all the way to Hengistbury Head car park, and he wasn’t there, and I ran up to the cliffs where the sand martins nested, and I ran all along the beach, but he wasn’t there, he wasn’t anywhere. So I went back to the woods, and I climbed a tree, and I sat knowing that nothing would ever be as terrible as it was at this moment.

But by the end of the evening, it was much much more terrible.

I’d be found.

Elias would be found. 

We were sitting in two trees, only metres away from each other.

Mama-Bibi would be found too, by the police.

Around one o’clock in the morning, she’d wash up on the beach, over at Mudeford Quay, in front of the shop.

Dead.

I lay in my mother’s arms in the beach hut and I said it again and again: dead, dead, dead, dead, dead.

I threw up.

My mother filled the sick bucket up with water and wiped at the couch and the bed sheets with a wet cloth.

I screwed myself into a ball.

My body shook.

Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead.

I wondered whether, if I went on saying it, it would just be a syllable, it would split apart into vowels and consonants, and we could rub them out, and we could write something else, we could write a different word on top of this terrible day, a day so big that it stopped being a day, and instead became a life.

A life-sentence.

This sentence.

The one that rang in my head whatever else I was doing.

‘I killed Mama-Bibi.’

I wanted Elias so badly, but he’d been taken away by the police officer.

My parents packed up and we went home, and we didn’t come back for our joint birthdays.

I had my first ever birthday at school, where nothing out of the ordinary happened. 

We went to Amici in the evening and, although I liked Italian food, I didn’t feel like eating.
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Hester takes a deep breath, pulls out her father’s toolbox from under the sink, finds a screwdriver, unscrews the silver screw, and the other screw, lifts the floorboard, and she sees, covered in webby dust and powder-puffs of grey fluff, the Tupperware box.

Her heart is racing and her breaths come in gulps.

Having brushed away the dust and fluff, she gets up, and she stands at the sink looking out of the back of the hut, wiping the box with a dish cloth. 

There’s a knock and a voice says, ‘Cooo-eee!’

Like her mother used to say when she opened the door to the Hs’ hut.

Still holding the box, she turns around to see a woman standing at the open door of the hut: oldish, in her mid-seventies maybe, so not that old, in a beige padded mac, dyed dark hair, a rub of pink blusher. 

‘I hope I didn’t give you a shock,’ says the woman.

‘No,’ says Hester, ‘I was just …’

The radio blares that Prince William is travelling to Scotland to see the Queen.

‘So awful, isn’t it?’ says Hester.

The woman frowns.

‘The Queen,’ says Hester.

‘What about her?’

‘I think she might be dying.’

‘Dying?’ says the woman.

‘You haven’t heard?’

‘We’ve been out walking. We left early.’ 

‘They say she’s being kept under medical supervision. Anne’s already there. And Charles. And Camilla.’

‘No?’ says the woman.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve never forgiven Camilla,’ says the woman.

Hester wonders if it’s possible to forgive people who have done nothing to hurt you. Surely it was only Diana who could forgive Camilla. Or perhaps God. It’s only Titania who can forgive Hester for sleeping with Tom H. It’s only Elias who can forgive her for. For. Basically everything. Nobody else. Except perhaps God, who’s invisible, which is kind of a relief because Hester knows she could never ever face God. Which is one reason she mustn’t die. In case God is there when she does.

‘Brian,’ calls the woman, turning her head. ‘The Queen’s not well.’

She turns back to Hester.

‘This is going to quite ruin our holiday,’ she says.

Hester nods.

‘Anyhow,’ says the woman. ‘We’re wondering how you go about hiring one of these huts.’

‘They’re all privately owned,’ says Hester. ‘But I rent this out. In the season. April to October.’

‘Does it have a toilet?’ says the woman.

‘No,’ says Hester. ‘But they’re just there in that block.’

‘That won’t suit me,’ says the woman. ‘I’m up and down for wees in the night. You probably are too.’

Hester finds the assumption irritating.

The woman says, ‘Thank you anyway,’ and disappears.

Hester stares at the box in her hands.

She cannot make herself open it.
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A spokesman for Harry and Meghan says that they have broken off all engagements and will travel to Scotland. Hester wonders if this will be awkward, what with the Oprah interview, what with everything. She finds herself praying that the Queen won’t die, that if she has, she will resurrect. That’s what her religious boyfriend Brad from sixth form college believed in, actual bodily resurrections. And the country needs her after all, what with the pandemic, and the Partygate enquiry, and this woman Liz Truss, who doesn’t look up to the job.

She remembers Brad’s white teeth and the band around his tanned wrist – WWJD – and she wonders if she’s more of a WWTQD person. What would the Queen do if she’d cut off her best friend’s plait in 1976 and buried it under a floorboard and she was holding it in a Tupperware box in 2022? 

Perhaps the Queen would take the plait out, throw it under the hut and reuse the Tupperware. Doesn’t the Queen keep her cornflakes in a Tupperware box? If she does, they’ll almost certainly taste of plastic. But imagine if a dog got underneath the hut and came bouncing round the Spit with the plait in its mouth.

Perhaps the Queen would kneel down and say the Lord’s Prayer and be forgiven. But it’s not the plait, is it? That was just the beginning of the chain.

It’s such a long time since Hester said the Lord’s Prayer. 

The woman on the radio wonders if Meghan will go to Balmoral. The man on the radio says that Kate and Meghan should either both go, or both stay away. Another woman says that Kate should take priority because she’s married to William who will be king. The man disagrees.

‘Why don’t you all shut up?’ says Hester to the radio.

She goes over to her grandmother’s pink easiwork, and she opens the top cupboard, and she puts the box inside. Then she gets on her knees and holds her palms together in front of her face, as they did at primary school. Her religious boyfriend, Brad, went for upturned palms, as if the answer was going to drop straight into his hands.

‘Our Father,’ she says, and she keeps going all the way to: Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.

Forgive us as we forgive those.

She thinks of all the years the Queen has had that her mother and father missed, years robbed by the captain of The Adventurer, who went too close to shore, who saved himself but not his passengers, who is still alive now, living the years that they didn’t. Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. She can’t. She just can’t. What is forgiveness anyhow? 

Is it a feeling or an action, and if it’s an action, how do you go about doing it? Shouldn’t they teach this sort of thing in school, instead of electric circuits and the names of cells? She doesn’t know what it means to forgive, and if she can’t forgive, she won’t be forgiven.

Does the Queen forgive those who trespassed against her, Hester wonders. Does she forgive Martin Bashir for using lies to trick Princess Diana into giving the interview that some say was the first domino of all the dominoes which fell one after another after another after another after another until Diana was dead in a Parisian tunnel and the poor boys were walking behind her coffin, and Harry is still walking behind her coffin now, and if he couldn’t save his mother, he will damn well save his wife. 

Thank goodness Hester’s mother never knew about Prince Harry. Or Princess Diana. She adored Princess Diana.

Hester stands up and she knows she can’t open the box. Not now.

She opens the door of the hut, and there are two women standing talking loudly on the path, looking out to the sea, harbourside, one with a King Charles Spaniel on a lead. They both have short grey haircuts, and are wearing trousers printed with small flowers. She wonders if they bought them together, or if it’s one of those friendships where one copies the other and the other doesn’t know how to bring it up.

If the Queen dies today, thinks Hester looking at the spaniel, we will have a King Charles. It doesn’t feel right. She grabs her jacket and her bag. She’ll go for another walk and get a few more steps. She doesn’t know if she wants to leave the radio behind in the hut. The last thing she wants is for the Queen to die without her.

Should she carry the radio with her on the walk? It does have a handle, presumably for that very purpose. She can imagine what Lily and May would say if they saw her walking up and down the beach, swinging the old Roberts radio. Also, she can’t walk around with her radio blaring. It would disturb other people. Like Mama-Bibi’s harp. 

Darling Mama-Bibi, I am so sorry.

And where are you, Elias?

Are you alive?

What happened to you afterwards?

Did you go back to Brazil?

Did you go to school?

University?

Get a job?

Get married?

Do you ever remember me?

Our den?

Our summers?

Our moons?

Or do you hate me?

I don’t blame you if you do.
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As my father drove down the A31 towards the Spit on the 16th of July 1977, I put my head against the window and closed my eyes, hoping I’d fall asleep like I used to, but I was a different person since last summer. I was nearly fifteen, but I didn’t feel like fifteen-year-olds were supposed to feel because I felt like a murderer. Agatha was twenty-one now, and engaged to Henry Cassock, who was twenty-seven. They were going on holiday with his family, but would call by one weekend at the Spit. I suspected she couldn’t stand the trauma we’d become as a family.

‘Are you OK, Hestie?’ said my mother as my father drove.

I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

It was raining. My father braked. I let my cheek bump against the window.

Then I sat up and said, ‘I can’t do this. I can’t go to the Spit.’

My mother took a deep breath, and my father kept driving.

‘I can’t imagine not having a mother or a father,’ I said.

‘You don’t need to imagine,’ said my father.

‘Yes I do,’ I said. ‘Because that’s how it is for Elias. He doesn’t have any parents. He’s an orphan.’

I’d tried writing to Elias care of Reverend Jones at the vicarage, but it got sent back. My mother found the telephone number of the church and rang up, but a new vicar answered and said that the old vicar had taken up a year’s placement in Kenya, and Elias had gone too. He had no address. 

Elias’s face had taken up residence in my head. Mama-Bibi’s face too. They were with me in the day. They woke me up at night.

My mother looked at my father as he drove.

‘We’ve been through this so many times,’ said my father.

We had.

The sequence of events played on repeat in my mind: my father finding me up the tree, with the policeman; all of us going back to the hut; my mother crying with relief and making me hot chocolate and stroking my hair. These were the moments when it seemed everything would go back to normal, despite what I’d done. Then I noticed that there were searchlights flashing over the Spit, and there was a police car outside our hut, and there was a boat roaring about in the harbour.

Stop! I said to my mind as my face bumped against the cold window of the car.

Stop re-playing this scene!

‘Please can we turn around and go home?’ I said to my mother and father as the car kept driving and my head filled with terrible images of the night we left the Spit last summer, the night I lay shivering with fear on the pull-out bed, while my parents packed our stuff. 

The rain dripped down the car window, and my mother said, ‘You have to get back on the horse.’ 

This was what Violet, my counsellor, had said. Getting back on the horse meant going to the Spit this summer, a year on, facing up to it, getting on with life.

‘I can’t,’ I said.

‘You can,’ said my mother. ‘We are with you, and we will help you get through this.’

All I could hear was the engine of our car and the spray of rainwater and my heart thumping in my chest.

‘Remember what Violet said. Tell me what Violet said,’ said my mother.

‘That I didn’t kill her. That Mama-Bibi was ill, and it was her illness that made her get in the sea.’

My mother turned around and nodded.

‘But if I hadn’t cut off his hair,’ I began.

My father interrupted: ‘Nobody knows why she got in the sea.’

My mother said, ‘It was Tom who said—’

‘Enough!’ said my father. ‘It’s nothing to do with Tom either. She was ill. She’d always been ill. Ever since we knew her’.

My father repeated Violet’s line: ‘Her illness made her get in the sea.’

‘But—’

My father interrupted me.

‘I’m sure that once you arrive, it won’t be nearly as bad as you think. And we will be with you.’

So we kept driving to the Spit, and we arrived at Hengistbury Head car park, and there was Bill the Land Rover man, but I couldn’t look at him. Because he knew. Everybody knew. There was a photo in the newspaper of her dead body, all wrapped up in a bag, being carried up the beach, in front of the shop that sold magazines on Mudeford Quay. 

We put our stuff in the trailer and climbed into the Land Rover.

I couldn’t imagine what Elias thought when he saw those photos of his dead mother. 

He must hate me with his whole heart.

When once he’d loved me with his whole heart.

He really had – I saw this now.

And I’d loved him.

It felt so big, this love I’d never named, now that he was gone and I didn’t have it any more. It felt much bigger now than him being smaller than me. It felt much bigger than his weird hair style and the moustache above his lip that he needed to shave.

But we were getting closer to the Spit.

And closer.

And closer.

And there was our hut, looking like it always looked, except without Elias in front of it, and my chest was tightening and my fist was tingling because it wanted to bump Elias’s fist, but Elias’s fist wasn’t there, so I ran inside, gasping, and climbed the ladder, and I took the paper bag out of my pocket and breathed into it the way I’d been shown – breathe, breathe, breathe – as I sat shaking on my mattress by the triangular window – breathe, breathe, breathe.

There was Titania wearing a long white muslin dress with a split up the middle, looking eighteen, not fourteen and a half, and like something out of a boho wedding catalogue. Breathe, breathe, breathe. I was now an authority on wedding catalogues because of Agatha.

There was Tom H, barefoot and more handsome than ever, sitting down on the wooden rocking chair outside Titania’s hut. Breathe, breathe, breathe. There was Tom H pulling Titania onto his knee. They rocked back and forward, back and forward.

I put the paper bag down.

Tom H didn’t look traumatised at all. He looked exactly like he’d looked before it happened. Had he been to counselling this year? Had he lain awake in bed worrying about going to hell? It didn’t look like it.

There he was, all puffed up, all handsome, all absolutely fine, and I hated him.

Tom H wasn’t breathing into a bag with anxiety. Tom H was snogging Titania on the rocking chair. And I began to hate Titania more than I hated Tom H, as, suctioned together, they rocked back and forward. I prayed that her family would sell their hut and go and spend the summer in the south of France, or somewhere posh that would suit her better. Then I stopped praying because why would God listen to me?

Then Tom H’s older brother, Roger, who was nineteen, but still had a patchy pink face, came cycling up to the hut, so Tom H and Titania got up. 

I remembered my counsellor, Violet, telling me to think good hopeful thoughts. So I thought that perhaps Marcus had turned really good-looking in the last year, and perhaps we could fall in love with each other and snog too, if he didn’t mind snogging a murderer. Perhaps his thick torso had grown some muscle. Perhaps he’d started rowing, say, or rugby, instead of badminton, which was a very drippy sport for a boy.

I stayed in the hut and didn’t go out that evening, and I didn’t go out the next day, except to the toilet block when nobody was around. 

My mother climbed up the ladder and sat next to me on top of my sleeping bag, and she said, ‘I wish it was me who’d cut off Elias’s hair.’

‘You don’t,’ I said.

‘I do,’ she said. ‘Because. This is honestly true, Hestie. Seeing you suffering is worse than suffering myself.’

Then we heard Charlotte’s voice inside our hut, saying, ‘Hester, are you up there?’

So my mother went down the ladder, and Charlotte came up.

When I saw her, though I didn’t mean to, I started crying, and I tried to wipe my face with my sleeve before she could see the tears, but she did see. My hand felt for the paper bag in my pocket, but I resisted taking it out. I took deep breaths.

Charlotte’s dark hair had grown down to her shoulders. She looked pretty.

She said, ‘I’m so sorry.’

I said, ‘What about?’

She said, ‘You know, everything.’

Then she said, ‘Why don’t you come out? We can still have a great summer. Tonight, we’re going to build a fire.’

I breathed and said, ‘I may not come to the fire. I’ve gone off fires.’

Charlotte said, ‘We can do something else then.’

I said, ‘I’ve gone off everything.’

She said, ‘Just come, Hester, and it will be OK.’

I said, ‘Are you still with Hugh?’

She nodded.

I took a deep breath and then another one.

She left.

I swigged two cans of my father’s beer.

I did go to the fire, and nobody talked about last summer. Marcus and Hugh were nearly as tanned as Tom H, which made them seem less lumpy. Titania looked like a goddess. After we’d eaten marshmallows and drunk beer, we all walked up to the beach by the cliffs and lay down on the sand. Tom H started snogging Titania, and Charlotte started snogging Hugh, and the only thing I could really do was snog Marcus. As I closed my eyes, I decided to pretend Marcus was Tom H, but he didn’t kiss in the same way. Tom H was urgent and desperate, his tongue muscular and powerful, but Marcus was kind of lazy, with fat wet lips. 

Every time we came up for air, I thought of Elias’s face the moment after it happened.

Hugh was climbing on top of Charlotte, like a slightly excitable dog.

That was the last time we snogged as a group. 

We’d peel off in pairs to different locations to climb on top of each other and snog, and we’d also do other things inside each other’s underwear, which we’d hint at vaguely when we got together. I found these things frightening. We all had slightly dry patches around our mouths. My mother gave me a lip-salve to put in my pocket.

Tom H had got hold of some vodka, and we passed the bottle around, and Charlotte said that maybe we should raise our glasses to Elias, and I closed my eyes, and I said, ‘I feel like shit all the time,’ and Marcus said, ‘You didn’t mean to,’ and I said, ‘Except I did.’ And Titania said, ‘Let’s not make it more than it is.’

Then there was a terrible silence.

Tom H said, ‘It was a very shit hairstyle.’

And everyone laughed.

Maybe it was nerves but it was evil, that laughing.

Marcus stopped laughing, and I liked him for that, for caring about Elias, or maybe for caring about me. But the others went on laughing.

I sat there not laughing and thinking I might suffocate with pain.

Or with disgust, that they could be so brutal.

‘I betrayed him,’ I said. 

The words rang out, sharp and ugly.

The vodka was finished.

I stumbled home alone.

The next day Agatha arrived for the night, and she asked me how I was.

I said, ‘Awful.’

She said nothing.

Then I said, ‘What do other people do when they’ve done a terrible terrible thing?’

‘Self-flagellation,’ said Agatha.

I asked Agatha what this meant, and she explained the various techniques nuns used, which she’d read about in a book at the library. I liked the idea of hurting myself like the nuns, so I thought I’d try it. I cut up my mother’s hessian shopping bag with my mother’s new scissors, which my father had brought over in a plastic pack which was impossible to open, meaning that he sliced his finger open, which also felt like my fault. 

With the cut-up shopping bag, I made little rectangles of hessian which I put into my bra and down the back of my knickers, and the coarseness of the fabric irritated and stung, and every time it hurt, I remembered my sin, like the nuns. I wanted it to hurt more than it did. I wanted it to hurt so badly I would never ever forget how badly Elias was hurting. This was the kind of thing I thought about as Marcus kissed me with his slightly dribbly mouth, and when he touched my hessian-raw nipples with his clumsy fingers.

One day a hessian rectangle fell out of my T-shirt, and Marcus said, ‘What the hell?’

I couldn’t think of one possible explanation, so I picked it up and put it in my pocket with the lip-salve. 

When my mother couldn’t find her shopping bag, I said I had no idea. Then she found a hessian rectangle in my knickers in the laundry bag. She looked frightened, and she never looked frightened.

‘Is this a piece of my shopping bag?’ she said.

‘No,’ I said.

‘I think it is,’ said my mother.

‘It isn’t,’ I said.

‘If we don’t tell each other the truth,’ said my mother, ‘then it isn’t a proper relationship.’

I looked away.

‘Because a relationship only works if you trust each other,’ said my mother.

I started crying.

‘I really want to see Elias,’ I said to my mother. ‘I don’t think I can bear to live without seeing him. We were supposed to be friends our whole lives. Do you really not know where he is?’

‘I’ve told you what I know,’ said my mother. ‘He’s off in Africa, and that will probably be good for him. I’m sure he’s fine.’

‘Course he isn’t fine.’

‘Fine, as in well looked after.’

My mother took me into her arms, and reminded me that we were in this, and in anything – anything at all – that would ever happen in the whole of my life, together. 

In the end, I had to own up. I promised I would stop putting hessian in my underwear, and I did. The self-flagellation was over, unless, I wondered one day, while Marcus was rolling on top of me with the metal buttons of his jeans pressing into my pelvic bone, if this was a kind of self-flagellation, doing this with Marcus, pretending he was Tom H, who I hated with the same intensity that I desired him. This felt dark and monstrous, that my desire could be separate from my feelings.

‘Charlotte,’ I said one day when we were alone up at the pool. ‘Do you actually like Hugh?’

‘Course I do,’ said Charlotte.

‘I mean, if you could be with Tom H, would you be?’

‘What do you mean?’ said Charlotte. ‘Tom H would never look at me.’

‘So do you think that most married women wish they were with a different man?’ I said. ‘They just put up with their husband because he’s the best they’re going to get?’

‘You think really weird things,’ said Charlotte.

‘Do you never think stuff like this?’ I said.

‘When you’ve been ill a long time,’ said Charlotte, ‘I think you’re just pleased with what you’ve got rather than worrying about what you haven’t got.’

‘I wish Elias had thought like that,’ I said. ‘About his hair.’

Charlotte looked at the ground.

‘My mum tried to find out where he is,’ I said. ‘But the vicar’s taken him to Africa. Kenya apparently.’

‘My mum thinks he’ll be sent to boarding school when they get back.’

Boarding school?

He would hate that.

I knew he would.

What if the other boys were horrible to him and he didn’t have a mother or a father to tell? 

‘I think there’s going to be some kind of memorial for his mum,’ said Charlotte.

I felt for the paper bag in my pocket, and I remembered Violet the counsellor saying that I could choose to turn my thoughts to a different subject. So I did. I said, ‘You know Hugh and Marcus are identical twins – do you think we’d be able to tell them apart if they played a trick on us?’

I breathed deeply in and out, in and out, and Charlotte stared at me in a weird way.

‘Well, yes,’ she said. ‘But perhaps that’s because of Hugh’s ring.’

‘What if Marcus had the same ring?’

‘Then we’d know by what they say, wouldn’t we? Like, our in-jokes.’

‘Yes, yes,’ I said, realising that Marcus and I didn’t have any in-jokes. Not one.

‘How many in-jokes do you have with Hugh then?’ I said to Charlotte. ‘Roughly?’

‘What?’ said Charlotte.

And then the twins arrived.

Violet the counsellor’s advice had kind of worked.

‘We’re going to close our eyes,’ said Charlotte. ‘Hugh, I want you to take off your ring, and can you both put towels over you or something, and we just want to check we can tell who’s who without any clues.’

When Charlotte and I opened our eyes, the boys were standing with identical navy-blue towels around their waists and no tops on. Neither of them was wearing a ring. Charlotte gasped. 

‘Why did you take all your clothes off?’ I said.

‘So they wouldn’t give us away.’

‘Have you got any underwear on?’ I said.

‘Nothing at all,’ said Hugh.

Charlotte started laughing, really laughing, quite hysterically. I had a strange dangerous feeling, a feeling that there was something alive under both of their towels, that the alive things were going to come and attack both of us.

‘Well,’ I said, and I pointed at the boy on the left. ‘You’re Marcus.’

I knew it was Marcus, absolutely knew.

‘I don’t agree,’ said Charlotte, pointing at the same boy and laughing hysterically again. ‘I think you’re Hugh.’

I realised that Charlotte also knew that Marcus was Marcus and Hugh was Hugh, but she was enjoying the thrill of the game.

‘Close your eyes again,’ said whoever was the boy on the right, definitely Hugh. ‘I’ve got a new way of you finding out. We are going to kiss you. You need to keep your eyes closed. Then you say who it is once we’re kissing you.’

I felt sick inside my belly.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. And last time I thought that, it really wasn’t a good idea, was it?’

Violet the counsellor had told me that I must talk about what happened last summer because if I brought it out in the open, it would lose its power. But I hadn’t really managed to do this.

‘You’re not still on about Elias’s hair are you?’ said the boy on the right, and then I was totally one hundred per cent sure it wasn’t Marcus, because Marcus would never have said that.

‘Are you OK with doing this?’ said the boy on the left, who was definitely Marcus.

‘This is hilarious,’ said Charlotte.

I looked at Charlotte, little sickly Charlotte who used to sit about playing card games on a tray with her mother, and I couldn’t believe she was OK with this.

‘OK,’ said the one on the left, definitely Marcus.

‘I don’t think—’ I started.

‘Oh relax!’ said definitely Hugh. 

‘I think I’d feel happier if you put some pants on,’ I said. ‘And your shorts. Ideally.’

‘I kind of like it with the towels,’ said Charlotte. 

‘Close your eyes!’ said definitely Hugh.

We closed our eyes, and the second the kiss started, I knew it wasn’t Marcus, because Hugh was a much better kisser. He didn’t get dribbly lips.

‘You’re Hugh!’ I said, pushing his tongue out of my mouth, at the same time that Charlotte said, ‘You’re Marcus!’

‘Let’s swap back!’ said Charlotte, and I didn’t find this surprising considering that Hugh had a much nicer way of kissing. 

When Agatha arrived at the Spit again for the weekend, she sat in the hut with all her wedding magazines, blathering on about dresses and fabrics. One evening, we had a special dinner at the hut, with fresh fish and crab from the fish stall on Mudeford Quay, and Agatha asked me to be her bridesmaid, along with our cousin, Ailsa, Susan from the Spit, and her boring friend, Lois, from the library. 

‘I don’t think I can,’ I said.

‘Oh Hestie, you must,’ said my father.

‘But everyone will know,’ I said.

‘We will be right beside you,’ said my father, putting his warm hand on my shoulder.

‘I’m the bride so I get to choose your dress,’ said Agatha, pointing at something pink and large in her grim wedding catalogue.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But that doesn’t mean you should try to find the dress I would most hate in the world. Because if you make me wear that, I’m definitely pulling out.’

‘You can’t!’ said Agatha. ‘You’re not allowed to!’

Over the next few days, our mother forced us to compromise, so that I was stuck with the pink taffeta but without the stupid bow at the back. Agatha said she was going to invite my best schoolfriend Sara and her family to the wedding as Sara’s mother was a writer who sometimes gave talks at the library where she worked. Then when Agatha had gone back to work, my mother said that some of the beach hut families would be on the guest list.

‘Who exactly?’ I asked.

‘The Hutchinsons.’

‘Not Tom H though?’

‘Yes, the whole family. They’re close friends of ours.’

‘Who else?’

‘The Clitheroes.’

‘Marcus and Hugh?’

‘Yes, we couldn’t leave them out.’

I couldn’t believe how terrible it would be for Tom H and Marcus and Hugh to see me in the evil pink dress. How terrible it would be for my two worlds to collide. Because lots of things I’d told Sara about summers at the Spit weren’t, strictly speaking, true.

‘Never mind about all this,’ said my mother. ‘Dad has bought a couple of lilos.’

We all spent that summer pushing each other off lilos, until Marcus got an infection in his inner ear.
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Hester finds herself walking towards the jetty behind the women with the spaniel. 

She hears a commotion behind her, voices and laughter, and Dom and Soph and the handsome boys and flicky girls overtake her. They’re carrying rucksacks and leather holdalls and tote bags. Ah yes, the changeover. Flo’s friends are coming this evening. Dom and Soph don’t look particularly drunk any longer and don’t acknowledge her as they come by. 

Hester finds that she’s getting on the ferry, as she suspected she might. Now Dom and Soph feel obliged to recognise her.

‘Oh,’ says Soph, looking a little grey. ‘Are you leaving?’

‘No,’ says Hester.

Her phone pings. It’s probably Lily wishing her happy birthday. She stands up to drag it out of the pocket of her jeans. It’s O2.

It’s O2!

There’s a whiteboard where it says the tide times and the air temperature, and underneath it says, ‘Our thoughts and prayers are with the Royal Family.’

The woman with the King Charles Spaniel says, ‘There’s no way Meghan should be going to Balmoral. All her nonsense has finished the poor woman off.’

One of the flicky girls (not Soph) says, ‘Have you seen the abuse Meghan got online?’

The woman with the King Charles Spaniel says, ‘What did she expect? If you want the palaces, you get the press.’

Another flicky girl says, ‘When Kate held her belly, everyone thought it was lovely. When Meghan held hers, everyone said it was attention-seeking.’

‘Same with avocadoes,’ says another flicky girl.

Did Kate and Meghan hold avocadoes?

Hester’s phone pings: it’s probably Lily. 

It’s Space NK wishing her a happy birthday.

The woman with the King Charles Spaniel says, ‘We reap what we sow.’

That terrible, terrible verse.

The boy with curly hair says, ‘I’m so fucking hungover.’

The woman with the King Charles Spaniel says, ‘You should watch your language.’

Hester stares at the prices on the board all the way to the quay, reading them again and again to avoid looking at anyone. There’s a different price for children and students and pensioners and dogs and parrots.

She assumes the parrot price is a joke.

The Monty Python sketch about the dead parrot comes back to her.

Her father loved that sketch so much. He would laugh until he was clutching his belly and tears were streaming down his face. Hester isn’t sure if it helps to laugh at death. It didn’t help him not die. But perhaps it helped him live.
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When the boat moors at the quay, Dom and Soph and their attractive friends barge ahead, and the woman with the spaniel says, ‘I ask you!’ at Hester, but Hester doesn’t respond because she doesn’t want to be the sort of sixty-year-old who says I ask you at teenagers. Everyone walks towards the car park, and the two flower-trousered women spend a long time washing the spaniel at a drinking fountain, and then drying it with a pink towel, before getting into a small grey car, which starts and then stalls. Hester wonders if they’re actually sisters whose mother dressed them the same. She never did that to Lily and May.

As the car stalls, a huge gust of wind blows up from the sea, making shapes on the water, and a dark cloud bursts and rain hurls itself over the quay, and stops. Hester thinks, the Queen has died. It’s the pathetic thingie. Where the weather matches the mood.

The man at the fish stand says, ‘Cheer up love, it might never happen.’

And she thinks, it has happened.

Perhaps she’s psychic.

She says she wants the best fish he’s got, and he says he has a Dover sole, just for you love, and she nods and watches him wrap it, and she pays and walks back towards the sea, wishing she’d told him not to call her love.

She checks her phone. The Queen hasn’t died. She isn’t psychic after all. 

She walks towards the terrible shop, the shop that was in the background of the photo of Mama-Bibi inside a bag on the stretcher. She never goes to this shop, but she’s going to. She’s really going to. She must face her fears. Like Agatha did with the wasps.

She takes a deep breath, and she walks up the ramp, hurrying into the shop with her head down. She grabs a loaf of bread for tomorrow morning. And possibly the morning after that. Because she’s not going back.

When will she tell Lance? 

She wants to run out of the shop, but she tells herself to stay calm. Nobody here knows. There’s a large display of chocolate bars. Hester hasn’t bought herself a chocolate bar for years, possibly since she married Lance. But she could. 

The choice is dizzying. How on earth will she restrict herself to one? And why should she restrict herself to one, seeing that it’s her birthday? She grabs a Crunchie, then reaches out for a Milkybar because she liked them when she was a child, and a Galaxy because they’re creamy, and why not, a Snickers?

The woman at the till (her age, bosomy, in a marl grey sweatshirt) says, ‘I still think of these as Marathons, don’t you?’

Hester nods.

The woman says, ‘Life’s a marathon, not a sprint! Now that wouldn’t work with Snickers, would it?’

Hester smiles politely.

The woman says, ‘Life’s a Snickers, eh?’

Hester can’t think of one thing to say to her.

‘Are these all for you?’ says the woman, laughing.

Hester feels herself blushing, as she says, quite unnecessarily, ‘It’s my birthday.’

‘Is it a big one?’ says the woman.

Hester nods.

‘Now let me guess.’

Please don’t guess, thinks Hester, but the woman is half-closing her eyes and staring at her. 

‘Now I know what I’m thinking,’ says the woman. ‘I’m thinking sixty, but I’ll say fifty to make you feel better!’

Why is it so depressing that someone thinks you are the age you are, Hester wonders, as she grabs her bag and leaves. Once outside, she remembers she wanted a magazine, but she can’t go back in. She has to get away from this place. It’s too real for her. And also, what if the woman changes her mind and thinks she’s seventy? 

She walks back to the quay, magazine-less.

She checks her phone.

The Queen still hasn’t died.
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Hester sits on a bench and puts down her bag and her Dover sole. The fish smells. She hopes it’s not off. The man did seem rather keen to get rid of it, so perhaps she should go over and check. Though what exactly would she say? Is the fish you just sold me off? And also, please don’t call me love. She realises that she didn’t choose the fish. She let the man choose it for her. Why does she never choose?

Her phone pings. This must be Lily. She stands up and drags the phone out of her pocket. It’s Lily!

Can you remind me where we’re going tomorrow night?

She hasn’t actually said Happy Birthday, but maybe it’s implied, maybe it counts.

A huge cloud splits in two, allowing a little glint of sun to touch Hester’s cheeks. She closes her eyes and turns her face upwards. It was so nice when nobody knew sun harmed you, whereas these days everything harms you. Even the Dover sole will be full of tiny balls of plastic, apparently. She opens her eyes and takes out the Crunchie, which will harm her too, but, in the name of deferred gratification, she decides she’ll have that for pudding.

She’ll have the Snickers now. Life’s a Snickers and not a sprint, she thinks, which means what exactly for her, on her sixtieth birthday? You have to take a long-term view, except at her age it’s probably better to take a short-term view, being pragmatic, because you don’t know how much long-term you’ve got. And if she hasn’t got much long-term, she will eat as many chocolate bars as she likes.
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My mission through the year was to drip-feed as much truth as possible into my conversations with Sara, who would be coming to the wedding and would therefore meet Tom H and the Clitheroe twins. I started by saying I was no longer with Tom H.

‘Whose decision was it?’ said Sara.

‘Mine.’

‘But he’s so handsome.’

What if Sara talked to Marcus at the wedding, or talked to Tom H, and it came out that I’d never been Tom H’s girlfriend at all, even if he had once shoved his tongue in my mouth and pawed at my breasts. And even worse, what if Sara caught wind of the fact that Marcus and I were kind of together, even though Marcus wasn’t handsome at all.

I said to Sara, ‘There are these twins coming to the wedding. Marcus and Hugh. They are both terrible liars. They just love making stuff up.’

‘What kind of stuff?’ said Sara.

‘Anything,’ I said.

When the Easter holiday came, I had to revise for my O levels, but wedding worries layered my mind like those French mille-feuille pastries on the dessert trolley at Amici. 

I made and remade revision timetables, drawing straight rulered red lines to divide the subjects. I then rewrote the same things that were in my exercise books on rolls of old wallpaper, but I couldn’t remember a thing when my mother tested me. 

My mother suggested that Sara and I could revise together, and she would make us lunch because Sara’s mother was a writer and never left the shed in her garden. Sara revised by writing brilliant model essays, which I read and reread and attempted to memorise. I couldn’t concentrate because Agatha wanted all the bridesmaids to have our hair up in a bun, which I knew would look awful on me.

O levels came and went and I knew I’d done terribly. Sara held a post-exam party. The same day, all the bridesmaids had a trial run at the hairdresser, and when the hairdresser started dragging my hair away from my face, which I never did, it revealed my huge ears.

I have sticking-out ears, I thought, and Tom H will see them.

The hairdresser pulled at my curls, making little wiry bumps across the top of my scalp. Then she pulled two curled spirals out each side, which danced over my sticking-out ears. I looked like one of the ugly sisters. I pulled my hair out of the bun on my way home and told my mother I absolutely had to have a different style.

My mother said, ‘This is Agatha’s day.’

Then she said, ‘You will look lovely with the flower crown on.’

But just hearing the words flower crown made me feel ill. I pleaded with her, but she was quite immovable.

When the 15th of July came, as I followed Agatha down the aisle in the terrible dress with Ailsa and Susan and boring Lois also in the terrible dresses, I kept a close eye out for Tom H, who I saw immediately. He was wearing a black jacket with tails and looked like a prince. Marcus and Hugh were also wearing suits, but they didn’t look like princes. They looked like boys in their school uniform. Marcus’s nostrils were very red, and he kept blowing his nose during the vows.

The minute the service was over, I rushed to the toilets and pulled my hair out of my bun, and Agatha went demented because she said they hadn’t done all the photos, so my mother had to come and drag my hair back across my head and the flower crown didn’t fit on quite right and tipped slightly to the right. 

Finally, the photos were done and I could pull my hair loose, so I plucked single roses from my flower crown and tried to clip them artfully through my curls with kirby grips like the girl in a meadow wearing a see-through white dress I’d seen in the boho wedding magazine, which turned out to be the opposite of the style Agatha and Henry Cassock wanted. 

Sara said, ‘I think some of the roses from your crown-thing have got caught in your hair.’

But I was on a mission I’d been planning for weeks, and there was no time to waste worrying about roses and kirby grips. I needed to get Sara very drunk very quickly so that she couldn’t talk coherently to Tom H or Marcus or Hugh.

‘Let’s get some champagne!’ I said to Sara.

As I stood by the drinks table, a rose and a kirby grip fell off inside a jug of water.

The young waiter at the table said, ‘Are you eighteen?’

‘Yes,’ said Sara.

‘You don’t look it,’ he said. ‘I need to ask my manager.’

When he turned his back, I plunged my hand into the jug and got the rose and the kirby grip out because what if someone choked to death at Agatha’s wedding, and I ended up killing someone else? The minute I thought this, my hands started shaking, but I breathed and breathed, and I grabbed two glasses of champagne, and I took Sara behind the marquee to drink them. But, terrible news, before we were drunk at all, Tom H came up to us.

‘Hi!’ he said, and I nearly collapsed.

‘Hi!’

We stared at each other, and Sara stared at Tom H, dumbstruck by his beauty, and then she stared at me staring at Tom H, presumably wondering why anyone in their right mind would dump him.

‘I asked if I could bring Titania,’ said Tom H.

Bloody Titania.

‘But your sister said no.’

‘Who’s Titania?’ said Sara, taking a sip of champagne.

‘My girlfriend,’ said Tom H.

‘How long have you been with her?’ said Sara.

‘We got together two years ago,’ he said. ‘On the Spit.’

‘Oh,’ said Sara. ‘I thought you were still going out with Hester then. I thought you two split up last August.’

‘What?’ said Tom H. 

I laughed, as loudly as I could, before running to the drinks table, dragging Sara with me and stealing two more glasses of champagne. Sara was asking me a million questions, but I didn’t answer any of them.

‘Down in one!’ I said to Sara, before stealing two more glasses, then two more, and two more, the net result being that before the guests sat down for the wedding breakfast, Sara and I were throwing up in the corner of the car park.

When the best man, who was called Chadwick, was raising a toast to the bridesmaids, I was trying to get sick off my pink taffeta bodice in the mobile toilets. Sara’s father had to take her home, but I somehow got through the speeches before crawling into my parents’ car and going to sleep.

As we headed to the Spit in the Land Rover three days later, my mother said she’d spoken to Mrs H at the wedding (my mother and father were kindly trying not to talk too much about my behaviour) and that Tom H had gone interrailing in Europe with Titania, finishing the trip in Ibiza with her family. My mother thought I’d want to know.

‘How about the twins?’ I said, and I got a strange sick feeling about seeing Marcus again. We’d hardly spoken at the wedding.

‘They’re coming in a week’s time,’ said my mother. ‘After their school trip to Pompeii.’

‘You aren’t honestly telling me that nobody my age is here?’ I said, as if this was my mother’s fault.

‘Also,’ said my mother. ‘The memorial has been built. It’s out on the beach at the far end.’

Our beach.

My insides started to swirl like there was sea inside my belly.

‘I wanted you to know before you see it.’

‘Not there,’ I said. ‘Anywhere but there.’

My mother, who was sitting next to me took my hand.

‘It had to be there,’ she said. ‘I know how hard this is.’

When we got out of the Land Rover, I saw Elias. I actually saw him outside the hut. I closed my eyes and opened them and he wasn’t there. But in my head, he was bumping my fist and smiling his wide smile. My heart seemed to split in two. I thought of his dark eyes with their long eyelashes and the way he creased his brow when he was concentrating, and all sorts of nonsense questions came into my head that nobody in the world would understand except him. Tears swelled into the corners of my eyes.

‘It’s good to see how much better you are,’ said my father. 

I needed to get down there, to see it.

I unpacked as fast as I could, and I walked down to our beach with my eyes almost closed, so that I could see the memorial only partially, so that I could acclimatise to it bit by bit, so that I could somehow make it hazy and unreal and disappearable.

It was tall, and it was curved, and I was grimacing, my eyes closing, then opening enough to see my way, enough to see that the plinth was sand-coloured, but the sculpture was a kind of turquoise-green. It was a curved ladder to the higher planes of love – I couldn’t bear to think about that.

In memory of Bibiana.

That’s all it said.

No dates.

At the bottom of the plinth, there were three bunches of flowers, all white, the roses wilting.

There it was, and all I could do was walk towards it, let it become bigger and bigger, until I was in front of it, taking gulping breaths.

I walked about the Spit looking for flowers. As I did so, a very thin woman came out of Elias’s hut with a greyhound. I felt sick.

I found a whole clump of red campion, which, oddly, is purple, and I made it into a little bunch and tied it with my hair elastic. I went to the beach and collected pebbles and shells and three pieces of softened green glass and a scrap of fishing net, and I arranged them around the sandy-coloured plinth, like Mama-Bibi used to arrange the stuff that washed in on the tide.

Was that the vicar’s wife or had he sold the hut?

I sat beside the sculpture and I resurrected every single one of our kingdoms, and they stretched all the way to the tip, where they vanished into the sea, the terrible sea, at the exact point where she’d probably waded in. Not into the Run, so the newspaper article said. And there, when the water got deep, she must have got into trouble, without anybody seeing, because this was out of sight of the quay, out of sight of the normal beach, out of sight of the sailing boats and the motorboats and the ferry. The currents must have carried her to the beach in front of the shop, smothering her in waves.

I heard the music of the harp playing, I really did, and her voice saying glissando glissando, and Elias’s voice asking me to tell him one of my seventy thousand thoughts, and I missed him so viscerally I felt as if I were cracking like a plaster-cast statue, and splitting, and I wanted to split, split and split and split, so that I wouldn’t exist and didn’t have to feel anything.

But then Charlotte was beside me and she was telling me about all the great parties she’d been to after her O levels, so I made up some really great parties I’d been to. Then I couldn’t bear to be on the Spit without him, and I wanted not to be on the Spit, and not to be inside my own body or my own mind, so I said I had to go, and I went to our hut and climbed the ladder steps and went to my bed thinking that if only I could go to sleep for days and days and weeks and weeks, I wouldn’t have to think or feel anything about anything, and then perhaps I would wake up and it would all be over and I’d be a normal person again.

The next day, my mother confirmed that the vicar had sold the hut. I stayed in bed.

My father forced me to get up when the twins arrived, and Marcus told me that he had a girlfriend called Anthea and she was coming in August, so he was sorry but we were over.

‘That’s fine,’ I said. 

But then Charlotte told me that she was more in love with Hugh than ever. It seemed strange to me that somebody could be in actual love with Hugh or Marcus, but when Anthea arrived, with her long brown hair and her pointed nose, I started to wonder first, why Marcus had chosen her over me, and second, if his fat wet lips weren’t so bad after all. The same week that Anthea came, Tom H and Titania appeared with golden tans and a smirk of sexual superiority on their faces. It was cold when they arrived, and they acted like they were freezing to death to make the point that they’d been away so long that their bodies had become Mediterranean. Titiania took to wearing Tom H’s sweaters, and Tom H took to wearing mismatching rugby socks, crumpled around his ankles, and no shoes. I hoped he’d tread on something sharp. Titania said their Topper dinghy had been stolen. I thought, good.

I was now number seven in the group and the only one not in a couple. Whatever Mama-Bibi had told me, seven turned out not to be a holy number. I had a horrible hot feeling behind my eyes all the time and my voice came out slightly too loud, and strained, and the way I laughed gave me a raw throat. Sometimes I felt as if I was a small bird flying over my own head watching myself acting weirdly.

Sixth form college would be full of boys, so I wondered if I could come back next summer to the Spit with a boyfriend. Marcus might feel jealous, like I felt a bit jealous of Anthea although I hadn’t expected to, especially if by then he’d gone off Anthea, who had a very annoying laugh.

The Mordens in the yellow hut had their grandsons to stay, who were in the lower and upper sixth. They weren’t anything to write home about, but they knew a lot of dirty jokes. After each one, they’d nudge me and say, ‘Did you get it?’ 

Tom H and the twins had been at boarding school for three years now, and they were turning into rich important boys who expected to become rich important men who would lord it over everyone else in the world. The three of them had a kind of school way of talking, a maelstrom of jockstraps and cricket words, which everyone else was required to admire and submit to. The twins started to wear mismatching rugby socks and no shoes like Tom H.

Titania supplied everyone with menthol cigarettes and fashion advice, sashaying down the beach in her latest designer beach wrap like she was actually Jerry Hall. Tom H said he’d joined the Philosophy Society and as he blew smoke rings into the air, he would say strange things like, ‘You can’t step into the same river twice,’ or, ‘Let’s make a pact to never get old!’ 

Tom H organised a beach party and everyone got completely pissed. I probably got the most pissed, and I found Tom H, who was perhaps the second most and I said, ‘Tom H, I will get you in the end.’

And he said, ‘What’s the end?’

And we both burst out laughing.

‘What do you mean you will get me?’ slurred Tom H.

‘I will capture you,’ I said.

‘Will you?’ said Tom H and he put his lips against my ear and nibbled my lobe.

I nearly collapsed. 

Tom H fell over on the sand, and Titania came over and sat next to him and said, ‘Sometimes you are a total pillock, Tom.’

Titania got up and went back to where everyone else was dancing along to Tom H’s stereo system, with its long extension lead tripping up hutters taking their dogs out for a night-time crap.

I lay down next to Tom H, who was still collapsed, and I said, ‘I would never call you a total pillock if I was your girlfriend.’

But Tom H seemed to be asleep.

But here’s the point: Tom H had secretly nibbled my earlobe and I lived on that nibble every single day of summer, and I wrote in my diary: We are meant for each other and it will happen. We both know that. Perhaps even Titania knows that. She is just a phase. Tom H and I are meant to be together.

While Tom H lay passed out on the beach, I got up and kept drinking and dancing and spinning around with the others, keeping an eye on him in case he woke up and wanted to nibble my ear again, and I kept my earlobe highly available, but then I threw up, and the Morden grandsons had to limp me back to our hut where my father splashed my face with cold water, and my mother said, ‘Much better it happens here, where we’re on hand to help.’

My mother was what you might call a positive person.
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Hester opens the door to her hut and puts the Dover sole in the fridge.

People are starting to gather outside Buckingham Palace. It’s raining in London. It’s not raining here, though there are puddles on the path, and the clouds are the colour of ballet shoes. 

Ping! It’s Lance.

Are you at home?

No.

When you get back, check the side passage.

OK.

No kisses.

There will be a giant bouquet of flowers sitting in the rain, but she will not find it because she is not going home. Lance will have said to Alexa, the EA, ‘Get the most expensive one there is.’ If she never goes home, the bouquet will rot in the passageway like you see flowers rotting on gravestones and memorial benches, the cellophane greening, the flowers drooping and drying.

RIP our marriage, she thinks, and she doesn’t feel sad. What she feels is scared, not of the outcome, but of the process, the execution of it.

She will start by not going to the restaurant tomorrow night. She will have to find a way to tell him, and a way to tell Lily and May. She must do this well, like she never does anything well, but however well she does it, perhaps they will hate her anyway because they are too frightened to hate their father. 

The radio drones on about the poor Queen, but Hester can hear a voice yelling over it, ‘Help! Help! Help! Help!’

The voice is getting more desperate, so Hester opens the hut door, and there is Mrs H leant over, panting, holding herself upright on the old stone table and waving her stick. 

Mr H is lying on the sand, so Hester grabs a blanket and rushes over. She feels for the pulse in his wrist, she’s sure that’s what she should do, and she can’t feel anything. Maybe she’s doing it all wrong, but she’s pretty sure he’s not breathing.

She covers Mr H in the blanket. Then she tries to remember what the recovery position is. She rolls him very gently, she’s sure that’s right, and she tries to put his arm under his head, and she tries to make his stiff leg into a kind of right angle, but it won’t really bend right, and frankly, she’s not too sure if … Never mind. She feels his pulse. No pulse. Or not a pulse that she can feel.

‘Have you rung 999?’ she asks Mrs H.

Mrs H is crying. Hester thinks I am the wrong person for this moment as she takes out her phone and rings for an ambulance. She’s talking so fast she wonders if the woman can understand that the ambulance must follow the little road through the woods, watching out for the Noddy train, unless the last one’s already gone.

‘I’ll be waving,’ she says.

Mrs H is saying, over and over, ‘I think he’s gone! I think he’s gone!’

The ferry is blowing its horn as it comes towards the jetty. Hester is kneeling beside Mr H, and she’s sure she should do some chest compressions, just in case. She can’t remember how many, but she must do something, she can’t just sit here, so off she goes, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. Too strong? Too weak? What the hell is she doing? Mr H has no pulse.

Hester thinks that at some point she should do the kiss of life bit, but she doesn’t want to be breathing into a dead person’s mouth, and now a group of people are approaching from the jetty, and here’s a girl with dreadlocks, wearing a lumberjack jacket and DMs, who steps forward between the two other girls and says, ‘Do you need help?’

The girl says mouth-to-mouth is no longer advised, just the chest compressions, and she checks his pulse, and looks at Hester’s face, and they both know, but they don’t know what to say to Mrs H.

‘Let me stay with him,’ says the girl with dreadlocks, nodding at Hester, then nodding towards Mrs H.

‘The ambulance will be here soon,’ says Hester to Mrs H. ‘And you’ll be getting cold.’

Hester takes Mrs H into her hut, where she wraps her in an old green cape that Hester remembers from when she was a little girl. She sits her down, and she makes her a cup of tea with three spoons of sugar, and Mrs H says, ‘I don’t take sugar,’ and Hester says, ‘You do today,’ and Mrs H says, ‘He’s gone, hasn’t he?’ and Hester says, ‘Let’s wait, let’s wait,’ and Mrs H says, ‘Please will you ring Roger?’ And then she says, ‘Actually Roger’s abroad. Please will you ring Tom?’ Hester isn’t sure if Tom H has changed his number since she used to have it because she hasn’t seen him since she saw him, really saw him, really shamefully saw him, in his entirety, right here in the very hut where she is sitting with his mother, where his father has died on the sand.

‘Do you have his number?’ says Hester.

‘I don’t know,’ says Mrs H. ‘I don’t know. Clive always remembers the numbers …’

Hester leans down and puts her arms around her, but Mrs H doesn’t want to be held.

‘Please will you ring Tom?’ 

‘I’ll try the number I’ve got.’

To her surprise, Tom H answers.

He stutters a little and says, ‘Oh! Hester! What a surprise!’

‘I’m sorry. I’m so so sorry.’

And Tom H says, ‘What?’

And she says, ‘I’m with your mother on the Spit. Your father’s collapsed. I think he might have had a heart attack.’

Tom H again says, ‘What?’

‘An ambulance is coming.’

‘I’m coming,’ says Tom H.

‘Tom,’ says Hester. ‘I think it may not be good news.’

‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ll be a couple of hours.’

‘He’s coming,’ she says to Mrs H.

Tom H is coming, Tom H, who ruined her life when she was nearly fourteen, Tom H who she hasn’t seen since she was forty-five, since they did a terrible thing here in the hut, Tom H who is now a middle-aged man, or in fact nearly an old man because they definitely aren’t in the middle any more.

When the ambulance screeches out of the woods, Hester jumps about waving, and a man and a woman wearing green uniforms leap out.

Hester goes into the hut to be with Mrs H, until they beckon her out, and she asks if they will please tell Mrs H, because she knows that she can’t, it’s too brutal, she has been with this man for nearly seventy years, and in an instant, she isn’t.
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Once Mr H has been moved into the ambulance, Hester tells the girl with dreadlocks that she’s been marvellous, but she really can go now. Hester will be fine. The marvellous girl says that the three of them are visiting a friend on the Spit for a few days.

‘Is your friend called Flo?’ says Hester.

‘You know her?’

‘I met her today.’

‘I’m Dru, by the way,’ says the marvellous girl.

‘Hester.’

‘And this is Daisy –’ She indicates the girl with a pale freckled face and her red hair knotted into a clip.

‘And Fern.’

Who has long bunches, like May’s, except even.

They all shake hands.

Hester watches the ambulance disappearing into the woods, where she sat in the V of two branches waiting to be found, believing that the worst thing was how angry Elias would be, how angry his mother would be, how angry her parents would be, and there goes the ambulance up the road towards Hengistbury Head car park, on the Noddy train route, disappearing, appearing, disappearing. She thinks it’s too awful for Mrs H to be in her hut without him, so she says they should go to Hester’s hut, and Mrs H allows herself to be guided along the path.

‘Mind that gap,’ says Hester. ‘I had to take up a floorboard.’

She sits Mrs H down in the wicker chair, and she says she will make her another cup of tea.

‘Do you remember this?’ she says. ‘The seagull cup?’

‘What?’ says Mrs H.

Mrs H doesn’t drink the tea or eat the toast and jam Hester has made her.

‘Why don’t you have some chocolate?’ says Hester. ‘You can have a Crunchie or a Milkybar or a Galaxy.’

She lays out the chocolate bars. On the radio, the voices drone on. Grim-faced Andrew (they keep saying this for some reason), with Edward and Sophie, and William at the wheel, have now swept into Balmoral. Nobody seems to know exactly where Harry is.

‘You know about the Queen?’ says Hester.

Mrs H shakes her head.

‘She’s not at all well,’ she says.

‘The poor Queen,’ says Mrs H.

‘Yes,’ says Hester.

‘Our time is up,’ says Mrs H. 

‘Would you mind if I have the Crunchie?’ says Hester.

Mrs H is staring out of the window at the pretty clouds, and Hester can’t think of one thing to say to her. She read somewhere that you should never say, ‘He had a good innings,’ to the bereaved, and that feels right, she won’t say that. She’ll say nothing.

Mrs H reaches out her hand, and Hester can’t stop staring at her prominent knuckles and her knobbly fingers, one stuck at an angle like a claw, at her skin, which is so thin that she can see the little networks of blue veins underneath, sending blood around her body, keeping her alive. She wonders if Mrs H would rather join Mr H. Wherever he is. 

Perhaps it’s a blessing that her parents died together.

Mrs H takes the Milkybar with her bony hand.

‘Good choice,’ says Hester.

‘I always loved these,’ says Mrs H. ‘That little cowboy child with the glasses. Do you remember?’

Hester nods.

Mr H has died and they are talking about the Milkybar Kid.

‘I wish I could go with him.’

Not the Milkybar Kid, but Mr H, she means.

If they aged the Milkybar Kid correctly, he’d be older than Hester, and nobody would want a Milkybar Old Man leaning over his Zimmer frame on their chocolate bar. The Milkybar Kid wore glasses like Elias had when he was small, but they seem to have taken him off the wrapper. 

If only Elias were here, he’d know what to do and what to say because he was acclimatised to pain. He lived with it from when he was born. That’s what comes to Hester. That his mother was always in pain. She was always making a barrier around herself, whether she was encircling the beach hut with debris and driftwood, whether she was closing her eyes and hiding behind the music, or whether she was not letting herself be friends with anyone.

Just like me, thinks Hester.

She must have been holding secrets and shame.

Just like me.

Mrs H has started to sob. She’s picked up the terrible 1976 geometric scarf and she is sobbing into it. Hester feels the cloak of heat coming over her, and she puts her hand on her racing heart, and the voice on the radio says that Harry has left Luton Airport in a private jet. On his own. 

She sees Harry as a boy walking behind his mother’s coffin, accompanied by his father and his grandfather.

His brother was there beside him, but both were utterly alone.

As we all are.

In the end.

She’s sobbing too.
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The Queen’s death is announced on the radio at 6.30 p.m.

Mrs H has stopped sobbing, and sits staring into space.

The Queen’s life is rebuilt with words: her birth; her childhood; her marriage; her happy time in Malta; her father’s death when she was in Kenya; her return with the weight of the world upon her young shoulders.

‘The Queen was always there,’ says Mrs H. ‘Like Clive.’

The Queen has died, and Mr H has died, but Hester hasn’t told Tom H he’s dead because you shouldn’t find out that your father has died while you are driving down a motorway, in case it makes you crash your car. 

‘He’s gone,’ says Mrs H, staring out of the window.

The last Noddy train has left, and there are no more ferries. Ah, look, a text. Tom has got hold of Jim the Land Rover man (Bill the Land Rover man’s son) and he expects to be with them by 7.30.

How is Dad?

‘Shall we tell Tom, or shall we wait?’ says Hester, taking Mrs H’s hand.

‘He’s always been with me,’ says Mrs H, removing her hand from Hester’s hand, and putting it in her lap.

‘Would you rather we wait until we see Tom to tell him?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Mrs H.

Hester stands up, and it feels wrong that she knows Mr H has died and Tom doesn’t, so she goes outside the hut with her phone. She hopes Titania doesn’t answer. She hopes Titania’s not coming with him. 

‘Tom,’ she says. ‘I am very sorry to tell you that your father has died. I thought it would be better to say. Rather than—’

‘OK,’ says Tom. ‘OK. I’m on my way.’

If he crashes and kills himself, it will be her fault. Again. As she stands up, she catches sight of her lined face in her mother’s eyeshadow mirror. She goes up the ladder to the sleeping deck, sits on her mattress with her phone by the triangular window and puts on a little tinted moisturiser, a little mascara. Because she can’t bear to look awful. Not now. Not with him. She thinks, you pathetic woman, but she also thinks, I don’t look that bad for sixty. Or at least, not until I see Titania. 

It comes to Hester that she’s really quite frightened of Titania.

She hopes Tom H is OK. She checks Breaking News for car crashes. She reaches into her bag. She’s sure she brought that khaki scarf with gold dragonflies on it. She puts it loosely around her neck, and she thinks, you are still putting on scarves for Tom H. She climbs down the ladder, and she sees the scarf with the geometric patterns on the table, screwed into a ball. Mrs H is staring out of the glass panes of the doors over the scrappy beach to Christchurch Harbour.

Hester opens one of the photo albums on the table, and there’s Elias on her thirteenth birthday. Look at him. What an arresting face. How has she never seen this before? She looks at his smooth skin. His dark eyes. His full lips. His jet-black hair. And he looks like the handsome vampire guy Lily used to fancy in that series, what was it called? This is a shock. Or, more specifically, a revision. Or a revelation. How did she never see it at the time?

The beauty of him.

Was it that she grew taller than him and she couldn’t see past this?

Was it that Tom H was so tall and big and grown-up with his deep voice and hairy legs, puffed up with his own wonderfulness?

Elias would have had a deep voice and hairy legs eventually, if she’d just waited for them to come. She looks back at the photo: Elias’s prominent cheekbones, his strong jaw, his sculpted face. On the brink of being a man.

Was she so in love with the inside of him that she missed the outside?

As Tom H drives towards the Spit, it comes to Hester that the person she really loved was Elias. Yet he was the one she chose to betray. And it also comes to her that you can only betray somebody you love, and the bigger the love, the bigger the betrayal.

She wishes she could say how sorry she still is.

She wishes she could tell him that she loved him with her whole heart.

She wishes she could see the beauty of him again: his dark eyes; the angles of his face; his dextrous fingers sculpting sand; his ready laugh; his nonsense chat; his outlandish facts; and perhaps most of all his kindness. How she misses him. The entirety of him.

She puts the photo albums back in the chest. She washes up the cups, feeling a little off-balance.

‘I think I’ll cook us some Dover sole,’ she says to Mrs H. ‘When Tom comes.’

‘I’ve got no appetite,’ says Mrs H.

‘Tom might be hungry,’ says Hester.

Hester mixes some flour with salt and pepper, ready to dip the fish in.
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As Hester sits eating pan-fried Dover sole with a few strands of rocket and three cherry tomatoes each (and no salad dressing) with Tom H and his mother on her sixtieth birthday, she has to stop herself staring at him. When she last saw him (and she’s trying not to think too much about that), he wasn’t exactly slim, but he was still handsome, if a little weathered. The last fifteen years have not been kind to him. His hair is now grey and thinning, which makes his forehead look big and exaggerates the size of his ears. She’d never noticed his ears before. His eyebrows are too hairy. He still has nice biceps – he’s probably got a personal trainer – but his shirt is tight around the belly.

Stop it, she tells herself, don’t be so critical at a moment like this. That’s horrible of you. In the circumstances. Although she can’t help it, enjoying his decline.

King Charles III is at the helm. He’s already said a few words on the radio. She thinks of Elias plummily mimicking the words of his investiture at Caernarfon Castle, as he promised to be his mother’s liegeman of life and limb. 

Liz Truss comes on the radio too and says, in that stoppy-starty voice of hers, that the Queen was the rock on which modern Britain was built, and that it was the passing of the second Elizabethan age.

‘Why have we never called ourselves Elizabethans until now?’ says Hester.

‘You don’t until it’s over,’ says Tom H.

‘It’s over,’ says Mrs H. ‘It’s all over.’

Hester reaches out for her hand. Tom H doesn’t. He doesn’t look sad. He doesn’t look kind. He looks nothing, or out of his depth, as if he’d do anything not to be here.

Mrs H is trying so hard not to cry that her face looks stiff and angry. The hut smells of fish. Harry has arrived alone in Balmoral. Poor Harry. Poor everyone.

‘Well,’ says Tom H. ‘Dad went out with style. On the same day as the Queen. The 8th of September. We’ll remember this date.’

Hester wonders if that’s as bad as saying, ‘He had a good innings’.

Mrs H says, ‘Nobody goes out of this world with style. That’s the truth of it, Tom.’

Tom H looks at his phone.

Then he looks up and says, ‘Hold on a second. Isn’t the 8th of September your birthday, Hester?’

She nods.

The Queen has died on Hester’s birthday. Her mother would appreciate that. Another royal connection. Also, Tom H remembered the date of her birthday. Perhaps he felt something for her too, once. It’s odd the things we will never ever know, especially the things we’d really like to know. We never get to see inside each other’s brains – even the brains of the people we’re closest to. Which, thinking about it, is an enormous relief. Whichever way you look at it. No relationship would survive it.

‘Well,’ says Tom H. ‘Happy Birthday! Sixty. How did that happen?’

How did any of it happen, Hester wonders, staring at him.

She remembers him saying they’d never get old as he blew smoke rings into the air, so safely embedded inside his beauty and his youth that he thought neither would ever end. 

Hester says, ‘Shall we split the Galaxy bar?’

Tom H takes the bigger bit.
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Hester helps Mrs H get ready for bed in the fold-out double bed in the Hutchinsons’ hut while Tom H makes phone calls outside. Underneath the pillow she finds Mr H’s checked navy and green pyjamas.

‘Shall I take those away?’ she says to Mrs H.

But Mrs H says no, she’ll have them, always. She doesn’t think she will ever not have them underneath the pillow next to hers. And that’s when Hester cries.

‘We never spent a night apart,’ says Mrs H. ‘Not since the day we married.’

Now Hester really cries, though whether she’s crying for the beauty of the Hutchinsons’ marriage or the ugliness of her own, she’s not sure.

‘Do you want me to stay?’ 

‘No,’ says Mrs H. ‘But could you make me my hot water bottle?’

She boils the kettle, and Tom H comes in and sits on his mother’s bed, but he still doesn’t touch her. Hester tries to remember if she ever saw Tom H touch his mother when he was young, but she can’t. 

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ he says.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do,’ she says.

Hester hands her the hot water bottle, which is in a knitted multi-colour cover that she remembers, and which Mrs H holds to her chest like a teddy bear.

‘Would you mind if I went for a stroll?’ says Tom H.

Mrs H shakes her head, and Tom leaves.

‘You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?’ says Hester.

Mrs H shakes her head again. 

Hester kisses her head as she says goodnight.

‘Take your blanket!’ says Mrs H.

The sky is navy blue and the stars foil-bright as she walks the few steps back to her own hut. She opens the door, is hit by the fish smell and goes to the sink to do the washing up.

‘Happy birthday!’ she says to herself, and she wonders what Lily and May will think when she says she’s leaving Lance. She makes herself a coffee and she sits on the Lloyd Loom chair with the door open to get rid of the fish smell, and she pulls the blanket over her knees, but then she takes it off because it touched a dead man. She’s staring at the stars when she sees the shape of Tom H walking past. He hesitates and comes towards the door. ‘Why’s that floorboard up?’

She doesn’t answer. 

He sits down. She offers him a whisky. She pours one for him and one for her.

‘You must be feeling very strange,’ she says.

‘I wish I was better at this kind of thing.’

They drink their whisky and they don’t say anything, and awkward naked memories flick through her mind, and she wonders if they’re flicking through his too.

‘How’s Lance?’ he says.

‘Oh,’ says Hester. ‘Pretty terrible.’

Tom looks down at his whisky and then up.

‘How’s Titania?’

‘She’s an amazing woman,’ he says. ‘I don’t deserve her.’

‘Is she?’ says Hester. ‘She probably is. It’s just I wonder if our life is whatever story we tell ourselves.’

‘What story do you tell yourself?’ says Tom.

‘That I’ve buggered up almost everything that was buggeruppable,’ says Hester.

‘Why would you tell yourself that story?’ says Tom, and he knocks back the whisky and pours himself another. ‘What’s the point?’

‘I’m not sure,’ says Hester. ‘But I think it all stems from 1976.’

‘1976?’ says Tom H, taking a large slug of whisky. ‘The drought year?’

‘I’m not talking about the drought, Tom. You know I’m not.’

‘Why do women always think we can read their minds?’ says Tom, taking another large slug of whisky.

How did she ever think she wanted him?

‘I’m talking about Elias and his mother,’ she says.

It’s very quiet on the Spit.

Just the water coming up the scrappy beach, up and down, up and down.

It’s getting cold, so Hester closes the double doors and pulls the blinds over the glass panes. Then she goes to the easiwork cabinet and takes out the Tupperware box. 

‘This was under the floor,’ she says. ‘That’s why the floorboard’s up.’

‘What is it?’

‘I’m going to open it with you here,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t do it on my own.’

She starts to peel off the lid.

Tom H watches as Hester unseals the lid, little by little, until it pops off.

She might vomit, she really might: the plait is folded over itself, the elastic band still in situ, embedded in ghastly clouds of dust and fluff. She wipes away the dust to reveal the plait, but she doesn’t pick it up.

‘What the fuck?’ says Tom H, and he flinches. 

She looks up.

‘What the fuck would you keep that for?’ he says. ‘That’s insane. Put the lid back on.’

Hester blushes as she replaces the lid.

Perhaps it is insane.

But perhaps it isn’t.

‘You made me do it, Tom,’ she says, and now her voice trembles as much as her hands. ‘It was your idea. And everything went to shit after that.’
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I drove into the car park at Hengistbury Head in the passenger seat of Brad’s car on the 14th of July 1979, feeling like an absolute adult. Brad had passed his English driving test and would be sleeping in his car each night. Having set off feeling triumphant, I arrived sick with nerves. My parents were waving from outside the café.

We all loaded our luggage into the Land Rover trailer and climbed in. I kept staring at Brad. He looked so odd and out of place in the back seat of the Land Rover when I was used to him at college, sitting in the canteen, or at church, in the pale chairs with their little Bible-holders in the back. 

What if people talked about Mama-Bibi and Elias? What if Brad found out I was a murderer, which, apart from anything else, was against the Ten Commandments? The nearer we got to the Spit, the more I hoped we’d never arrive.

Sixth form college had begun quite badly last September, with no boys at all who looked like Tom H, meaning I had to try to make a girl-friend.

‘Why are you called Rain?’ I said to a girl in our RS class. ‘Because you were born in England?’

I let out a little laugh at my own brilliant joke, but the girl did not laugh.

‘It’s Raine with an e,’ she said. ‘What else are you doing?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ I said. 

‘What other A levels?’

‘Classical Civilization and Art,’ I said.

‘Funny combination,’ said Raine.

‘They were the ones I got Bs in.’

Brad arrived in our RS class after Easter. He was American, and older than the rest of us, and his father was a pastor, so he was also doing Religious Studies not because he got a B in it but because he believed. Brad had blond hair, perfectly straight white teeth and very clean fingernails. He wore large white trainers, a red or navy sweatshirt, alternating day by day, smelling powerfully of washing powder, and a band around his wrist which said WWJD, for What Would Jesus Do? 

I felt that he was the sort of boy, looks-wise, I could possibly take to the Spit in the summer and show off. Tom H would feel jealous, ideally, and Titania might even fall for Brad instead, because he definitely wouldn’t get pissed and fall asleep because WWJD. JW not get pissed and nibble another girl’s earlobe. Not that Titania probably knew.

Brad and I entertained ourselves at lunchtimes, sitting together saying tuh-mar-toe and tuh-may-toe; uhd-ver-tis-muhnt and ad-ver-ties-muhnt; priv-uh-see and pry-vuh-see; varz and vays. It didn’t take long until we ran out of words that we pronounced differently, so we had to find new things to talk about. I talked about the Spit, and mentioned casually that he could even come for a few days. 

Brad said to the RS teacher, ‘I am not religious. Religion is about rules. My faith is not about rules.’

Although when I was alone with him, he ran through various rules, one of which was, ‘Don’t touch what you don’t have.’

I wasn’t listening very carefully and thought he was talking about stealing, so I said, knowledgeably, ‘The eighth commandment.’

Brad had to explain that he was referring to what he called sexual purity.

I thought hard and said, ‘Does that mean you can touch my bum? Because I would be OK with that.’

Brad laughed, showing his big white American teeth and said, ‘That’s not really the spirit of it.’

I decided the best thing for our relationship in terms of new conversational subjects would be to go along to his church, and when I did, I found it all extremely uplifting, and I raised my arms towards heaven like Brad and I felt that I might take off into the air. I also felt that Brad might be able to make God like me again.

One Sunday evening in church, I closed my eyes and saw angels, and when I whispered this to Brad, I found my mouth very close to his earlobe. I considered nibbling it, decided against it and said, ‘Earlobes, we both have earlobes.’

Brad said, ‘You should go up on the stage and tell my Dad.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘That we both have earlobes?’

‘No,’ said Brad. ‘That you saw angels.’

By this point, the angels were becoming less real to me and his earlobes far too real, so I didn’t. But soon I was going along to the midweek group with Brad, where we studied the Bible. One night, a girl called Judith spoke at length about the fact that we reap what we sow in life. 

‘The Bible tells us,’ she said, looking very saintly, ‘that we will always experience the same things we’ve caused other people to experience.’

She looked as if she had caused other people to experience only wonderful things, so she could confidently expect wonderful things, herself.

I felt a horrible panic rising up in me, and I excused myself to go to the toilet. By the time I got back, Judith had stopped talking, and they were all praying for advantageous reaping and sowing in their lives. I sat and watched them, quite mesmerised by their passion, and then to my relief we went home.

‘I hate that verse,’ I said to Brad.

He laughed.

‘I’m not joking,’ I said.

‘I find it such a great motivation to live well,’ he said.

And I wanted to say, it’s too late for me, but I didn’t.

That was the moment I decided that I would never ever mention what happened with Elias and Mama-Bibi to anyone.

My mother confided in me that Agatha and Henry were having trouble conceiving.

I said, ‘They’ve only been married a year and a half.’

‘Yes,’ said my mother. ‘But apparently they’ve been doing it every night. Which is nearly six hundred times. With no baby to show for it.’

‘Wow,’ I said.

I couldn’t imagine that square boring Agatha and square boring Henry Cassock had had sex nearly six hundred times, when I hadn’t once, and could see no prospect of doing so.

My mother said, ‘I feel so sad for them that a baby hasn’t come.’

I said, ostentatiously, ‘I will pray about it.’

My mother said, ‘That would be wonderful.’

I wondered if my mother ever prayed. I’d seen her close her eyes in church, when we used to go to Brownies church parade, to say that she wasn’t worthy to gather up the crumbs under God’s table, which seemed quite dramatic if you knew how nice she was. 

As summer got nearer, Brad kept mentioning coming on holiday to the Spit. His father rang my father and asked about sleeping arrangements, and when he found out there was one hut for all of us, he said Brad would have to sleep in a tent outside, and when my father said tents weren’t allowed on the Spit he said that Brad would sleep in his car.

‘It’s going to be a long walk to your car every night,’ said my mother in the Land Rover.

‘Oh please don’t worry, Mrs Ford,’ said Brad in his super-courteous American way. ‘I can run.’

‘Brad is a very fast runner,’ I said.

Then for some reason I thought of Elias, and I thought of Elias again when we arrived, and instead of Elias fist-bumping me, I had big blond Brad looking around saying, ‘Wow! This is so cool!’ in a very loud American voice.

My father said that I should take Brad to have a look about, and they would do the unpacking, which was most unlike him. I took Brad off towards the Black House, and I talked very intensely at him so he had to look at me and wouldn’t see Mama-Bibi’s memorial sculpture, and we went round the corner and past the den, and my stomach seized up, and Brad suggested we sat on the bench which had been installed just in front of Elias’s old hut (in memory of somebody called Rose Piggott).

‘Let’s pray,’ said Brad. ‘What do you want to pray about?’

I breathed in the gorgeous Spit air, but Brad’s powerful washing powder smell stopped it smelling like it usually did. I wondered if, given time, I could properly fall in love with him and we could sit on benches and pray together for the rest of our lives. 

‘I’m not sure,’ I said, thinking that it would be terrible if he was praying loudly when someone I knew came past, and I wished I didn’t mind if other people saw me praying loudly on the bench with Brad. I wished I could be the perfect kind of girl Brad wanted me to be. 

Every evening, Brad would run all the way from our hut to the car park at Hengistbury Head for the night, and when Tom H asked him why he did this, he said something about sexual purity, and I nearly died. On the plus side though, Marcus didn’t have his girlfriend called Anthea any longer and looked slightly put out by Brad’s presence, and both Charlotte and Titania said Brad was very handsome, and we all lay around on the sand singing along with Kate Bush, Babooshka, Babooshka, Babooshka-ya-ya, and to my great surprise, Brad was willing to smoke Titania’s Mores menthol cigarettes with the rest of us.

‘I didn’t expect you to smoke,’ I said to him.

‘Smoking isn’t a moral issue,’ he said.

One night, when we all went round saying what we hoped for in a future career, Brad said, ‘I’d like to turn the spiritual tide in this country.’

Tom H said, ‘I want to have my own business and get rich.’

Charlotte said she wanted to be a doctor; the twins, financiers; Titania, an actress. I said I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, and I stayed awake most of the night trying to work out what I wished I’d said, and I realised I had no idea what I was hoping for in a future career. Perhaps I could be a doctor like Charlotte (I didn’t have the right subjects), a financier like the twins (maths was definitely not my strong point), an actress like Titania (I’d never been in a play). I knew I didn’t want to turn the spiritual tide in this country.

When I told Brad I wasn’t sure about my future career, he said maybe I was called to be a mother, and I said, ‘No, absolutely not, it definitely isn’t that,’ and he asked if Agatha was pregnant yet because he’d been praying, and I said, ‘Well, it hasn’t worked.’ And he said, ‘Don’t be cynical.’ And I really wished I hadn’t brought him to the Spit.

When Brad left, I felt myself relaxing into the person I actually was, and the person I actually was unfortunately still wanted Tom H more than anyone, and much more than Brad, so I cosied up to Titania and acted like her best friend, and that way I was close to Tom H too and could smell the aftershave he’d started wearing, which was called Macho Musk Oil.
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Hester looks at her phone, and it’s 5.30 in the morning. If she had one of those watches that Lance wears, she’d probably find out that she hadn’t slept at all, and she’d feel even worse than she already does. For three hours, she hasn’t surrendered to her wee. Nobody knows this, but she has an old washing-up bowl downstairs for emergencies. 

Tom H left the hut last night after Hester said it was him who made her cut off Elias’s hair in 1976. The more her sleepless night wore on, the worse she felt about saying that because the truth was that she did it. Also, his father had just died, so it wasn’t the moment. But equally, would there be another moment?

She wonders if Tom H has slept at all. She wonders if Mrs H has slept. She wonders where Mr H, actual Mr H, is. 

It’s 5.35, and she’s leaving her husband today, or maybe she’s already left him, and it’s not her birthday any more, but it is Elias’s, and where is he? Please let him still be alive, and happy, if there’s any chance he could ever be happy again. 

Stop stop stop stop.

Her mind wanders to Flo with the musical notes up her ear. She liked her, and she liked Dru: her sturdy body, her strong arms, her beautiful face. And more than any of that, the way, at such a young age, she knew what to do with a dead man. 

5.45.

It’s still dark, but she might as well get up. She pulls on the clothes she was wearing yesterday, and she climbs down the ladder, thinking that she’s going to give up scarves. That’s another resolution for her sixtieth birthday, and, like refusing to clean dogshit out of trainers, it’s completely doable. Scarves make her feel old and slightly desperate.

She wees in the washing-up bowl. Gallons of it. Like a horse. She goes outside, checks nobody’s about and creeps behind the hut to throw the wee in the sand. 

She takes the scissors out of the drawer and puts them in her bag. Whatever happened to the scissors in 1976? Nobody ever found them. She pulls on her khaki jacket, throws her khaki dragonfly scarf in the bin under the sink, puts her bag over her shoulder and leaves, turning right past the dark closed huts down towards the Black House, and round the corner past the den and past Elias’s old hut to the big hut where Flo and the girls will be sleeping.

Except that the door is open and there’s a light on.

She keeps walking.

There are the girls, on the beach, in a huddle – she can’t exactly see what they’re doing.
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As Hester walks across the beach, she sees that Flo is playing the guitar, leaning with her back against the stone groyne. The other girls are with her, sitting around a fire. It’s a song she recognises, but can’t place – kind of folky, seasidey, nostalgic, a homecoming.

Flo stops playing and turns, and Hester keeps walking, and the circle expands to make room for her. She sits between Dru who helped her with Mr H, who smells of rosemary, and the girl with freckles and red hair knotted into a clip, who she’s pretty sure is Daisy. As Flo plays, Hester’s heartbeat steadies and regulates, and, beyond the Spit, above the mainland, to the east, the sun slides upwards.

Daisy starts to clap the rising sun, and the others clap, and Flo goes on playing, and Hester claps too, and she knows that this is precisely what she wants to be doing at this moment. 

‘We stayed up to remember the old man who died,’ says Dru.

‘That’s lovely,’ says Hester.

‘Was he a relative?’ says Dru.

‘No, just our neighbour at the hut,’ says Hester. ‘My family’s owned a hut here since 1927, when my mother was a baby.’

‘Wow,’ says Daisy, tucking a red curl behind her ear.

‘It all feels so poignant, doesn’t it?’ says Fern with the bunches. ‘What with the Queen dying. We came down here to remember the Queen as well. I mean we’re not royalists or anything, but she was special.’

‘The end of the second Elizabethan age,’ says Hester. 

‘What are we now then?’ says Daisy. ‘If we aren’t Elizabethans.’

‘Carolinians apparently,’ says Dru. 

‘We won’t be until it’s over,’ says Hester. ‘We find out who we were when it’s over. And by then it’s really too late.’

The sun is climbing away from the sea.

‘Like at our funeral, do you mean?’ says Daisy. 

The sun burns the sky as it rises higher.

‘It was my sixtieth birthday yesterday,’ says Hester. ‘And I’ve realised I have no idea who I am. But I’m determined to find out. That’s my birthday resolution.’ 

‘What did you do to celebrate?’ says Dru.

Hester hesitates.

‘I’ve got a birthday dinner tonight. Theoretically.’

Flo stops playing.

The sky is lightening, and the smell of Dru’s skin is fresh and bracing. 

‘But I’m not going,’ says Hester.

The girls are all looking at her.

‘Also,’ says Hester, ‘I get the feeling that all of you might know who you are already, that you won’t have to wait until your funeral. I wish I’d been like you. Rather than –’

She hesitates.

‘– like myself.’
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The embers are glowing, and Flo puts a grill over the fire. Dru goes to the hut and comes back with bacon, and Fern brings plates and bread rolls.

‘Are you a vegetarian?’ she says to Hester.

Hester shakes her head.

‘I can’t open the bacon,’ says Flo.

‘I have scissors in my bag,’ says Hester, wondering, as she gets them out, if they think this is odd.

‘I was going to pick flowers,’ she explains. ‘For Mrs H, you know, who lost her husband.’

Flo cuts open the bacon pack, wipes the blade and hands back the scissors.

‘You’re so different from your brother,’ says Hester.

‘We’re starting to wonder if boys aren’t worth the bother,’ says Fern. ‘You know, dating apps are a nightmare. All the ghosting. All the lack of respect. I mean, are they born like that? Or does society make them horrible?’

‘Or could it be you’re going for the wrong boys?’ says Hester. ‘I have, you see, all my life. I even married the wrong boy.’

‘Oh dear,’ says Flo.

‘So I’m leaving him.’

‘Oh!’ says Dru. ‘Is that why you’re not going to your birthday dinner?’

Hester nods.

‘Was there ever a right boy?’ says Flo. ‘One you should have gone for?’

The thought has been coming ever since she looked at Elias in the photo and saw him in a different way, his cheekbones prominent under his dark eyes, his long lashes, his angular jaw, the way he was beautiful, and on the cusp of being more so, on the cusp of becoming who he’d be, though who he’d be she never saw. 

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘But I somehow didn’t notice.’

She could have stayed with him, married him even, asked him his seventy thousand thoughts in the morning, listened to him play the harp. They were going to live in a yellow submarine where the sky was blue and the sea was green. 

‘What happened to him?’ says Flo.

‘I’m not sure,’ says Hester. ‘It’s his birthday today, as it happens …’

‘What do you do, Hester?’ says Dru.

‘Nothing much really.’

‘As a job, I mean,’ says Dru.

‘Oh, I married someone rich so I never really did anything.’

‘You’re just being modest,’ says Fern. 

‘No, really,’ says Hester. ‘I’ve never been particularly good at anything. Some people aren’t.’

‘What did you do for A levels?’ says Fern.

‘The only thing I wasn’t terrible at was art,’ says Hester.

‘So you can draw?’ says Dru.

‘I guess I can,’ says Hester.

‘And paint?’ says Dru.

‘Yes,’ says Hester. ‘But I’ve really just been a mother. Quite a bad one.’

‘I bet that’s not true,’ says Dru.

‘Sons or daughters?’ says Fern.

‘Two girls,’ says Hester. ‘Today, I need to tell them that I’m leaving their father.’

‘That sounds pretty intense,’ says Dru, handing her a bacon roll.

‘It really is,’ says Hester. ‘And I know it’s all going to be terrible, but you know, right now, at this moment, I feel happy in a way I haven’t done for a long time.’
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Hester picks some golden samphire, putting a bunch in her bag, and she finds red campion up near the Clitheroes’ old hut. Back at the hut, she ties a ribbon from her mother’s odds and ends tin around the flowers, and she writes a message on a Post-it note.

With my deepest condolences and fondest memories of our happy summers together as families on the Spit. xx

Memories of unhappy summers, too, but that’s not a thing we say. Breathe, breathe, resist the thoughts. She takes another Post-it note and she writes: Sorry for being weird last night, Tom. It wasn’t your fault. I’m so sorry about your father. Xx Then she throws it in the bin and she writes the same words again on another Post-it without Xx.

Tom H is sitting outside his hut, with a cup of coffee, his legs crossed in that sprawling male way, crotch open, right heel on left knee.

‘These are for your mother,’ she says, handing him the flowers with the Post-it. ‘And this note’s for you.’

Tom H puts the flowers on the wooden table and reads his message without closing his legs.

‘What wasn’t my fault?’ he says.

‘Cutting off his hair,’ she says. 

‘We were kids,’ he says. ‘Why do you keep going on about it?’

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘And I am so sorry about your father. It must be such a shock.’

‘There are worse ways to go,’ says Tom H.

‘Much,’ says Hester.

Tom stares out to the harbour.

Hester can’t stop herself: ‘I can never forget the way his mum kind of imploded when she saw me. That’s the thing I carry.’

‘She was always imploding,’ says Tom H.

How can he be so cold?

‘Elias loved her.’

‘Doubtless.’

‘She probably couldn’t swim,’ says Hester. ‘Like Elias couldn’t. She must have thought he’d thrown himself in the sea, don’t you think? That must have been why she got in.’

Tom’s face hardens into a mask. If she doesn’t say this now, she might never see him again.

‘Did you never think about any of this, Tom?’

‘Think about what?’ says Tom H.

‘About why she got in the sea. Was she looking for him? Was she set on killing herself? Or was it a mistake?’

‘She was sick, Hester,’ says Tom, and he puts his hand through his thinning hair, and he has a sweaty patch in the armpit of his light blue shirt, and his hair looks sweaty too.

‘I’ve carried it all my life. I’ve always wondered if it would help us both to talk about it. If it affected you too …’

He shrugs and shakes his head, and as he looks at her, he crumples his brow, and he’s sneering at her, like he thinks she’s crazy. If she could, she’d get up and walk away and never ever come back, but Mr H has died, and she must gather herself, she must be here for Mrs H, who was her mother’s friend.

‘Shall I help you get your mother up?’ 

‘Could you?’ he says, and he doesn’t move from his chair.

She sees that helping him get his mother up means getting his mother up, and she thinks of the grounded girls giving up on men. 

Once she’s helped Mrs H dress, she takes her to the public loos (toilets, toilets, she wants them to be toilets again).

‘I don’t feel as if I’m real this morning,’ says Mrs H, prodding her own arm with her bony fingers.

‘It must be such a shock,’ says Hester.

When they get back, Tom H is on the phone, saying, ‘Yes, great, perfect, yes, perfect.’

What, Hester wonders, could possibly be great and perfect.

Tom H has a strange almost fearful look about him. He puts his phone in his pocket and says, ‘We must get going.’

‘The first Noddy train will be here soon,’ says Hester. ‘I think it gets here at about quarter to ten.’

‘Do we still call it the Noddy train?’ says Tom H to his mother, avoiding Hester’s gaze. 

‘They call it the land train now,’ says Mrs H. ‘The council runs it. Not those lovely volunteers.’

Hester helps Mrs H pack up her stuff into two holdalls, and she says, ‘Do I have Clive’s pyjamas?’

‘You do,’ says Hester.

Mrs H looks around her and says, ‘I’ve had the happiest days of my life here.’

Hester smiles at her.

‘I don’t want to come here any more,’ says Mrs H. ‘Not without Clive.’

‘Perhaps give it a little time,’ says Hester. ‘See how you feel.’

‘I know how I feel,’ says Mrs H, and she walks out of the hut, Hester behind her holding the bags, and Tom behind her with a rucksack. He locks the door. They all stand in silence. Hester puts down the holdalls.

‘Do I have Clive’s pyjamas?’ says Mrs H again.

‘You do,’ says Hester again.

‘There has to be a last time,’ says Mrs H, looking back at the Spit, which stretches away from her towards the Black House and Mudeford Quay. ‘So the last time might as well be now. I can hardly get out of the Land Rover these days. And anyway, I can’t bear to be here without him.’

Hester wills her tears not to come. She’s not the wife, and she’s not the son.

‘You and Roger can have the hut,’ says Mrs H to Tom. ‘It’s the perfect place for holidays.’

Tom H stares at his mother, as if he can’t believe anyone could really think this, when you consider the alternatives. Mrs H points her fingers at each of the beach huts in turn, as if she is committing them to memory. Tears are running down her cheeks.

‘Thank you for all that you did,’ says Tom H to Hester, in a cold, flat voice, looking out to Christchurch Harbour, and not at her.

‘I don’t want to go home, Tom,’ says Mrs H. ‘I want you to take me to the Harbour Hotel. I’ve looked over at that place for years. Will you book us in for a week? Or even a fortnight. I want to be looked after and I don’t have daughters.’

She turns to Hester: ‘We never went to hotels, Clive and I. Never in our lives. He was anti.’

Hester smiles at Mrs H.

‘Haven’t we rather a lot to do, Mum?’ says Tom. ‘You know, to sort out.’

‘I’ll leave that to you and Roger,’ says Mrs H. ‘It’ll all involve computers.’

‘I need to go to work,’ says Tom.

‘Don’t they have something for that?’ says Mrs H. ‘Compassionate leave?’

Hester is clenching her jaw.

‘Let’s get going,’ says Tom, and he takes his mother’s arm in his right arm, and picks up one of the holdalls with his left hand. Hester takes the other one.

‘Goodbye hut. Goodbye Spit. Goodbye Clive,’ says Mrs H, staring at the hut that has been her life for perhaps seventy years, and then she cries, in big explosive sobs.

Hester walks with them to the train stop, but Tom still doesn’t look at her.

The red train arrives, and Tom helps his mother in, putting the holdall and the rucksack on the bench seat next to him. 

Hester passes Tom the second holdall.

‘Goodbye then,’ says Hester, and she reaches over the carriage door and kisses Mrs H’s cheek. Tom H still doesn’t look at her. 

As Hester waves them off, she feels her heart might break for Mrs H. She hates him, though. She hates Tom H. She never ever wants to see him again. In her life.

She too will have a last time on the Spit, whether she knows it or not. She wonders which is better: to know when your last day is or not to know. The Queen had her last ride on her pony called Emma, and her last barbecue at Balmoral, and her last stroke of her Corgis called Sandy and Muick. But did she know? She took a last look at Philip’s twinkling handsome naval officer eyes before they closed forever. 

As the Noddy train, or the land train, or whatever it’s called these days, heads off, bumping over the gravel until it reaches the tarmac road, she sees the shape of a man stopping to allow it through, a man coming from the woods, striding forwards.

She puts her hand on her heart.
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Before Easter, my mother and Agatha and I came to the Spit on a girls’ trip, as my father called it, as if it was all nail-painting and good times. In fact, the hut was cold and damp and nothing like summer, which was why we usually rented it out to other people at this time of year. We’d come because I had an art project to do and not one idea how to do it. My mother felt the Spit might inspire me. I spent the first two days making paintings of pebbles on canvas and wood and metal, manically, one after another, in wild unlikely colours that my mother suggested. 

Then we found a dead seagull and I took photographs of it gradually decomposing, and my mother told me to take these photos into part 1 of my art exams and call my painting Mortality. I thought my mother had really missed her calling. Or gone bananas. The bluebottle flies forgot I was a person and landed on my bare arms and my face, and my mother took a photo of me, which I used for part 2 of my art A level. My mother said I should call it Self Portrait with Flies.

When we got back to the hut, Agatha had made lemon cake, and we all ate it, and Agatha cried about not being pregnant, and for the first time in my life I found it inside myself to feel properly sorry for her. I really hated seeing how sad Agatha was about not having a baby. 

When I got back, Brad split up with me, having seen a divine red light. He felt called to be single, he said. For the time being. Or at least while he was revising for exams. The exams came, and I still hadn’t got the hang of keeping the content inside my head and spent a lot of time staring at the grey ceiling, or at Brad with his little wooden cross on his table, or at Raine writing and writing and slapping over pages and asking for more paper. The art exams were a huge relief to me, the lack of having to remember things. When I painted Self Portrait with Flies, I found myself turning the sea glimmering blue, which I hadn’t planned. I thought of Elias. Then I made myself stop thinking of him. The picture lit up in the most unexpected way, like it was alive. I predicted an A. I held myself together.

At the college leaving party, it became clear that Brad was going out with Raine.

‘I think I might marry him,’ said Raine.

‘He thinks he can resurrect dead people,’ I said. ‘Just so you know. I don’t know if that puts you off.’

‘The opposite,’ said Raine. ‘I admire his faith.’

I drank five plastic cups of wine one after another.

Brad came over to the drinks table and said, ‘I guess this is goodbye.’

I smiled at him.

Brad said, ‘Have you been drinking?’

I said, ‘If smoking isn’t a moral issue, surely drinking isn’t either.’

Brad laughed and said, ‘I’m so grateful to God that I met you. I’ve never known a girl like you before.’

Raine appeared by his side, and I considered telling her that Brad was grateful to God that he’d met me and that he’d never met a girl like me before, but I thought that would be mean, so I shimmied, slightly wobbly, onto the dance floor. When I turned around, Brad and Raine were snogging. I’d snogged Brad quite a lot of times, but never in public, and never, as I watched them, with quite Raine’s intensity. Or was it Brad’s intensity? 

I found a boy called Andy who’d always fancied me and snogged him very hungrily as close to Brad and Raine’s faces as I could get.

When I got home, my mother said, ‘Are you drunk, Hestie?’

And I said, ‘A bit.’

My mother said, ‘We’re leaving early.’

When she came in to wake me up in the morning, I said, ‘Why do we always do this?’

‘Do what?’

‘Leave so early.’

My mother said, ‘Get up, Hester, and stop acting like a pain in the neck.’

Always Hester when she was cross with me. She’d started risking getting cross with me again – it was four years since it happened.

At the Spit, there was nobody. Tom H and Titania had gone to South America, starting their gap year early. The twins were travelling around Europe with a group of boys from their school, and Charlotte was travelling around Europe with a group of girls from her school. The boys and the girls were going to meet up in Spain, according to Mrs Clitheroe, who had a list of the hostels where they were staying in her Filofax, which she showed me. I wondered if I’d ever felt lonelier in my whole life than when I sat reading the list of Spanish hostels in Mrs Clitheroe’s Filofax. 

Having thought I’d definitely never been in love with Brad, I decided that I’d made a terrible mistake not acting interested enough in him, and I lay about crying on the sleeping deck thinking Raine had stolen the one true love of my life. My poor mother had her work cut out because Agatha’s period had come, and she’d come over for the weekend to cry too. My father repeatedly went out canoeing.

When Agatha’s period came for the millionth time in mid-August, I hugged her very tightly and said I was sorry that we’d never been that close, and that I really was very very very sorry and sad that a baby hadn’t come, and that Brad and I had prayed that God would do a miracle, and although Brad wasn’t my boyfriend any more, I suspected he would go on praying because he was that kind of boy.

‘Why didn’t you stay with him?’ said Agatha.

‘God told him I wasn’t the woman he should marry,’ I said. ‘He bought me flowers to tell me that. I thought he was going to propose. Because those kinds of Christians get married very early.’

‘What did you say?’ said Agatha.

‘I said fair enough.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Thank you for your understanding.’

When I said this, I felt a burst of something coming up my throat and I wasn’t sure what it was. It turned out to be laughter. Once I started laughing, I couldn’t stop, and even Agatha, who was so serious, and so upset about her period coming, started laughing too, and then my mother joined in, and then we laughed so hard about Brad saying thank you for your understanding that it turned into crying, and we all cried very violently together sitting in a row at the pine table.

Then we stopped crying and I said, ‘I need to warn you both that I am going to do very badly in my A levels.’

Agatha said, ‘I’m sure you won’t.’

I said, ‘I didn’t know how to revise without Sara’s model answers.’

Then we all laughed hysterically again.

‘Art went OK though.’

I went for walks with my mother, and I wanted to say to her, ‘Why haven’t I got any friends to go away with this summer?’

But it was too painful, so I didn’t, though the question hung in the air between us.

‘I’m not sure college was quite right for you,’ said my mother, which was an easier way of saying I didn’t have any friends to go away with.

‘It was sad that you and Sara ended up at different colleges,’ said my mother, which was another way of saying it too.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘What’s wrong with me?’

The gulls screeched above, and the sea lapped in and out, and voices of happy holidaying people, people with friends, rose and fell in the air across the Spit.

‘Nothing,’ said my mother.

‘Everything.’

‘You’re wonderful,’ said my mother.

‘I was wonderful,’ I said. ‘Until that day.’

My mother had nothing new to say to me, so she took my hand and squeezed it.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘I think you’re going to have to accept that you can’t change the way I feel, even though I know you really want to. And I think you’re going to have to accept that I will always feel like this. My whole life.’

My mother raised her hand to her left eye.

‘Are you crying for me?’ 

‘You’ll understand when you’re a mother.’ A tear started to fall, such a perfectly formed tear you’d want to make it into a pendant. Down it went, and down, until my mother crushed it with the side of her hand.

‘Perhaps you need to fall in love,’ said my mother. ‘I thought you were in love with dear Brad.’

‘Dear Brad wasn’t that dear in the end,’ I said. ‘The only person I ever truly fell in love with was Tom H.’

My mother paused.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘You weren’t even fourteen though, that summer. 1976.’

‘How did you know?’ 

‘Wait until you have children.’

‘If I do.’

‘I am very fond of the Hutchinsons,’ said my mother. ‘But they’ve always been a bit too proud of Tom. It hasn’t been good for him. I always thought Roger was nicer.’

‘Roger wasn’t handsome.’

‘He wasn’t so obvious,’ said my mother.

‘I like obvious,’ I said. ‘Does that make me shallow?’

‘We can’t help who we find attractive,’ said my mother.

‘I just always felt I’d end up with Tom H,’ I said. ‘Sometimes I still do.’

‘Remember how rude he could be to Elias’s mother,’ said my mother. 

I nodded.

‘This is the truest conversation we’ve ever had,’ I said. ‘It’s made me feel a bit scared.’

‘You can always be truthful with me,’ said my mother.

‘I hate being truthful,’ I said.

When I looked at my mother’s face, I saw a terrible mix of intense love and deep fear etched across it, and I knew I’d caused it. 

The Clitheroe twins and Charlotte eventually arrived at the Spit looking tanned and ranting on about all the things they’d done together in Barcelona and Valencia and Alicante, so I had to sit looking at photos of people I didn’t know eating large amounts of paella.

When the A-level results came out, I’d done very badly in RS and Classical Civilization, but I (or possibly my mother) had got an A in art. I wouldn’t be going to university. Marcus and Hugh and Charlotte came round to tell me how well they’d done, and then we all drank beer and talked about university, and I didn’t mention that I wouldn’t be going. 

The next morning, my mother said she’d found a two-year illustration course in Oxford. I had to leave the Spit for a couple of days for my interview, after which I was accepted.

‘Think of all those brainy men in Oxford,’ said my mother.

‘Will brainy men want to fall in love with someone on an illustration course?’ I said. 

‘You’re very beautiful,’ said my mother. ‘And funny. And completely unique.’

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Everyone’s completely unique.’

My mother laughed.

‘People sense it in me,’ I said. ‘The stain. It puts them off me.’

‘You need to say no to that thought,’ said my mother. ‘Whenever it comes, tell it to get lost. You were very young, and we all make mistakes.’

We walked on in silence.

‘Aunty Hilary has said you can stay in her spare room,’ said my mother. ‘I know it’s not ideal, but we can’t afford accommodation as well as the course.’

‘Thank you,’ I said although I hated Aunty Hilary’s house.

‘It’s got its own kitchenette,’ said my mother.

I had to leave the Spit early because the illustration course was starting on 1st September. 

Aunty Hilary showed us to my room, and disappeared downstairs. It had a single bed with an oak headboard, an oak chest of drawers with two large white china dogs sitting on top, two enormous wardrobes and a tall hatstand. Behind a pair of narrow double doors was the miniature kitchen with a plug-in hob and an under-counter fridge. There was one armchair, covered in the same rose design as the wallpaper with antimacassars draped on its back and on both arms, with a side table, which was in fact three side tables, graduated in size.

My mother pulled out the small- and medium-sized tables and said, ‘Well, these will be useful if you have friends round.’

‘If,’ I said. 

I could tell she was nervous about leaving me here, and also desperate that my new life in Oxford might make me happy.

‘There’s only one chair,’ said my father. ‘That’s no good.’

He left the room and returned with two folding deckchairs, which he leant apologetically against the wall, and he said, ‘I think we should make a move.’

He walked towards me and put his arm around me, and I felt the safety of having him beside me, warming one side of my cold body.

‘Hilary is anti-heaters,’ he said.

‘And anti-heating?’ said my mother.

‘Until November,’ said my father.

He cleared his throat.

‘Goodbyes aren’t easy,’ he said. ‘But there’s no point us hanging around. You’ve got your new life to live.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I don’t think I’ll come down. I’ll wave from the window.’

I watched my parents driving through Aunty Hilary’s wooden gates: my mother’s head was turned towards me, a third of her body out of the window, both hands in the air, one hand waving a handkerchief.

The next day, it became clear that my fellow illustrators were profoundly passionate about illustrating. When we were asked about our favourite children’s illustrators, going around in a circle, in which I came third, I panicked and said Richard Scarry, and also Beatrix Potter. Was it my imagination, or was everyone laughing at me?

There were three young women wearing slightly ethereal clothes; five mature students, middle-aged women in sensible shoes; three girls who looked like secretaries; and one very serious young man, who idolised Arthur Rackham and looked like a crow.

The second the session ended, I rushed to the local library with a large sketchbook and sat all afternoon gazing at children’s picture books I could pretend to have been influenced by. I felt warm for the first time since arriving in Oxford. As I caught sight of myself in the mirror of the toilets, I was struck by how boring I looked in my straight jeans, ankle boots and turtleneck black jumper. In the charity shop window, there was a pale trench coat and a man’s trilby hat. A trilby hat. Just like Elias’s. I bought both. 

I went out wearing the trench coat and the trilby hat, roaming around Oxford looking at myself in shop windows. When I got home, Aunty Hilary said my mother had rung and could I ring her back please. The only phone was in the hall, which was even colder than the rest of the house, so I went upstairs and took the blanket off my bed and sat on the bottom stair wearing it.

‘How are you doing?’ said my mother.

‘Good, good,’ I said.

‘What have you been up to?’

‘The intro session. Then I went to the library and bought a couple of things from a charity shop.’

‘I see,’ said my mother, and I knew what she really wanted to know was whether I’d gone to the library and the charity shop with someone, or on my own.

‘What are the other people like?’ said my mother.

‘Very passionate about children’s books,’ I said.

‘Makes sense!’ said my mother, laughing. ‘Anyone who—’

I cut in.

‘It’s early days,’ I said. ‘But I love my trench coat and trilby.’

‘Also, just to tell you.’

‘Yes.’

‘Agatha had the results back. They aren’t going to be able to conceive naturally. So they’re thinking about adoption. But they’re not sure about it.’

‘Oh Mum,’ I said.

‘Agatha says they may just give up,’ said my mother. ‘You know, plan a different sort of life.’

‘Makes sense,’ I said. ‘Poor them.’

‘I was thinking you could maybe phone her,’ said my mother. ‘And also, I’ll come up and see you on your birthday.’

I did phone Agatha, but Henry said she was busy cooking supper and could I call another time? I couldn’t stand the thought of calling another time, so I said to Henry, ‘I’m sorry to hear about the baby situation.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Henry awkwardly. ‘What will be will be, que será, será, you know what I mean.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,’ said Henry. 

‘Ah well, do send my love to Agatha,’ I said.

‘Will do, will do,’ said Henry.

‘And good luck thinking about a different sort of life,’ I said.

‘Yes, yes,’ said Henry. ‘We’ve been talking about guinea pigs. That sort of thing.’

That night, I woke up and saw Elias in my bedroom, but it turned out to be my new trench coat and trilby on the hatstand. 
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Hester finds herself paralysed, the soles of her feet glued to the path.

Because the man looks a little—

He does.

He does.

More than a little.

Like—

He has the shape of him, though of course his shape must have changed, and she might be imagining it. But isn’t that a trilby hat? The little green train is passing the man.

He looks quite tall.

So it can’t possibly be him because she was taller than him.

He’s sixty now, she reminds herself, so he’s probably grown.

It must be wishful thinking.

Insanity.

Senility.

Other people wear trilby hats.

Where did her trilby hat get to?

She can’t possibly be here if he should come past. 

Now Hester, who doesn’t run, is running, running away from the man who possibly has the shape of—

She’s through the door and inside the hut, with a slight sensation of having been chased. She slams the door shut and locks it. Because if it’s him, he might try to come in. And what might he want to say to the person who killed his mother? She shuts the curtains and she climbs the ladder, and she lies on her front with her face a few inches from the triangular window to watch him come.

If it’s him, it’s his birthday. Today. Has he come for his sixtieth birthday? Like they said they would. The important birthdays.

The man has a large rucksack on his back, and he’s walking very slowly, and just before the jetty, he turns onto the scrap of beach harbourside, where nobody sits, and he takes off his rucksack and perches on an upturned boat. She creeps (why is she creeping?) down the ladder, and she opens the cupboard and takes out her father’s binoculars, and she creeps (why is she creeping?) back up the ladder and she directs the binoculars towards his back. It could be, it really could be. 

He takes some kind of flask, yes a silver tin flask, and he seems to be pouring something – tea, it must be tea – into the silver tin cup. She adjusts the binoculars. Now he takes something out of his rucksack which is wrapped, and he puts it on the upturned boat. He takes a sip from the tin cup.

Ping! It’s her phone. 

It’s May.

Quick check on the man: still supping tea.

May: What did you and Dad do last night?

Hester: I wasn’t with Dad.

May: On your birthday? You ok with that?

Hester: We have the dinner tonight.

May: Is that really the point?

Why on earth did she mention the dinner when she has no intention of going to it?

She always feels May might be on her side if she had to choose between her and Lance. He needles her about her weight. She needles him about his privilege. He says she’d have to work a bit harder without his privilege. May hates him saying that. Probably because we all hate the truth about ourselves. 

Quick check through the binoculars: the man’s staring out to Christchurch Harbour.

Hester: The point is this.

She pauses. The man unwraps the wrapped thing, some kind of bap.

Hester: I’m actually not going to come to my birthday dinner.

May: What?

Hester: Long answer. Complicated. 

May: To do with Dad?

Hester: No.

Hester: Yes.

May: Does Dad know you’re not coming?

Quick check: the man’s eating the bap.

Hester: Not yet, no.

May: Ok.

Hester: Prepare yourself. I need to say something.

May: Ok.

Hester: I think I’m leaving Dad.

May: OMG.

May: Go on ?????

Hester: Do you get that in any way?

May: Maybe.

May might possibly get it.

The man is drinking tea, then taking a bite of his bap, then drinking, then eating, alternately.

Hester: Really?

May: Yes.

Hester: How come?

May: Long answer. Not for text.

May has a long answer about why she might get it. Hester would like to hear that long answer. She really would. But not now. This is most unfortunate timing. She goes for a thumbs-up emoji although May doesn’t like emojis. But she can’t phone her and she can’t think straight because she absolutely mustn’t lose sight of him.

May: Also. Mum. While we’re being truthful.

Another thumbs-up emoji from Hester.

May: I have a girlfriend.

Ah really, oh my word, so much is happening.

She can’t say she hasn’t wondered.

She has a strange boiling turbulence in her stomach, and her tongue is dry, and her heart is racing.

Hester: Excellent. Can I meet her?

May: Yes.

Hester: What’s her name?

May: Alice.

Hester: I love that name.

May: Good. Phew. Wow. Easier than I thought.

Another thumbs-up emoji from Hester.

May: She’s very cool. She works for Refuge.

Hester sends another thumbs-up.

May: The domestic abuse charity.

Hester sends another thumbs-up.

May has a girlfriend called Alice. This is massive news. The man is eating, drinking, eating, drinking.

May: Will you stay at home on your own tomorrow or what?

Hester: I’m not at home.

May: Are you having an affair?

Bap eaten. 

Hester: No.

Though perhaps she might have an affair. At some point. But probably not. Not today anyway. Unless. Stop it.

May: Dad told us you had an affair with that guy from the Spit.

How dare he? She wants to tell May, immediately, right now, about all the women he’s had, not that she knows exactly who or when or how often. Lily must know about Tom H too. He’d have told both of them. The little bastard. 

Hester: When?

May: GCSE year. I wouldn’t come out of my room. I hated you so much that summer. You must remember.

He rolls up the wrapping and puts it in the pocket of his coat, a big overcoat, that’s what it looks like. No wonder May wouldn’t speak to her that summer she was doing her GCSEs.

May: I don’t hate you for it now. Obvs. I grew up.

Hester: It wasn’t an affair. It was just once.

May: Ok.

Hester: I’m sorry. I’m your mother. It’s not dignified.

The man is putting his flask in his rucksack!

The man is getting up!

Hester: I have to go. Will text later. I’m sorry. About everything. Can’t wait to meet Alice. xx

Hester stares out of the window.

Alice.

Lovely name.

The man, the man, the man, the man.

He’s moving, heading down towards the Black House.

She mustn’t lose him.

She’s looking awful.

But never mind – there’s no time for tinted moisturiser.

And anyhow, it’s Elias.

If it is.

Is she losing her mind?

She climbs down the ladder steps, binoculars still round her neck, and she puts on her khaki jacket and grabs her bag and opens the door, keeping him in her eyeline. Her bag is against her side, and she wishes it didn’t have scissors in it. It doesn’t feel right. If it’s him.

Her heart trembles and her temples throb, and the cut on her arm is stinging, and her ribs are aching, and her phone is pinging, and it’s probably May, but it might be Lily and it might be Lance, because May might have told them, but Hester will not look because she mustn’t lose him. Not now, no, not after forty-six years of waiting.

The man stops.

Is it him?

It really could be.

He looks as if he might turn around, so Hester leaps behind a blue hut. He’s looking through the windows of the Black House. She puts her binoculars to her eyes. He’s wearing black-rimmed glasses.

He doesn’t go to their beach, and he doesn’t seem to register Mama-Bibi’s sculpture. No, he disappears. Hester rushes to the Black House, peers around the corner, and there he is, there he is. He’s standing staring at the huge new hut.
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1981–1983

Charlotte arrived on the Spit in the summer of 1981 bursting with hilarious stories about the people in her halls at Bristol University and asking me lots of perfectly reasonable questions I didn’t want to answer.

For example: ‘Who do you share with in Oxford?’ 

‘Just one other person,’ I said. ‘Hilary. She’s quite eccentric.’

The next day Tom H and Titania arrived. They were at university in Edinburgh and St Andrews respectively, and they went on about all the things that made their lives completely and utterly perfect. In fact, they were leaving the Spit and going back to Scotland for the Edinburgh Festival on the 28th of July, they said, stroking each other’s bronzed thighs so hard I wondered if their tans would come off.

Charlotte and I waved them off on the ferry, and the air felt lighter.

‘It’s Charles and Diana’s wedding tomorrow,’ said my mother when I got back to the hut. ‘Shall we go over to the quay and watch it in the pub with everyone?’

I nodded. 

‘I wonder how the Queen’s feeling,’ said my mother.

‘I wonder how they’re feeling,’ I said. ‘Charles and Di.’

‘Delirious,’ said her mother.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘They looked very awkward with each other when they got engaged.’

‘There’d have been a million cameras in their faces,’ said my mother.

‘He doesn’t love her,’ I said. ‘I can tell.’

‘Don’t say that,’ said my mother.

Then we passed Marcus (definitely Marcus, I was sure, even though I couldn’t see his little finger) standing in the long ice cream queue, though he didn’t see us.

‘Did you know I had a thing with Marcus?’ I said to my mother.

She nodded.

‘I might get back with him this summer,’ I said. ‘Just for something to do.’

‘Do you want my advice?’ said my mother.

‘Not really.’

‘If you don’t like him, definitely don’t. Be careful with your heart.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘And your body,’ said my mother.

‘Thanks,’ I said again. ‘I think I might go and get an ice cream.’

I walked back fast, and, I knew my mother’s advice was absolutely right, and I also knew that I would ignore it.

Marcus called out, ‘Want an ice cream?’

He looked a lot better than usual. Not quite good-looking, but almost.

‘Yes please, chocolate Cornetto,’ I said.

Yes please yes please yes please. I’d never seen Marcus this tanned. He handed me the Cornetto and smiled. As he looked into my eyes, I thought that my virginity had become a burden to me.

Marcus and I came back on the ferry after watching the royal wedding at the Haven House Inn on Mudeford Quay, with everyone blathering about how lovely Di’s dress was, though it had looked too huge and extremely creased to me. The Clitheroe parents were up in London, waving Union Jack flags, and Hugh was taking Charlotte out to dinner somewhere or other (although they weren’t a couple any more) so the Clitheroe beach hut was empty. People my age were always on the lookout for something, anything, that was empty during the holidays: a parental home, a car, a beach hut, a garage, feasibly a large dustbin.

What happened in the empty beach hut was inevitable. I lost my virginity on the same day as Princess Diana did, thus keeping royal claims to fame in the family alive for a second generation. I stayed at the Clitheroes’ hut all night, and then felt too ashamed to go back to my own, so I ate Rice Krispies with Marcus, and a little trickle of milk dribbled down his chin from the left side of his mouth. After sitting about not quite knowing what to say to each other, we went for a walk and had a cheese sandwich up at the café in the corner of the Hengistbury Head car park, looking at each other strangely, and then I knew I had to go and face my parents.

When I walked through the door, my mother and father were washing up. They turned around and stood looking at me, until my mother said, ‘Darling, could you just give us a few minutes?’

So my father left.

‘Did you sleep with Marcus?’ said my mother.

I nodded, and my mother did her best to control her facial expression.

‘I should have talked to you about contraception,’ she said.

‘He wore a thingie,’ I said, blushing and panicking about where exactly he’d put it. ‘I knew you were right but I couldn’t stop myself. I thought it might make me feel less lonely.’

‘Did it?’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Was it your first time?’ 

I nodded.

My mother said, ‘I’m worried about you, Hestie. I sometimes feel you’ve lost yourself.’

‘I have.’

‘Would it help to talk to someone?’ said my mother. ‘Violet, or—’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It wouldn’t. But thank you.’

My mother looked anxiously around the hut, doing up the buttons of her cardigan, then undoing them.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘You are a truly great mother.’

My mother opened her arms and held me to her chest, very tight.

‘Not good enough to help you,’ she said.

‘I have to help myself.’

We were both still crying when we heard the door open. My father came in, turned around and went back out.

My mother said, ‘Might it be a good idea to go on the pill?’

I said, ‘I’m going for a walk.’

As if going for a walk was contraception.

I ran back to the Clitheroes’ beach hut to check that Marcus hadn’t left the condom on the floor, but when I pushed the door open, I saw his parents unpacking the shopping, and Marcus unpacking the shopping with them, and I scanned the floor, my cheeks boiling hot.

‘Wasn’t the wedding lovely?’ said Mrs Clitheroe.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Marcus said you watched it over at the pub.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ said Mrs Clitheroe.

‘No thank you,’ I said. ‘I just wanted to ask Marcus something.’

Mr and Mrs Clitheroe and Marcus stood looking at me.

I said, ‘Actually, it doesn’t matter.’

I slept with Marcus on and off over the summer. A boy called Leo visited Charlotte at the same time as a girl called Olivia visited Hugh. Tom and Titania came back from Edinburgh and everyone sat about listening to them blathering on about some new comedian who was going to be big. Then Tom and Titania left for a holiday in Ibiza and everyone relaxed again.

I went back to Oxford before the others’ terms started, thinking that now I’d got started, I should probably go on the pill. The first module was on science fiction, and our lecturer began by talking about Star Wars. 

‘Try to imagine robots in totally new and experimental ways,’ he said, enthusiastically. He had never looked this excited talking about rabbits last year.

Too Beatrix Potter, he had written on my work.

The aim is to find your own expression/style, not to copy.

It was the word copy that had stung. 

I thought of myself trying to talk in public-school banter like Tom H and the twins, trying to dress like Titania, trying to study like Sara, trying to pray like Brad, trying to be virtuous like Raine. Now the only way I could draw was by copying someone else.

But anyway, first things first.

In the doctor’s waiting room, I had second thoughts about going on the pill. I hadn’t yet talked to a man here, other than my lecturer and Wilfred who looked like a crow.

A young man came in, wearing exactly the same trench coat as me, and a kind of tam o’ shanter hat like Peter Rabbit, and he sat down next to me. He smiled and pointed first at his coat and then at mine. I smiled. Then panicked. What if he asked me why I was here?

‘What are you reading?’ he said.

‘Fine Art,’ I said, which was a lie which felt a bit like the truth.

‘Ruskin?’ he said, which was the university art school.

I smiled and nodded.

Lying again.

‘Nice,’ he said.

I smiled and nodded again.

‘I like your hat,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ I said, looking at his tam o’ shanter hat and thinking that I couldn’t, in all honesty, return the compliment.

‘How do you make conversation in a doctor’s waiting room?’ he said. ‘When the one thing you can’t say is, why are you here?’

I heard a very strange slightly hysterical laugh coming out of my own mouth, a laugh that I didn’t think I’d ever heard before. I tried to stop it at once so the poor man wouldn’t run away in fright, but he looked quite pleased by such an enthusiastic response to his marginally funny joke.

‘I mean,’ he said. ‘For all you know, I could be in here for scrot rot! Or erectile dysfunction!’ 

I emitted a slightly less manic but still (I hoped) rewarding laugh.

‘Pleased to say that neither of these is the case,’ he said.

I wondered if it was my turn to make up some lewd imaginary female illnesses, like, what could I say – perhaps you think I’m here for cystitis? But then I thought cystitis didn’t have quite the same ring to it, and anyway, Agatha and my mother often had cystitis and it really didn’t sound that funny. 

Then I realised that, once again, my first reaction was to copy. Instead of being myself when I met this man in a tam o’ shanter hat, I started copying who he was. 

‘I’ve actually got something on my head,’ said the young man.

I couldn’t think of any appropriate words to say.

Then the young man said, ‘Do you fancy going for a coffee when we’re done in here?’

I nearly fainted with shock.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Yes, why not?’

At that point, a middle-aged man with a thin dark moustache came out of a green door and said, ‘Hester Turner,’ and I thought there was nobody in the world with whom I’d less like to talk about contraception than him. It looked like he’d drawn on his moustache with a crayon.

I stood up.

‘Shall we wait for each other outside?’ said the-young-man-with-something-on-his-head. ‘Once we’re done?’

I nodded, wondering whether something gross was growing underneath his strange hat. 

The doctor with the crayon moustache didn’t look me in the eye as he wrapped the strappy thing around my upper arm and pumped it up, nor did he when he agreed to give me three months’ birth control pill. I ran out with my prescription, and the man in the trench coat and hat was outside, looking extremely buoyant. He told me he was called Chris Peek, and when we reached the café at the back of the baker, he took off his hat. There were no visible growths. He explained that the doctor would make a small incision in his scalp to take out his sebaceous cyst, and then he’d stitch it up again, and that would be that. 

‘It’s apparently the size of a marble,’ he said.

He had a lot of curly blond hair, so there was no way I could see it. He looked like Russell, the elder son in Butterflies, but not as good-looking.

‘I thought it was a bloody brain tumour,’ said Chris. ‘That’s probably why I was so chatty. Abject fear.’

I laughed.

‘All OK with your appointment?’ he said.

‘Yes, thank you.’

Perhaps my prescription would come in useful after all.

It did!

When I finished my illustration course in the summer of 1982, I brought Chris-with-something-on-his-head to the Spit to stay in the beach hut, planning to overlap for a day with my parents, in order not to cause a fuss over bedroom arrangements. It rained.

When my parents arrived, the sun came out, and my mother said to Chris, ‘Isn’t it bliss here?’ And Chris said, ‘Yes,’ although he meant ‘No’, and he talked enthusiastically about the room he’d booked for the next two nights at Mudeford Quay, and my father couldn’t look me in the eye.

He said, ‘Our room has the best view over the water,’ and, ‘Our room has a balcony,’ and every time he said our room, my father looked away and winced.

We all went for a walk up towards Hengistbury Head. 

Chris and my father strode ahead of my mother and me.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Do you honestly not know where Elias went? What happened to him.’

‘Not this again, Hester,’ said my mother. ‘He’s probably at university by now. Or back in Brazil. Or something. You were children.’

‘Sometimes I think I might go to Brazil and look for him.’

‘What? Just wander around the whole country? You’re being ridiculous. And anyhow, how would poor Chris feel?’

Oh yes, Chris.

Chris and I went on holiday to Crete, and seeing his pink knees with long dark hairs sticking out of his beige shorts slightly put me off him, but I still went back to his flat in Hampstead, from where I tried to get a job as an illustrator while he was off being important in a bank. In the end, I became a waitress in a local café, and in the evenings, we drank far too much wine to see if this might disguise the fact that we’d fallen out of love with each other.

In November it snowed, and we walked through the snow feeling very drunk, and it came to me that, if I were only in love with Chris, this would be the most romantic evening of my entire life. We walked onto the Heath in the snow, and I threw up (vomit number Five), and then we couldn’t find our way off the Heath, but in the end we did, and we couldn’t quite work out where we lived, but eventually we found our way to his flat, and the next day, we agreed quite amicably through our throbbing headaches that it was over.

Chris said I could stay until I’d sorted myself out, and I said, ‘What if I never sort myself out?’ and then three days later, he told me that a friend of his called Matthew Fox had a spare room in Kilburn, so I moved there and commuted to the Hampstead café, where Chris came in for hot chocolate and toasted teacakes, and in the end, I felt like a waitress he was fond of rather than his ex-girlfriend, and when he brought a girl with him, I couldn’t find it in myself to mind. The girl wore a red beret which she didn’t take off. It matched her lipstick. I went and bought a red lipstick at the late-night chemist, but when I put it on the next day, I looked kind of desperate.

When Matthew Fox moved out of his Kilburn flat, I rang Chris, and he said he thought I could probably move in with a rich friend of his called Annabel Hare, and I said, ‘Do all your friends have animal surnames?’

The best thing about Annabel Hare was that she had lots of posh, handsome male friends, and the two years I spent living with her in Fulham were a merry-go-round of empty dates until one evening, I was at Annabel’s (nothing to do with Annabel Hare) in Berkeley Square, which was full of louche dukes and earls rubbing shoulders with Mick Jagger and Vidal Sassoon. Across the room, I saw a tall man with shoulders like Tom H.

The man was called Lance Ford.

Which sounded sexy at the time.
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The man walks on, and Hester follows with her binoculars. He looks out to sea, then back at the huts, then out to sea. And he is tall. He got tall. If it’s him. His shoulders are broad. His shoulders were always quite broad, thinking about it. He was kind of grounded, like it was hard to knock him over with the crocodile tail. So could it be?

Could it be?

He arrives at a pink hut, midway along, looking out to the open sea. Hester holds her binoculars to her eyes. The man reaches into his pocket and then opens the door of the hut. He goes inside.

She looks at her watch: it’s quarter past ten.

She waits at a sensible distance, her gaze fixed on the open door. She looks through the binoculars, but the interior of the hut is shadowed and dark. Then – oh look – a hand closes the door and pulls down the blind. She walks in a loop so that she can approach from the back of the hut, and the curtains are closed.

Is he having a sleep?

He used to sleep in the day.

Hmmm.

Is it his hut?

Is he him?

Is it even possible?

She puts her hand on her heart.

She leans against the back of one of the food shacks, her binoculars trained on the rear of the pink hut for what feels ages. Then she nips through the arch. There’s no queue. She buys a coffee. The girl with the fringe says they have coffee cupcakes, so she buys two. 

‘You were here yesterday,’ says the girl. ‘The adonis bought you cake.’

‘Watch out for adonises,’ says Hester, turning because she must get back to the pink hut.

Inside her pocket, her phone pings.

She finds an empty bench at the back of the beach, and puts down her coffee and the bag. There are four messages from May. The general drift is that she would strongly appreciate it if Hester would reply, reminding her how anxious her own teenage non-replying used to make her. In short, May wants to know if she should tell Lily and her father that the dinner is cancelled.

Don’t tell them, texts Hester. I will tell them. xx

Hester is now sitting the wrong way round on the bench, her back to the beach, leaning forward with her binoculars hanging over the backrest, her legs through the gap, facing away from the sea towards the huts. Walkers look at her strangely as they pass. She stares at the still-closed-and-curtained pink hut, as she feels into her jacket pocket for the stubby white birthday candle in its white plastic holder. She opens the brown paper bag, poking the candle holder into the coffee icing of one of the cupcakes, quickly redirecting her gaze to the hut.

Is she completely mad to have bought a cupcake for Elias?

With a candle in it for his birthday.

It’s probably not him.

She’s probably imagining things.

Now there’s a light drizzle, coating her face, which she wipes with her hand, feeling the vertical groove between her eyebrows with her fingers.

She recalls the photo of Elias, so young and smooth and strong: his dark eyes and his full lips, his cheekbones and his smile. He’s sixty now, so he won’t look like that handsome vampire guy any more than she looks like Shakira.
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The pink hut remains motionless but a woman appears, walking between the huts. A woman. Is she imagining things? More things? Hester puts her binoculars to her eyes.

Am I going officially insane? 

The woman’s wearing one of those long black puffer coats everyone wears, open, with her long hair caught up at both sides, like she often had it. Oh my word, it really could be. 

Not both of them in one morning.

The woman walks over to the path.

It’s her.

Titania’s face is suspiciously smooth, she is fully made up, and she still has straight blonde hair, which doesn’t frizz in the sea air. She must put that product on it that Lily told her about. Something-plex.

‘It’s you,’ says Titania, face like stone. ‘I knew it. I just knew it.’

 Hester feels scared of her voice, the way it cuts the air. She also feels idiotic, sitting backwards on the bench with her face (and the binoculars) over the backrest, and her arms hanging over. And she also feels ugly. 

Hester was naked in bed with Tom H in the Hutchinsons’ beach hut the last time they saw each other. It’s a horrible thing to do to another woman. Any woman. Even her.

They are looking into each other’s faces.

The drizzle starts again, and Titania puts her hood up.

‘I knew it,’ says Titania. ‘I tracked Tom on my phone.’

‘I assume you know,’ says Hester.

‘Know what?’ says Titania. 

‘Oh, you haven’t spoken to Tom?’

‘I’m not answering him.’

‘You must,’ says Hester. ‘It’s important.’

Titania’s face darkens.

‘It’s just that it wouldn’t be right for me to tell you,’ says Hester.

‘Tell me what?’

Titania’s face is flushed and angry.

‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ says Hester. ‘But please call him.’

Titania doesn’t reply.

‘Could you just move about a foot to the right?’ says Hester.

‘Sorry?’

‘Or the left is fine.’ 

Titania doesn’t move, either to the right or left, so Hester untangles herself from the bench, slightly stumbling over her own feet, and she puts her binoculars to her eyes, but the pink hut is still closed.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ says Titania.

‘Please call Tom.’

‘Where is Tom?’ says Titania.

‘Call him,’ says Hester.

‘I know he stayed here last night. I couldn’t leave the children or I would have come straight down,’ says Titania. ‘I assume he was with you.’

‘Oh no!’ says Hester. ‘He wasn’t here to see me.’ 

Titania’s face again stretches into the horrible smile.

‘So it’s just a coincidence that you were here too?’ says Titania. 

‘I came here to think things through,’ says Hester. ‘It was my sixtieth birthday. Yesterday. It feels like a big deal.’

Titania arches her eyebrows, which can still just about rise against the rigidity of her flat forehead.

‘Is that what they call it these days? Thinking things through?’ says Titania.

Hester doesn’t respond.

‘Is Lance here?’

Hester shakes her head.

Titania looks up, and Hester can see the underside of her chin. She can see the line where her make-up joins her skin. 

‘Why don’t you look at the tracker thing on your phone now? Tom’s with his mother at the Harbour Hotel.’

‘My mother-in-law at the Harbour Hotel?’

‘Honestly, it’s true.’

Titania jabs at her phone. 

‘Please call him,’ says Hester. 

Titania turns and walks towards the tip of the Spit, pulling down her hood and holding her phone to her ear.

While she’s gone, Hester stares at the closed pink hut – she hopes he didn’t get away when she was caught up talking to Titania.

When Titania comes back, her face isn’t much changed. 

‘I spoke to him,’ she says. ‘It’s quite a shock.’

‘I’m sorry, yes,’ says Hester. ‘I honestly tried my best to help, but it was too late.’

Could she have done better? Could she have saved Mr H? She doesn’t want to think about it.

‘Would you like this?’ says Hester, holding out her café latte.

Titania shakes her head.

‘Why don’t you sit down? You must be feeling shocked.’

Titania shakes her head.

‘I don’t know if I am. We didn’t see that much of them, if I’m honest. Nobody could be good enough for Tom. They always thought the sun shone out of his arse.’ 

‘We all thought the sun shone out of his arse,’ says Hester. ‘I’m really sorry, Titania. About what I did. It was a despicable thing to do and you didn’t deserve it.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You didn’t. And there’s nothing I can say. Except how truly sorry I am.’

Titania stands looking at Hester, and Hester really wishes she’d had time to put on tinted moisturiser.

‘What were you looking for?’

‘Looking for?’

‘Through the binoculars?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ says Hester. ‘It’s weird, I don’t know if it’s because it’s such a big birthday, but everything’s been coming back to me. You know, all those summers. Us. Here. 1976. I’ve never been able to move on from it.’

‘What?’ says Titania, crunching up what is crunchable of her face. ‘We’re grown women. Haven’t you got other things to worry about?’

‘I have,’ says Hester. ‘Yes, I really have. I have so many other things to worry about. And you’re right. Sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. You’ve just found out about Mr H.’

‘We were children. Literally children.’

‘You’re right,’ says Hester.

‘Well,’ says Titania. ‘I suppose I’d better go to the Harbour Hotel.’

‘Yes,’ says Hester. ‘Would you like a cupcake for the road?’

‘I don’t eat cake,’ says Titania.

‘I didn’t think you would.’ 

‘You were always strange,’ says Titania.

Hester tries to look confident, but it hurts. She wishes she’d put on different clothes. She wishes she had different hair. Like she’s always wished. Whenever she’s with Titania.

‘How strange?’ she asks Titania.

Titania attempts again to crease her brow, and fair enough, thinks Hester, if she wants Botox, let her have Botox. Perhaps Hester should have some too.

‘What do you mean how strange?’ says Titania.

‘If ten is the strangest person you ever met, what would I be? Like, a seven? Or more?’

As she says it, Hester thinks, that is actually a bit funny. Titania was never funny. This is something Hester is better at than Titania, being funny – it’s just that she was never using funniness as a measure back then. She wasn’t interested in being funny, like women often weren’t. Perhaps still aren’t. She wanted to be beautiful and desirable and adored. All passive things. But being funny is proactive. Being funny is a great quality for life, isn’t it? That’s what comes to her. She should perhaps start measuring herself by different criteria now she’s sixty.

‘Was I funny as well as strange?’ says Hester. ‘I mean, funny haha, not just funny odd?’

‘I suppose people would have said you were,’ says Titania.

Hester has something Titania doesn’t have. 

‘I’d better get going,’ says Titania, and she opens her mouth, as if she’s going to say something, but she doesn’t.

The drizzle starts again.

Hester says, ‘It’s sad about the Queen, isn’t it?’

‘Awful,’ says Titania, and she turns and walks away. 
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He’s out!

He’s out of the hut!

Hester’s heart is racing.

She can’t think what to do, how to act, how to walk towards him.

She pins him with her stare, and she dare not move her eyes from him, except that a woman is stopping in front of her with a little girl who’s holding a pink plastic container. 

He’s sitting with his back against the hut, trilby on.

The pink plastic container is some kind of bubble machine. The little girl is doing a kind of pumping action, which makes a bubble, which grows and grows and grows, until it rises into the air, a kind of huge squashed oval, on its side, which passes in front of Hester’s face, so that he and his trilby hat and the pink hut are inside it, and, as it blows towards the hut, it fills with castles and moats and towers and flags and crocodile tails and turtles made of sand and fairy lights and yellow hard hats and crabs called Harold Wilson and Hillman Imp, and Hester is almost running now, because she can’t stop herself, and it’s him, it must be, here he is.

‘El-ee-as!’

She finds she’s shouting his name, like she’s a child again, like she’s arriving for summer, and they’ll go to the den, and look, his face has Elias’s face underneath the sandpaper of manly cheek which used to be smooth, but look at his lovely mouth, his full lips, his smile, a smile that is now stretching across his face – it was always so wide, that smile – and his dark eyes. Who could ever forget the eyes? But if he’s smiling, he doesn’t hate her. He doesn’t hate her. He can’t do. 

He gets up. He’s impressively springy. He’s up, he’s up, and he’s clenching his fist, and she’s dropping the coffee cup and the bag of cakes on the sand, and she’s clenching her fist too, and she’s crying, and he’s crying too, and they’re both crying, and they’re bumping fists, and the crying is also a kind of laughing, a kind of disbelief, a kind of time travel, and the bubbles are blowing about their faces.

‘Elias!’

‘Hestie!’

Hestie. Nobody’s called her Hestie since her parents died. 

‘Are you real?’

‘Are you real?’

He opens his arms, and her entire body is trembling as she lets herself be enveloped by him, and that’s how they stay for what seems like several minutes, or hours, or years even, decades, yes she’s allowing the decades to rewind, she’s hurtling backwards, and she finds herself on the rowing boat with him, becoming teenagers together in a shimmer of electric blue sea.

‘I’m remembering the bright blue sea,’ says Hester. ‘The way you said …’

‘That the universe was talking to us.’

They both laugh, and stand back, staring, and she’s acclimatising to the new face that grew from the previous face, the new body that grew from the previous body. 

Elias says, ‘Is it time to put the marmalade on?’

And Hester says, ‘I’ll have mine with six and a half narwhals.’

And they laugh.

‘I’m out of practice,’ says Elias. 

Hester picks up the brown paper bag, and she takes out the coffee cupcake with the stubby white candle on it, which isn’t lit, and she says, ‘Happy Birthday! Sixty today!’

‘How did we get so old?’ says Elias.

That same wide smile he always had. Prominent cheekbones. Creases around his eyes, fanning out like the twists of sweet wrappers. Quality Street. Toffee pennies.

‘The Queen died on your birthday,’ he says. ‘Your mother will like the significance of that, I mean, if—’

‘She’s dead. She drowned. With Dad. A long time ago.’

‘Drowned?’ says Elias. 

We reap what we sow.

She caused his mother to drown, so her parents drowned too. Her punishment was the same as his.

She breathes deeply.

She pushes it down.

A drowning for a drowning.

‘Mum would definitely have found some significance in the Queen dying on my birthday,’ says Hester.

And then, because, remember she is funny, maybe even eight or nine out of ten funny, she says, ‘I also lost my virginity on the same day as Princess Diana, but she wasn’t quite so keen on that little royal connection.’

‘Hestie!’ he says, laughing. ‘You haven’t changed.’

‘Oh, but I have,’ she says. ‘Maybe you just changed me back.’

‘Like we turned Agatha and Susan into rocks!’

There it is.

The past that nobody has but them.

‘Is it your hut?’

‘I’m renting it.’

‘Are there any matches in there?’ says Hester.

‘What kind of matches?’

‘Matches that light things. What other kind of matches are there? Am I making you nervous?’

He goes back into the hut, laughing – she knows that laugh, she loves that laugh – and she calls out, ‘And two plates,’ and he returns with the matches, and the plates, which are pink like the hut. She puts the coffee cupcake with the stubby candle on one of the pink plates, and she strikes a match and lights the candle, and she holds the plate in the air so that he can blow it out. Then she puts the second coffee cupcake on the second plate.

‘We said we’d come back for birthdays,’ says Elias. ‘The important ones. And I couldn’t think what else to do.’

‘Grim sixty,’ says Hester.

‘No way back,’ says Elias. ‘All roads lead to seventy.’

‘Or actually sixty-one,’ says Hester. ‘Don’t count your chickens.’

‘I have so many questions,’ says Elias.

‘Is it time for us to start at the beginning?’ says Hester.

Her phone pings.

She ignores it.


OceanofPDF.com



the past


OceanofPDF.com



1984

In the summer of 1984, when I was about to turn twenty-three, I took Lance to the Spit. He’d taken me to see Duran Duran the night before, and my voice was hoarse from singing. It was a coolish damp day. He gave my mother a huge bouquet of flowers, which she arranged inside the sick bucket. Seeing Lance inside the hut in his cream shirt and sleeveless gilet, everything suddenly looked enormously shabby. Also, the bouquet was so big that it stopped people having conversations.

Lance and I went for a walk with my parents up to Hengistbury Head in the drizzle, and the men walked ahead, and my mother said, ‘From behind, he looks a bit like Tom H, you know, his physique,’ and I felt a glow of pride and satisfaction which made me so hot I had to take my jumper off.

‘Do you think you’ll marry him?’ said my mother.

‘It depends if he asks,’ I said.

My father wanted to take Lance out in the rowing boat, and I heard Lance refuse to wear a lifejacket. 

‘Man to man,’ said my mother, as my father rowed Lance across the water. ‘I wonder what they’ll talk about.’

‘Lance is a great conversationalist,’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’ said my mother.

I looked up.

‘I mean he’s charming.’

She opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything.

When the men got back from quite a short rowing trip, Lance told my parents that he’d booked the best room at the Avonmouth Hotel in Mudeford for the night, and my father looked out of the window, his jaw clenching under his skin. 

At the hotel, Lance walked about our room naked, and every line of muscle was perfectly arousing to me: his sternum, his biceps, the central line between his nipples, the left lateral line, and the right. Not only the lines, but the curves of him too: the shape of his buttocks and his thighs and his calves. 

My body wanted his body so badly that I could hardly think straight.

When we went down for dinner, my body wanted him again, more than it wanted food. He said that he was falling for me hard. 

‘Hard,’ he said, and, ‘Perhaps we won’t bother with pudding,’ I said, and he said, ‘I’ve had enough of boring blondes.’

And I, who’d wanted always to be blonde, like Titania and Annabel Hare, was wanted for being not-blonde.

‘I’ve had my fill of horsey heiresses.’

I nodded, un-horsily.

‘Who don’t like sex.’

He was choosing me over all of them, with all their advantages.

‘What would you say is your superpower?’ he said.

Should I say sex or should I say art or should I say something else? 

‘What’s yours?’ I said.

‘Decisiveness,’ he said.

Oh shit. Sex or art. Quick.

‘I can paint,’ I said.

‘What’s the last thing you painted?’

‘A dead seagull,’ I said.

‘You’re funny,’ he said. ‘That’s the other thing. The horsey heiresses are never funny.’

‘Pudding is over-rated,’ I said.

We had sex, twice. He told me that he loved me, and I told him the same thing back. I stroked his forearms. 

‘Your curly hair,’ he said. ‘I find it so arousing. Why are girls always straightening their hair?’

I wished he’d used another word. Not arousing. Then I wondered why. Everything about him was arousing. Was I being prudish? What would my father say? My father didn’t need to know.

Before we went to meet Lance’s family in Gloucestershire, Lance said, ‘I love it when you wear lipstick. It’s so unlike you.’

So I found the red lipstick I bought to copy Chris Peek’s girlfriend with the beret in the Hampstead café. 

When we arrived at their very smart house, Lance’s mother clutched my hand and said, ‘What beautiful hair.’ The whole family had very straight hair. Even the spaniel looked as if it was wearing a straight black wig. Lance drove me around their land in a Land Rover, identifying different trees they’d planted in their arboretum. I looked up arboretum in the dictionary in the library of their house. Their house had an actual library! With ladders! What would Agatha say? It turned out that arboretum just meant trees. Lance came in and said, ‘What are you doing?’ And I said, ‘Nothing.’

Lance and I went back to Gloucestershire for Christmas, and the Band Aid song ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ was on the radio. Lance sang along to it very loudly, and I joined in, and I thought about the children starving in Ethiopia, but I especially thought about how handsome Lance was.

‘I’m going to send some money to the famine appeal,’ I said.

‘I already have,’ he said.

He was handsome and he was sexy and he sent money to charity, and he wanted me more than rich horsey blondes, and soon I’d be tracing my finger around the perfect lines of his body, his body which was exclusively mine.

As Lance and I walked to church on Christmas Day, Lance’s mother said, ‘Can you believe that women will soon be allowed to be priests in the Church of England? I thank God I’m a Catholic.’

Nobody answered.

Then she said to me, ‘Have you ever thought of changing your name to Esther?’

Then she said, ‘I wish Charles and Diana would call him Henry, not Harry.’

I said, ‘I like Harry.’

Lance’s mother said, ‘What do you think, Lance?’

Lance said, ‘Harry and Henry are both nice.’

Lance’s present to me was a holiday to Antigua, departing on the 29th of December, and the whole family was clearly in on this as they all gave me bikinis and beach wraps and designer sunglasses for presents. Lance had also contacted my boss to arrange the time off, which felt special and kind, and then, for a fraction of a second, as I had a wee in their enormous tiled downstairs toilet decorated with photos of hunts, it felt just a tiny bit odd.

Lance took me walking on their land, and he said nice things about my hair, and my legs, and my sense of humour, and the way I dealt so well with his mother, and the way he loved me being here with his family, and we watched the sunset, and he quoted G. K. Chesterton: ‘By the yawning tree in the twilight the King unbound his sword …’

God help me.

‘Severed the harp of all his goods …’

The harp.

Mama-Bibi. 

Glissando glissando.

‘And there in the cool and soundless woods sounded a single chord.’

‘What’s it about, the poem?’

‘Alfred the Great.’

‘How do you know it?’

‘We had to learn poems at school and recite them.’

He went to Eton – they learned poems about Alfred the Great which he still remembered.

We went on holiday.

He was Mr Action Man. We went sailing and windsurfing and kayaking and diving and sky-diving. He was brilliant at everything. 

On New Year’s Eve, we walked down to the beach in the dark after dinner at our smart hotel where each bedroom had a couples hammock and a tiny pool of its own, and Lance put his pale blue jumper on the sand and knelt on it, and he looked up at me and said, ‘Will you marry me?

I was surprised. I was flattered. I was flabbergasted. There only seemed to be one answer.

I said, ‘Yes.’

When we got back to our room, we spent some time finding the best way to get into the couples hammock, and when we eventually succeeded, using the desk chair as a mounting platform (so to speak), we crashed together in the sag of it, like two fish that had accidentally been caught in a net. 

I lay in bed with my hand on my racing heart, wondering why he’d put his pale blue jumper on the sand because what kind of a man has knees that can’t kneel on sand? Then I thought of Chris Peek’s sunburnt knees with their slightly pubic hair coming out of his beige shorts, and I wondered if I had a kind of generic male knee issue. 

But then nothing mattered because I was climbing on top of him, which felt good, and surely must have meant I was right to say yes.
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Elias goes round to the back of the pink hut and brings out some black chairs, which he unfolds. These are the sort of chairs that recline in such a way that the further back you go, the higher your legs rise.

‘Do these feel a bit old people’s home?’ says Hester as she reclines and her legs rise, involuntarily.

She hopes he’s not married, that he doesn’t have any kind of partner, and she knows this is ridiculous. 

Elias relaxes into his chair and says, ‘Start anywhere.’

‘Wherever I start will be disappointing,’ she says, reclining.

‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ says Elias, also reclining.

Hester sits up: ‘I love it that you’re still wearing a trilby. I bought one, actually, years ago. As a kind of tribute to you.’

‘I’m touched.’

‘You know, I think I might start wearing a hat again.’

‘Do you remember the top hat?’

Hester nods: ‘And the bishop’s mitre, and those yellow hard hats?

‘Will you tell me about your life?’ says Elias.

‘Oh dear,’ says Hester. ‘I think I’d rather hear about your life. Mine feels so insubstantial. You know. Pointless.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘Bosham,’ says Hester. ‘Posh seaside village. Bit up itself. Range Rovers and Labradors. But we don’t have a Labrador.’

‘You have a husband?’

‘I should have gone for a Labrador instead.’

‘But do you?’

‘Yes and no.’

Elias smiles: ‘Isn’t it a yes or no answer, whether you have a husband?’

‘You’d think so.’

‘I’ll try another angle,’ says Elias. ‘Do you like dogs?

‘I do like dogs. But Lance is germophobic.’

‘Aha! You do have a husband. A husband who doesn’t like dogs. Lance. Like the weapon?’

‘Which is how I feel towards him. Weaponised.’

‘Should I be scared?’

Hester laughs: ‘No, but he should be.’

Elias says, ‘You’re being very cryptic.’

‘You haven’t told me anything. Do you have a dog?’

‘I just lost one. Milo. He’d been with me forever. I’m bereft. But pets die, don’t they?’

‘I’m sorry. My friend Juniper adopts dying dogs. If I leave Lance, which is the plan, I’d like to do that too. Give them a happy last chapter.’

‘You’re planning to leave Lance?’

‘Theoretically, I have left him. But I haven’t told him.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I’m not.’

‘I guess that’s why you did it.’

Hester nods, laughing.

‘Adopting dying dogs sounds kind of heart-breaking,’ says Elias.

‘But so many dogs end up dying in rescue centres,’ says Hester. ‘I found out about it from Juniper. She adopts them, and loves them, and buries them. In our garden. But I don’t tell Lance.’

‘Wouldn’t he notice a woman in his garden burying dogs?’

‘He’s never there. But she’s always there.’

‘In your garden?’

Hester nods.

‘Intense,’ says Elias. ‘I couldn’t do it.’

Then he pauses.

‘Is Juniper your lover?’

Oh crap.

‘She’s my best friend, I guess. And also, embarrassingly, our gardener.’

‘You are rich.’

‘And it is intense, the dying dogs.’

‘Intensity can be good though, can’t it?’ says Elias. ‘We remember the intense stuff because it means something.’

‘Our summers,’ says Hester.

The air feels thick.

The hairs have risen on her arms.

She has the past in her throat.

And her belly.

And her heart.

That throb of wanting what is gone forever.

‘Yes,’ says Elias. ‘Our summers.’

Hester can see them sitting close together with their hoods up under the ghost moon, watching the sun sink behind the sea. 

‘In all my imagining, I never imagined you rich. It’s funny.’

‘Is it?’

‘How’s Agatha?’

‘Agatha couldn’t have children. She breeds guinea pigs.’

‘Guinea pigs?’

Hester nods.

‘Did you two get closer?’

‘I guess for a little while, when we lost Mum and Dad. But then not really. I felt so bad for her when they couldn’t have children, though. They wanted them so much. And Henry was so stoic and buttoned up, trying to be a man. And he’s really thrown himself into the guinea pigs, which was what Agatha wanted. You know, to get over it.’

‘He sounds like a special man.’

‘Oh, not really,’ says Hester, but as she says it, she wonders if he is. Is he a special man? 

‘A lot of marriages don’t survive infertility,’ says Elias.

‘I’ve never really thought about that,’ says Hester. ‘I guess I’ve been so wrapped up in all my own problems. And I just kind of laughed at the whole guinea pig thing, but yes, perhaps they have a great marriage. Like my parents.’

She remembers how kind Elias always was. He still has the empathy he had as a child, and here she is, mocking people: nice people, who care about guinea pigs, when there are so many horrible people in the world she could mock. Henry Cassock, she sees, in an unexpected turnaround, is one of the best. Agatha’s marriage to Henry is one of the best. They’ve suffered and they’ve come through, and they love each other, and she’s sorry.

‘It must be your turn,’ she says to Elias. ‘I can’t take any more of my life.’ 

‘I have lots of questions.’

‘It’s definitely your turn. Did you marry?’

‘I didn’t.’

It doesn’t mean anything, not being married. But the photo was right. He’s handsome. Honestly, so much more so than Tom H, who really did look terrible. Look at his cheekbones and his sharp jaw. She’d like him to take his trilby off. To see his hair. But it would be weird to ask.

‘And what do you do?’

‘A bit of music. A bit of activism.’

She smiles at him: ‘Tell me about the music.’

‘Well, my mother’s legacy I guess.’

His mother.

They both sit for a while, looking out to the beach, and Hester can see her in her floaty scarves, stumbling back from the beach, carrying wood in her arms, and an old polystyrene float, and half a bucket, and a beer can, and a flip-flop.

‘Glissando,’ says Hester. ‘The way her hands moved. In rotations. Each side of the harp.’

‘The speed of it,’ says Elias. ‘I’ve never seen anyone get anywhere close.’

And that’s where they stop, when she’s still alive, her fingers racing across the strings of the harp.

‘I ended up putting her harp and her driftwood piano in the lorry.’

‘The lorry?’

‘My seriously stylish lorry!’

‘And where did you go?’

‘Shitty estates in Europe. Slums and townships. Africa. And I played. I guess it was more therapy for me than them, but why should the rich get all the live music – that’s what I thought – when the poor need it more. I mean, that was my PhD, the impact of music on mental health, in particular the mental health of isolated poor communities.’

‘What made you choose that?’ says Hester, and as she asks, she knows.

His mother. That’s what made him do it.

‘It’s how my mother stabilised herself. Always. By playing music.’

‘I remember.’

‘I went to Spain to research the origin of flamenco.’

He was off, and somewhere underneath the adult Elias, with his seven centuries of flamenco knowledge and his PhD on the impact of live music on poor communities, is that young boy telling the Shell Tribe (the Shell Tribe!) the history of long hair.

He stops.

‘You’re smiling,’ he says. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘I always loved that about you,’ she says. ‘The way you knew so much stuff. Especially as I could never retain a bloody thing.’

Elias smiles.

‘Of course you’ve got a PhD,’ she says. ‘I bet you can speak lots of languages too. You can, can’t you?’

‘Well, only Spanish,’ he says. ‘When I was researching flamenco. A bit of Italian. And a bit of French. And I already had Portuguese. That was useful when I went to Brazil.’

‘Did you meet your family?’

‘Some cousins. An aunt.’

She has so many questions.

Did he find his father?

Too early to ask.

‘And I got wrapped up in the Fundação Nacional dos Povos Indígenas.’

‘I love the way you say that.’

‘It’s an agency for the indigenous peoples.’

‘Your grandfather?’

Elias nods.

Hester reclines warily on the reclining chair, closing her eyes.

‘Will you say that name again, but go extra Portuguese?’

He does.

It sounds lovely.

‘And maybe again.’

He’s laughing as he says it.

‘FUNAI for short,’ says Elias. ‘I worked there.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Mainly, arguing with the missionaries about intervention. I thought they should leave the tribal communities alone. Things got difficult for me. Then they got difficult for all of us. Bolsonaro didn’t want to stop the land grabbers and loggers. So I left. And here I am.’

‘Elias,’ says Hester, taking a deep breath. ‘Yesterday, I took up the floorboard and disinterred your plait.’

She waits. Breathes. Sits forward. Looks at him. He’s looking at her.

‘Disinterred?’

‘I buried it. In 1976. And the thing is, I have no idea what to do with it.’

‘It’s still here? Isn’t that a bit disgusting?’

She nods.

‘What? It didn’t decompose?’ 

‘Hair doesn’t.’

‘That’s weird,’ says Elias. 

‘Sorry,’ says Hester. ‘I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

‘In the end,’ he says, ‘it was only hair.’

‘Thing is though,’ says Hester, ‘it wasn’t. And we both know that.’
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Lance’s mother rang my mother to say that they would be delighted to hold the wedding in a marquee on their land. The wedding was set for the following summer – the 23rd of July 1986. The guests would enter on a lantern-lit path through the arboretum. I told my mother afterwards that arboretum just meant trees. His mother had apparently referred to him as Lancelot, which for some reason, made us laugh until we were nearly sick.

Lancelot!

We stopped laughing and my mother said, ‘Didn’t Lancelot have an affair with King Arthur’s wife?’

I said, ‘I’ve no idea.’

She said, ‘You are in love with Lance, aren’t you?’

I remembered Prince Charles standing one step up from Diana, looking awkward for his engagement interview.

‘Definitely in lust!’ I said, laughing.

‘I’m being serious,’ said my mother. ‘It’s probably the most important decision you’ll make in your life.’

‘Course I am,’ I said.

‘You know, you don’t need to rush. You could wait out the lust, and see what’s underneath.’

‘I’m expecting the lust to last.’

‘You do trust him, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Don’t you?’

‘I hardly know him,’ said my mother. ‘It’s just the big gesture. It makes me wary.’

‘Big gesture?’

‘You know, huge bouquets, huge holidays, huge wedding.’

‘They’re that kind of family. You know. Very huge.’

‘Does Lance give you peace, Hestie?’

‘Do you feel peaceful at this stage? Isn’t it more the mad sex stage?’

‘Just be sure you’re sure,’ said my mother. ‘And if you are, I’ll do everything to support your marriage.’

My father was determined to pay for the wedding, but it soon became clear that he would struggle to cover even the champagne bill, so the two fathers came to an arrangement. 

‘Is Dad OK about it?’ I asked my mother, and I had a sudden urge to cry.

She said, ‘You know men. It’s a pride thing.’

In the summer of 1985, Lance and I went to Live Aid at Wembley stadium, and I sat on Lance’s shoulders, waving my arms so that my huge diamond ring glinted. Charles and Diana were there. We all sang ‘Aaaaaay-o’ with Queen, then belted out ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and ‘We Are the Champions’. Lance gave one thousand pounds to Ethiopia, when he’d already given money before, and I thought I was marrying the true champion of the world. I tried on a million wedding dresses with my mother and chose flowers with Lance’s mother and menus with Lance, but even this huge wedding to this rich man couldn’t stop Mama-Bibi from drowning beyond the Spit. But I wouldn’t say. I’d push it down. I’d never tell him. I’d never tell anyone. I was moving on.

When my father realised that I’d be spending Christmas in Gloucestershire and Agatha would be in Scotland with Henry and the Cassocks, my mother persuaded him to book a cruise to France, Spain, Portugal and Morocco. My mother bought two new swimsuits, and a dress for each evening. My father wondered if he was a cruise type when they had to pack a dinner jacket for Christmas Day. He bought his from Oxfam, my mother told me on the phone, and when he tried it on for her, it drowned him. I never forgot that. 

On the day of their departure, I called by at the house in Hatch End with a sunhat for each of them which they squeezed into the outer pockets of their cases. 

My mother said, ‘We’ll have a nice tan for the wedding.’

I said, ‘Tans don’t last that long, Mum. It’s seven months away.’

My father put their suitcases into the boot of the Vauxhall Astra. Then he took his passport out of his pocket and stared at it. Then he put it back in his pocket. Then he took it out again.

‘Well, I think we’d better be off,’ he said, unlocking the front door and going back inside.

When he came out, he said, ‘The timers all seem fine.’

Then he said, ‘I’ll just do a final check,’ and unlocked the door again.

When he came out for the third time, my mother said, ‘Come on, darling.’

I hugged them, but not quite hard enough.

I went to Gloucestershire for a Christmas of endless administrative meetings with Lance’s mother about what she called the ‘wedding juggernaut’. When the men were off shooting wearing strange half-trousers, I went to the library and stared at juggernaut in the dictionary because I didn’t think there was a word as odd as that in the whole of the English language. It was in English usage from the mid-nineteenth century, adapted from the Sanskrit word Jagannath, apparently. A large, heavy vehicle, especially an articulated lorry. A huge, powerful and overwhelming force, regarded as merciless, destructive and unstoppable.
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‘Are you sure these chairs are safe?’ says Hester, as her phone pings. ‘I feel like I’m going to fall backwards.’

‘You need to look at your phone, Hestie.’

‘Perhaps, as an alternative, I could fall backwards and break my neck,’ says Hester.

Elias laughs.

He says, ‘Mobile phones are causing imbalances in our brain chemistry …’

Hester’s phone pings.

‘There you go,’ says Hester. ‘I’m completely imbalanced. You’re right.’

Elias smiles.

‘One study found that our cognitive capacity is significantly reduced whenever a smartphone is in reach, even when it’s off.’

‘Makes sense,’ says Hester.

‘It’s called the “brain drain hypothesis”. Basically, we’re less likely to rely on our own cognitive resources if we know we have an information source available, and if we keep on like this, soon we won’t have any cognitive resources in our own head. The phone will have them all. And phones will rule the world. But in the meantime, every time our phone pings, we’re pulled out of where we are. Anyhow, sorry, I’m boring you.’

‘I actually hate my phone,’ says Hester. ‘Do you?’

‘I don’t have one.’

‘Wow,’ she says. ‘You were always happy to be different.’

‘Having peace,’ he says. ‘It’s a big priority for me.’

‘I want that too,’ says Hester. ‘I haven’t had peace, you know. For a long time.’

She wants to say ever since. He’d know what she meant.

He nods.

Her phone pings.

She puts in May’s birthday, which is her code. 

May is asking Hester to please tell Lance, to please warn Lily that there will be no birthday dinner.

Whatever Dad’s done, he deserves to know.

Hester is jealous of Elias for not having a mobile phone.

She pauses.

She texts: Sorry May. I’ve just got tied up with something. Give me two minutes. Xxx

She reads the message to Elias: I will tell Dad and Lily, definitely by tonight. Please bear with me. All of this will turn out to be a good thing, for everyone. xxx

He says, ‘Perhaps by this afternoon rather than tonight?’

Hester changes it and sends the text.

Then she cancels the reservation.

‘Would you rather be alone?’ says Elias. ‘Or might you be in the mood for a birthday lunch? To keep your mind off things?’

‘I’d love that.’

‘But I wonder if you should text the other two first.’

‘I’m too scared.’

They go to the shacks, and the girl with the fringe and the red lipstick smiles at Hester. She probably thinks Elias is her husband.

‘I’ll have the mussels,’ says Elias.

‘The burger,’ says Hester. 

‘Salad or fries?’

‘Both,’ says Hester. ‘Actually, no salad. Just fries.’

The girl with the fringe laughs.

Hester thinks, it’s not funny if men order burgers and fries with no salad.

‘I’m eating crap food. It’s a reaction to leaving Lance. I think it will pass.’

They sit down at a table on the wooden deck by the beach.

Her phone is pinging.

She makes herself look.

Lance: Hope you’re enjoying the flowers! See you later! xxx 

Oh dear, kisses.

She thinks of the flowers in the side passageway, wilting under cellophane.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Lance.’

‘Do you want to call him?’

‘I don’t. I hate speaking to him, or actually I hate speaking to anyone on the phone. Even people I’m not trying to divorce.’

The little buzzer goes off for their food.

While they’re eating, Flo walks past with Dru and Fern and Daisy. Hester remembers all of their names, which surprises her.

Flo says, ‘This must be—’

Hester breaks into her sentence.

‘This is Elias. My old friend. The one who used to have a hut here. With the harp and the driftwood piano.’

‘I thought you didn’t know if he was alive or dead,’ says Flo.

‘Yes, well, it turns out he’s alive!’ says Hester. ‘Which is going to make him much better company for lunch.’

Flo winks at Hester, which makes her feel awkward.

‘Well, we’ll leave you to it,’ says Dru.

Now that the joyful shock of meeting is subsiding, what’s left is everything they need to talk about. That, and the other story going on inside her phone.

‘Should we talk about what happened?’ says Hester.

‘I don’t know if I want to get it out again,’ says Elias. ‘It’d be like taking the cork off.’

‘The cork does have to come off though, doesn’t it?’ says Hester. ‘Or you don’t get the champagne.’

‘Very metaphorical,’ says Elias. ‘We could just get literal and—’

‘Order champagne?’

Elias orders champagne.

He says, ‘To our summers!’ and they clink glasses.

‘Intense and perfect,’ says Hester.

After lunch, they walk along the familiar path to her hut. She’s eaten and drunk too much, and her head feels fuzzy, and she’s a little unsteady on her feet. She opens the door.

‘The seagull cup!’ says Elias as he goes in. ‘And everything’s the same. In fact the only thing I don’t recognise is the picture on the wall.’

He stares at the painting – and she stares at him staring at it. Then he looks around him. Hester looks at the gap in the floor, where the floorboard used to be, and the floorboard leaning against the wall. There’s only one thing to do: she approaches the easiwork and takes out the Tupperware box. Her champagned fingers struggle at first to unseal the lid, but then, it’s coming, and bang, there it is.

Elias makes a kind of gasping noise.

She says, ‘I can’t make myself touch it.’

Elias says, ‘It is kind of disgusting, isn’t it?’ and as he takes the plait out, clumps of dust fall on the floor in soft nests, and Hester’s throat seems to be swelling up, as if soon she will suffocate on her own awfulness, because she is an awful person, an awful wife and an awful mother. Her mind whirls. The floor is rocking gently, as if she’s in a boat. 

Elias is holding the plait, staring at it, shaking more dust off. 

‘It’s so long!’ he says. ‘It’s like a horse’s tail!’

Hester feels a chill pass over her – the monstrous rat with the big horse’s tail. It rears up and scuttles away from her down the beach. She’s had the dream hundreds of times. She never catches it. 

He’s still staring.

‘I think you did me a favour.’

A favour?

‘It must have come half way down my body.’

He holds the plait to the side of his head, letting it hang down his chest.

‘What can we do with it?’ says Hester. ‘I don’t want it here.’

‘Burn it?’

‘No, I think it would smell odd,’ she says.

‘Throw it in the sea?’

‘I don’t like the thought of it floating,’ she says. ‘Does hair float?

‘No idea.’

‘Or perhaps you’d like to keep it?’

He stiffens.

‘Let’s put it back where it was,’ he says. ‘We’ll work out what to do with it later.’

She reseals the lid and puts the box back in the cabinet.

Elias sits down, and he gestures that she should sit beside him on the wooden bench seat by the old pine table.

‘Here we are again,’ he says. ‘Where we used to drink Ribena. I don’t think I’ve ever been as happy as I was sitting right here.’

‘I don’t think I have either,’ she says. ‘Not in the whole of the rest of my life.’

He puts his arm around her.

It feels so good.

He says, ‘You need to tell your husband.’

She says, ‘I know.’
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I was watching the nine o’clock news with Lance and his family in Gloucestershire, when John Simpson said that an English cruise liner was in trouble off the coast of Cádiz. Everyone in Lance’s family carried on speaking over the television. 

Which cruise liner?

My tongue turned into a piece of dry sponge.

Which cruise liner?

Helicopters were hovering over the ship, over the huge dark sea, in which searchlights rippled, in which people flailed and struggled and leapt into lifeboats. Nobody could find the captain. 

Heavy winds. Rain. Difficult conditions.

The Adventurer.

The Fords went on talking. 

I ran out of the room.

I threw myself on the single bed in the bedroom where I was allegedly sleeping, next door to the bedroom where Lance was sleeping, where I was actually sleeping. I found myself shaking from the top of my skull to the tips of my toes, so I got under the tight tucked-in sheets, the thick blankets, the bedspread, and I was still cold, and my teeth were chattering, and the room smelled like sea water, and I could taste salt on my tongue, and it made me want to vomit.

‘Don’t let them die!’ I shouted, louder and louder, not caring if Lance heard, or if any of his rich posh family who never stopped talking heard.

Lance didn’t come.

He didn’t come.

Until he came, saying, ‘What on earth was that about?’

And I was still screaming, ‘Don’t let them die!’

His face was taut and white as he said, ‘Calm down, Hester! Calm down!’

He was still wearing those stupid trouser things that stop at the knee, and the stupid woollen socks, and the stupid checked shirt, like they all wear for shooting birds.

I was still screaming, ‘Don’t let them die!’ 

And he said, again, ‘Calm down!’

Then he said, ‘I’m sure it’s not their boat.’

Lance disappeared and he didn’t come back, and then he did come back, and he kept going out of the room, and coming back, bringing a glass of whisky, then a sugared tea, then more whisky, then his mother, who had no idea what to do, who stood saying, ‘There are survivors. There are definitely survivors. We must have hope. We mustn’t think the worst.’

I felt the whisky and the sugared tea mixing together in my belly and I leaned sideways out of the bed and threw up on the rug (vomit number Six), and Lance left with his mother, and they came back with a bowl and cloths, and while his mother scrubbed sick from the rug, his father came into the room, wrinkled his nose and said, ‘We must deal with what we know.’

I said, ‘What do we know?’

And Lance’s father said, ‘Have another whisky.’

I wept and wept and wept and wept, and went on weeping all through the not knowing until I got on a plane to Seville with Lance, and Agatha couldn’t bear to come, and we hired a car and we drove around the hospitals, and Lance spoke loudly in English to Spanish people, and the not knowing turned into the knowing, and the knowing, it turned out, was much much worse. 

My mother who loved me so well. Better than any other mother I knew.

My father who loved me so much that he couldn’t bear another man to have me.

My mother who wished she’d cut off Elias’s hair because seeing me suffering was worse than suffering herself.

My mother who thought up the best ideas for my art exams.

My father who saved up for a wedding that he couldn’t possibly begin to afford.

My father who wouldn’t walk me down the aisle.

Or make a speech.

My mother who asked me if I was sure I trusted Lance Ford.

My mother who would never wear her wedding outfit she’d bought to look just like the Queen.

My mother and father who would much rather have had Christmas in Hatch End with us, with the fake tree and the glass baubles and the holly wreath, and the old Nativity scene, with real straw in the fireplace, where we put out sherry for Father Christmas every year.

They’d much rather have been in Hatch End than in France, Spain, Portugal and Morocco, but we left them for other Christmases. I went to the Fords and Agatha went to the Cassocks, so they went to The Adventurer.

Yes, now they were sinking into the silt, where fish swam over them, in great unknowing shoals – and my mother’s hair turned to drifts of seaweed which undulated through the water, and her face was stone like a statue, and my father’s too, and I screamed out at night, and Lance said, ‘I can’t sleep,’ and I said, ‘I can’t live without them.’

‘The juggernaut must keep going,’ said Lance’s mother. ‘It will be the perfect distraction for you.’

I was at Lance’s or I was at Agatha’s. I didn’t really mind where I was because I was nowhere, I was nothing, I was going through the motions, I was putting one foot in front of the other, I was managing a very smart café in a very smart members-only club/gym/spa called The Beaufort, where we served decorative cakes which were so sickly that they were only really for looking at.

After work, I took the tube to Agatha’s, and she brought the guinea pigs out, and we watched them running round the sitting room, and we sat them on our laps, and they peed on our jeans and we wept.

‘Glass of bubbly?’ Lance took to saying when I arrived at his flat, tear-stained and exhausted.

Week after week, I anaesthetised myself with Lance’s bubbly, and had slightly manic sex with him, which temporarily lifted the pain.

I saw Agatha once a week to do practical things like clear out our parents’ wardrobes, and put their house on the market, the house that was our childhood, our roots, the heart of who we were. When we got to the attic, we both collapsed.

Agatha said she wanted to rewind time.

Our parents had kept every smudge of wax crayon, every terrible painting of nothing in particular, every school exercise book, every school report, every rosette or medal or certificate or letter or card. They had kept Agatha’s After Eight library boxes and her date stamps, and every doll and every teddy bear, and every wonky clay pot from school. 

‘What will we do with all of this?’ said Agatha.

‘Let’s just chuck it,’ I said. ‘I’m chucking all mine.’

‘I’m keeping mine,’ said Agatha. ‘It can go in the attic.’

‘Dust to dust, attic to attic,’ I said.

‘Don’t be morbid,’ said Agatha.

‘How can we not be morbid?’

‘Oh look!’ said Agatha. ‘Mum and Dad’s school reports. Shall we read them?’

We read bits out weeping, and I found the folding easel I had in my horrible room at Aunty Hilary’s and the trunk I brought home from the illustration course with all my paints and paintbrushes and palettes and sketchbooks and massive great folders. I wanted to keep them, but I didn’t know why.

‘I wish we could rewind time.’

‘Don’t say that again,’ I shrieked at Agatha. ‘Don’t ever say that again. I can’t hear you. I can’t listen.’

‘Do you love Lance?’ said Agatha.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Thank goodness,’ said Agatha.

I knew that my mother was right. I should have waited. Let the mad lust pass. Found out what was underneath. Whether it was peace. Or something else. Or nothing. I should have waited to be sure that I could trust him. To be sure that I could cope with his huge family with their huge house and their huge estate and their huge horses and their huge opinions and their huge entitlement.

I pulled my mouth into my best smile.

‘Would you like Henry to walk you down the aisle?’ said Agatha.

‘No thank you,’ I said, and so many tears fell down my face that if I’d put my mother’s sick bucket underneath my chin, it would have filled and refilled for ever and ever Amen.

‘I loved that sick bucket,’ I said.

‘What?’ said Agatha.

‘I loved the way everything they had was so old and crap and they didn’t care.’

I took the trunk and the easel back to my room at Annabel Hare’s, and hung clothes on them when I got undressed. The wedding juggernaut rolled on.

I largely stopped eating. My ribs and hip bones stuck out. 

‘Look at you, so svelte and gorgeous,’ said Lance’s mother. ‘You’re going to look incredible in that dress.’

Lance’s father walked me down the aisle, and I felt like my limbs were being moved by somebody who wasn’t me. In his speech, Lance said, ‘The first thing I noticed about Hester was her hair. I found it—’

I begged him silently not to say arousing. 

‘Alluring,’ said Lance.

Which was better. 

‘She’s dealt with a difficult year with such stoicism and grace,’ said Lance, though we both knew I hadn’t. 

We returned to our hotel bedroom, and I was wobbly on my feet. I let Lance take off my wedding dress, and I looked at my sticking-out hip bones in the mirror. Then we had energetic sex inside the jacuzzi in the corner of the room, and then outside the jacuzzi beside the fire that wasn’t on.

Then I went to the loo, I knelt down, leaning over the bowl, and threw up.

Vomit number Seven.
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‘Do you want to see some old photos?’ says Hester, grabbing an album, and there they are: Hester with her wild curls and freckled nose, and Elias with his long black hair falling over his mother’s hand, which is resting on his right shoulder. 

‘My jumpers are horrendous!’ says Elias.

‘I liked them,’ says Hester. ‘Because your mum knitted them.’

Hester longs to talk about her, longs to ask for his forgiveness, but he isn’t ready, she can see that.

‘Are any of the original families still here?’ says Elias.

‘The Hutchinsons,’ says Hester.

‘Mr and Mrs H!’ says Elias.

‘I can’t believe I haven’t told you. Mr H dropped down dead. Yesterday. I tried to revive him, but I didn’t know what I was doing, and anyway it was too late.’

‘That’s traumatic,’ says Elias. ‘For you. But a wonderful way to go for him. Here on the Spit. Bang! In an instant!’

Hester wonders if he’s thinking about his mother: the way she died, not in an instant, but gasping in the waves. His face reveals nothing. 

‘Those girls we met helped me,’ says Hester.

‘I assume Tom H came? And Roger?’

‘Tom H,’ says Hester. ‘The less said the better.’

‘You were a bit in awe of him.’

‘A bit?’ says Hester. 

‘He was very charismatic.’

‘And quite unbearable.’

Elias smiles. ‘You’re allowed to be unbearable when you’re young.’

‘He’s old and unbearable now.’

‘The twins?

‘No idea. They sold the hut years ago.’

‘Charlotte?’

‘Ditto. For a while, we’d meet for coffee in London. She became a doctor. Like she said she would. But then she went to Australia and we lost touch.’

‘Titania?’ says Elias. ‘She was terrifyingly together …’

‘She came today,’ says Hester. ‘While you were in the hut with all the blinds down. What were you doing?’

‘My exercises. I broke my shoulder climbing. I need my arms for playing.’

‘I thought you were sleeping,’ says Hester. ‘You always used to sleep in the day.’

‘I’m still not a great sleeper.’

Hester feels the weight of it. 

‘So you stayed friends with Titania?’ says Elias.

‘More enemies actually,’ says Hester. ‘She married Tom H.’

‘No!’ says Elias. ‘That’s crazy. They were so young when they met.’

Hester nods.

‘You had a bit of a thing for him, didn’t—’

‘Oh Elias,’ says Hester. ‘Don’t ask me about that.’

‘Because?’

‘I’ll tell you,’ says Hester. ‘Because I want to be honest. But I’m desperately ashamed. Something happened between us here. When we were both married. You know, only once. But it was a horrible thing to do.’

Elias doesn’t say anything.

‘Tom H really is a little shit,’ says Hester. ‘When he left yesterday with his mother, I thought I’d be quite happy never to see him again in my life.’
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Hester doesn’t want to talk about Tom H any more, and Elias doesn’t seem to want to talk about everything they must talk about, so Hester says, ‘You wouldn’t play me your harp, would you?’

They walk to the car park where Elias opens up the back of the lorry.

Wow!

Inside, it’s painted white with a pale wood floor and abstract rugs and a large bed and a copper bath tub and turquoise tiles and a jungle of plants. And look, the driftwood piano and the gold harp, just as she remembers them, illuminated by the light coming through the glass pane in the roof.

Hester sits on an armchair upholstered in coloured macaws and black butterflies, and Elias sits on a carved wooden stool, and pulls the harp between his knees.

Then he takes off his trilby.

Hester stares.

Look at that, he has hair, lots of it, black, streaked grey, long, but pulled into a kind of, what would you call it, a man bun, because what a relief, hair grows, of course it does, it helps, it really does, to see it.

‘Your hair!’ says Hester.

Elias looks up: 

‘It grew back,’ says Hester.

And he smiles: ‘Hair does.’

Hair does grow back.

And also.

He’s lovely.

He’s turned out exactly as he should have done. Despite what happened. We don’t have to be corralled by the past. Like she has been. He came through, and he fizzes with life. Like her mother did. Like she could. Again. Like she used to.

‘While you play,’ says Hester. ‘I’m going to text Lance.’

She will do this well, like Elias would do it well. She’ll be kind, like Elias would be kind. And then she’ll be free. 

And here’s the music of the harp again. Just as she remembers it. Not Mama-Bibi, but Elias, grown-up Elias, with his cheekbones and his jaw and his messy man bun, and his skin like weathered wood, and his intellectual black-rimmed glasses (quite gorgeous actually, the combination, although she’s trying not to think this) and his hands with their unusually slender fingers and clean nails, plucking each string, as if drawing out a great pain from the centre of himself, or from the centre of her, or from the centre of the world.

She takes her (horrible, imbalancing) phone, and then she breathes. She closes her eyes, so that the music of the harp takes up all the space in her head, and she opens her eyes, and she types L, then a, then n-c-e.

Elias pauses.

‘Don’t stop playing,’ she says. ‘Please don’t stop.’

And she starts to text.

Lance, there’s no easy way of putting this. But I suggest we should do the truthful thing and not be married any more.

She looks up. Elias has closed his eyes like his mother used to, and he has the same long eyelashes. His fingers run up and down the strings of the harp, glissando, glissando.

When you get home tonight, you will find I’m not there, Hester texts. I left yesterday. The day the Queen died. The end of an era. Her era. And ours, it turns out. 

Elias goes on playing.

I won’t be coming to the dinner tonight. I will let the girls know. We will find a way to disentangle. I hope we can do it nicely. For our sakes, but especially for the girls.

‘I’m sending the message to Lance,’ says Hester. ‘Keep playing.’

Hester feels herself to be wrapped inside the music as the message now leaves her and heads out wherever it goes and lands in Lance’s pocket.

Lily, I wanted you to know that the birthday dinner won’t be happening tonight. I will explain this properly in person, but Dad and I have been unhappy for a long time. You probably know this.

The music rushes like water, then drifts, cascades, flows, runs over rocks, falls away.

She wants to tell Lily all the things Lance has done wrong, but she won’t because she doesn’t want to destroy the bits of Lily’s life that Lily remembers as beautiful, if there are any, there probably aren’t – she started pulling out her hair when she was ten – and the music of the harp sounds like a waterfall.

I’m sorry if this is shocking, but perhaps it’s much less shocking than I imagine. I will arrange a time to come and see you all. I am fine. We will all be fine. Please don’t worry. Xxx

She presses send.

Elias goes on playing.

May, she writes, I have told Dad and Lily that the dinner is off. Xxx

This is what I’ve said to Lily.

His fingers pluck the strings as she copies and pastes the message to May, and sends it.

No going back now.

Only forward.

Like time.


OceanofPDF.com



the past


OceanofPDF.com



1987–1995

Once I was married, I gave up working because Lance said, ‘What’s the point?’ And because he also said, ‘Hopefully you’ll be pregnant soon.’ Which I was. But on the 2nd of January 1987, I found myself expelling clots of blood and cells onto the pristine white bathroom floor, cramps shuddering through my belly, whilst it snowed heavily outside the window onto the Chelsea pavements. When Lance came home from work, he called the cleaner, who cleared up what we’d expected to be our first child. 

After that, I didn’t feel like having sex, so I went to a counsellor, and by the January of 1988, she thought that perhaps I was ready again, so I told Lance, who took off all his clothes and landed on top of me like a skydiver, and, hey presto, soon I was pregnant again. Lance bought me lilies, which made me sneeze, which left orange powder on my white sleeves when I brushed past them. 

I was pregnant but I wasn’t feeling things. I kept on seeing the counsellor who told me to keep a journal. I said I’d always written a diary. She asked if my diary had feelings in it, and I said no, it had lists of things to do that I ticked off each day.

On the 8th of August, Sarah Ferguson gave birth to a girl. I clutched my belly and prayed that my baby would stay inside me, but a week later, I lost my second child, a son. The cleaner came again. I got into bed and wept. When Lance was at work, I was often in bed, cocooned inside my pain in slinky nighties like a silkworm. Prince Andrew and Sarah Ferguson’s daughter was christened Beatrice Elizabeth Mary, and Lance’s mother told me that these were the sorts of names she liked for girls. For boys, you couldn’t go wrong with the names of English kings. 

I bought a second diary to put my feelings in.

‘Numb,’ I wrote.

‘Sad. Or maybe numb.’

‘Numb. Or maybe sad.’

I burnt it.

In January of 1989, I got pregnant again. Lance’s mother suggested bed rest, and I didn’t like to tell her that my life was bed rest already. We all held our breath.

In November, Lily was born, to great rejoicing. At Christmas, there were so many presents for her under the tree in Gloucestershire that a small chaise longue had to be moved into the hall. Every time Lance’s mother picked Lily up, she screamed, which is what, his mother said, came of demand feeding. The way she said demand feeding was the way other people said paedophilia.

I couldn’t seem to comfort Lily the way other mothers did. I never spoke about it to anyone. And certainly not to Lance, though her shrieking made him angry. One day he said, ‘I’m sure it’s not supposed to be like this.’ 

Lily Beatrice Elizabeth was christened, and I set about trying to be some sort of mother. We three moved from the house in Chelsea (‘which will be our London pied-à-terre,’ said Lance) to a large house in Bosham with an enormous garden, in case space and sea air might help me. Lance’s mother appointed a fierce interior designer, with aggressively permed hair and shoulder pads. I agreed with whatever she suggested, quaking.

Every evening, I stood by Lily’s cot staring out of the window at the sea and the sky and the stars and the moon, and I thought about Elias and me and the ghost moon that came out before the sun came down. And I thought about the moon in the sky making a moon in the water. And I thought about Mama-Bibi. And my parents. And I lost another baby. It was the same day that John McCarthy was released from captivity, the 8th of August 1991. I bought a dovecote and filled it with doves. It was Tom H and Titania’s wedding day. I’d declined without telling Lance and sent an exorbitant soup tureen with a matching porcelain ladle from their list.

I had a huge fence built so that Lily couldn’t walk off the end of the lawn into the sea, and Lance’s father said this was a pity as it quite wrecked the view, which was the house’s key selling point. I said, ‘We’re not selling it. We’re living in it. And ideally not killing our baby in it.’ Then I thought I should never have said the words killing our baby because they might sail out of my mouth and come true, and I remembered my religious boyfriend Brad saying to Tom H that words have power, and Tom H saying, ‘Tomorrow I will wake up as a squash ball.’ And everyone laughing. And Tom H saying to Brad, ‘I will give you a million pounds if tomorrow I wake up as a squash ball.’ And Hugh Clitheroe saying, ‘You won’t be able to because squash balls don’t have a million pounds.’

Anyhow, John Major announced that Prince Charles and Princess Diana would be going their separate ways, and I thought how disappointed my mother would have been to hear this news. I remembered Charles saying whatever love means when he got engaged to Diana, and I remembered my mother asking me if I was in love, and me not giving a straight yes either.

I’d go into the nursery every hour and check that Lily was still breathing by placing my hand on her chest, which often woke her up, and then it was hard to get her back to sleep. Lily turned from a restless baby into a serious, anxious child, and Lance’s mother took me aside and said that this was the result of ‘all the demand feeding nonsense’, and that when I had my next baby I should establish a proper routine, because babies feel safer in a routine, ask anyone.

Lance’s mother found a new counsellor for me. The counsellor asked if there was anything inside me I needed to let out. I said there wasn’t.

In 1995, May Victoria Grace was born, Lance once again picking the middle names under the guidance of his mother. This time, Lance’s mother arranged a maternity nurse to come and get May into a suitable sleeping routine.
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When Elias stops playing the harp, Hester says she’s sent the text to Lance.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘A bit trembly, but good,’ says Hester. ‘So far. Which is probably odd. But then again, I think our marriage has been over for a long time. Even since before it started, perhaps.’

‘What do you want to do now?’ 

‘Maybe we should go for a walk.’

Elias locks the lorry, and they walk up the grassy slope which they used to roll down as children, although Agatha didn’t because she had a terror of rolling in dog shit. They sit at the top and look over the sea, and Elias says, ‘Shall we go out in the boat tonight and see what happens?’

Hester remembers the glimmering blue of the water.

‘We could steal the Hs’ boat. I know where they keep their oars. They wouldn’t mind. We don’t have ours any more.’

They stand up, and walk down the slope onto the beach, looking up as the sand martins swoop in and out of their nests in the orange cliffs. Hester feels as if she’s flying too. Nervously, though, like a fledgling. 

‘Do you come with your family?’ says Elias.

‘No,’ says Hester. ‘They all hate it here.’

As they walk back to the hut, her phone pings in her pocket. She’s terrified. But she’s fizzing all over, fizzing at being here with Elias, and not at home in Bosham with Lance. But she’s also shivering because Lance can be a bastard. Her teeth clatter together.

She wants to tell Elias every single one of her seventy thousand thoughts, or however many million or billion thoughts she has inside her, because she hasn’t been telling people her thoughts for so many years. It’s such a risk telling people your thoughts.

Without looking at her WhatsApps, she sends a text to May saying: Just so you know, I’m totally safe and with a friend. I will be in touch very soon. Sorry to be doing this to you. Hope you kind of understand. If Lily hates me, don’t worry. That’s my problem. Xxx

She sends a shorter text to Lily to say she’s fine and with a friend, plus the three kisses.

She makes tea.

‘Are you OK?’ says Elias.

‘I’m terrified.’

‘Of the pings?’

‘Yes.’

‘You tied that around your neck, do you remember?’ says Elias, picking up her mother’s geometric scarf from the table. 

‘Be careful,’ she says. ‘Mrs H blew her nose on it. I think she thought it was a handkerchief.’

Elias puts it down fast, laughing.

‘I was trying to impress Tom H,’ she says. ‘But I looked like an air hostess, which wasn’t quite the vibe for the beach.’ 

‘You did,’ he says, smiling his wide smile. ‘You really did.’

Hester smiles too: ‘What the hell was I thinking?’

Elias says, ‘I’m finding the pings quite distracting.’

‘Just ignore them. I’m too frightened to look.’

‘I love the way you haven’t changed it in here,’ says Elias. ‘Apart from that picture. You must have been tempted to. Seeing as you have all that money.’

‘Not at all,’ says Hester. ‘I’m keeping Mum and Dad alive, you see. I’m remembering who I was.’

‘How often do you come here?’

‘If Lance is staying in London, I stay the night. Nobody knows.’

Her phone rings.

She freezes.

It’s Lance’s number.

She turns off her phone.

‘It was Lance.’

‘I think you should call him. I’m not sure you can leave a long marriage by text, can you? I mean, after how many years?’

‘Thirty-six,’ says Hester. 

‘Might he come and find you?’ says Elias.

‘He hates driving,’ says Hester, and her teeth start clattering together again.

They both sit looking out of the window.
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When Lily was seven and May was one, Lance came back home one evening and told me he’d bought a ski chalet. I’d never got on with skiing. 

Lance’s shirt smelled of women’s perfume as he showed me the particulars of the chalet, googling Zermatt on his phone to show me the mountains and the excellent restaurant where they served venison.

I said, ‘Your shirt smells of women’s perfume.’

He said, ‘It’s my aftershave.’ 

He said, ‘You’re going loopy again.’ 

Perhaps I was.

‘Here’s a new project!’ said Lance. ‘The chalet. Go wild!’

I stared at catalogues of taps and sinks and tiles and sofas and armchairs and dining tables and dining chairs, and I made phone calls and read out my American Express number and everything around me was gold and velvet and glass and silver, and this did not feel like going wild.

I went (unwildly) to London with the interior designer and the children, to Colefax and Fowler, to Liberty and Peter Jones. I didn’t mention Peter Jones to Lance’s mother, who hadn’t let us have our wedding list there because it was too middle class. Heaven knows what she thought about me. I chose tartans for the chalet dining room, deer and evergreens for the sitting room, stripes for the kitchen, and I kept changing my mind about the bathrooms.

‘I can’t decide,’ I said to Lance. ‘I mean, which would you have?’

‘I have enough decisions to make at work,’ he said.

I walked around the house holding swatches to windows and against walls.

‘Is grey too dark?’ I said.

‘Is pistachio too light?’ 

‘Is plain too plain?’

‘Is patterned too patterned?’

‘How hard is this?’ said Lance.

By the time Princess Diana took William and Harry on holiday with Dodi Fayed in his yacht off Saint Tropez, Lance had bought the golf house in Scotland and my head was awhirl with curtain linings and dimmer switches and chandeliers and light pulls. 

May was two and into everything. She’d found the dotty tambourine Elias gave me in my bottom drawer and refused to be parted from it. The tinkling of the silver discs drove Lance crazy. Every time she shook it, it hurt my heart. Lily was eight and steadfastly enjoying art camp and riding camp, so May trailed around after me with the tambourine, being placated by digestive biscuits and getting fatter. 

I wasn’t sleeping well. When Lily was at school, I took May out walking because I’d read that time spent with trees and plants dialled down anxiety, and we identified wild flowers with my mother’s book and picked them, carefully, choosing the ones that were at their peak and would soon wilt. I bought a flower press. May jingled her tambourine at me, thrilled by the flattened shapes of the flowers.

When Lance wasn’t at the pied-à-terre in Chelsea, he woke me up snoring. I’d get up at five o’clock and watch as the birds started to gather on the seeds, the goldfinches first, devouring the sunflower hearts, followed by the blue tits and great tits, then the lone robin and the blackbirds loitering below. I’d turn on breakfast television and enjoy being alone, before the girls woke, before Lance came down on the prowl for coffee.

Breaking news, it came thundering through the screen – Dodi Fayed and Princess Diana have been involved in a car accident in the Pont de l’Alma tunnel in Paris. Princess Diana is thought to have been injured. She’s been taken to a Paris hospital. I could no longer hear the birds singing.

I turned up the volume of the television, and thought of the day that Charles and Diana got engaged, when she stood a step or two lower than him, so that he looked taller, and I thought of the day she married him in a huge creased dress at St Paul’s Cathedral, the day I slept with Marcus Clitheroe; and I thought of the day that Charles admitted his affair on national television and Diana turned up at the Serpentine Gallery murderously beautiful in that black dress; and Martyn Lewis the newsreader said she was not only injured, but seriously injured, she was not only seriously injured, but in a critical condition, with possibly life-altering injuries, until the breaking news properly broke, shattering the hearts of the country, the world, two young boys whose father, I assumed, was trying to work out how to wake them up and let them know.

Their mother was dead.

Like my mother was dead.

Princess Diana was a great mother, I knew she was, I could tell looking at her. My mother would have gone on that waterslide at Thorpe Park with us and got wet too, like Diana did. I wasn’t a great mother. Or a great wife. My husband was an awful husband, possibly because I was an awful wife. But the one thing I could do for the girls was to stay with him, to be a family. A crap one, but a family all the same. 

Lance came downstairs.

I said, ‘Have you heard?’

Lance said, ‘Yes.’

I said, ‘I loved her.’

Lance said, ‘It’s impossible to love someone you don’t know.’

I said, ‘Or is it impossible to love someone you do know? Someone like your husband, who took a woman with blonde hair for afternoon tea at the Wolseley last Wednesday?’

‘You’re losing your mind,’ said Lance.

‘Gillian was there,’ I said. ‘Henry’s sister. She saw you.’

‘She’s a cousin. A distant one, who you’ve never met.’

‘I thought you’d gone off blondes,’ I said. ‘That’s what you told me at the beginning.’

He stared at me.

I remembered that my superpowers were supposed to be sex and humour. 

I hadn’t delivered. 

‘I can’t believe Princess Diana is dead,’ I said because I had no energy to argue about the blonde woman at the Wolseley. ‘I’m going to go up to London.’

I’d go and leave flowers at Kensington Palace.

My mother would have wanted me to.
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‘I’ve left some flowers by your mum’s memorial statue thingie, you know, on our beach,’ says Hester, screwing up her face. ‘Do you like it?’ Or do you hate it?’

‘I’m undecided,’ says Elias. ‘But I love it that you called it our beach.’

‘Our beach!’ says Hester. 

‘The den!’

‘Let’s go down there.’ 

They walk past the shacks, towards the beach, around the corner, and there’s the thicket. It has extended over the sand, and has been cut back from the back wall of the Black House.

‘Shall we try?’ says Elias.

He takes off his trilby, and walks around the spreading shrubs, peering in.

‘I can’t find a way in,’ he says.

‘Perhaps there isn’t one any more.’

Still Elias circles, until he forces himself in, and she can’t stop laughing, at his legs kicking like he’s swimming through the bush. What can she do but follow? She’s being scratched all over as he takes her hand and pulls her through, and there they are, with twigs and leaves in their hair, crouching in the sand, but it’s so very small, and the shape of it won’t fit into the shape of her memory, and there’s a plastic bag, possibly containing dog poo, and a tissue.

‘It’s kind of horrible in here,’ says Elias. ‘Shall we get out?’

They’re laughing as they force themselves through the bushes and the scratchy twigs and they’re out, brushing themselves down.

‘I think the moment passed!’ says Hester.

The air is darkening as they start to walk, looking out to the harbour, to the outline of Christchurch Priory, glowing gold.

As they turn the corner, heading towards Hengistbury Head, Elias points at the sky: ‘Whenever the moon comes out before the sun goes down, I think of you.’

Hester looks at the pale ghost moon and the sinking sun. 

‘So peaceful,’ she says.

Her mother asked her if Lance gave her peace.

They sit and watch the sun turn the sky purple and flaming red as it sinks, as the moon substantiates and whitens and silvers and glows. It’s getting cold, so they go back to the hut and make hot chocolate. Hester turns on the radio for an update. Here’s Prince Charles, who’s King Charles now.

Charles says that his beloved mother was an inspiration and an example.

‘His voice isn’t nearly as posh any more,’ says Hester.

‘I guess we all change,’ says Elias.

‘I want to change back,’ says Hester. 

Elias takes Hester’s hand. Her hand fits perfectly inside his hand.

Charles pledges himself to uphold the constitutional principles at the heart of the nation, whatever the hell that means. He says he’ll serve with loyalty, respect and love. 

‘That’s a nice trio,’ says Hester, her voice trembling. ‘Loyalty, respect and love.’

‘The best,’ says Elias.

‘We had that,’ says Hester, and she’s about to say that she ruined it, but before she can, Elias squeezes her hand, and says, ‘We did.’

King Charles calls Camilla his darling wife.

‘I really think she is,’ says Hester. ‘Despite the mess of it all. Despite the tragedy of Diana. All the cock-ups. Shall we talk about our cock-ups?’

‘Or shall we not?’ says Elias.

King Charles makes William and Kate Prince and Princess of Wales. He expresses his love for Harry and Meghan. William and Harry, chalk and cheese, like Hester and Agatha, like Lily and May.

‘May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest,’ says King Charles.

‘Hamlet,’ says Elias. ‘That’s what Horatio says to Hamlet when he’s dying.’

‘I’ve been thinking,’ says Hester. ‘About who I’d like beside me when I’m dying. Though I guess you can’t always choose. Mr H wouldn’t have chosen me.’

‘And who would you like?’ says Elias.

‘I’m still deciding,’ says Hester. ‘You?’

Elias looks a bit shocked.

‘I meant who would you like?’ says Hester, although perhaps, thinking about it, maybe.

‘I’ve never thought about it,’ says Elias.

‘I was also thinking it may be worth getting a photo ready for the funeral order of service thingie,’ says Hester. ‘You know. Just in case. You wouldn’t want a crap one.’

‘You wouldn’t care by then, would you?’ says Elias, smiling. 

‘Also,’ says Hester. ‘I thought it might be encouraging for you to know that this is the worst I’m ever going to look. If I’d stopped to put on tinted moisturiser, I might have lost you.’

‘Hestie!’ says Elias, laughing. ‘I always thought you were fabulous.’

‘And?’ says Hester nervously.

‘And I was right.’

He thinks she’s fabulous.

If someone thinks you’re fabulous, you can be.
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Hester takes Elias to the Hs’ tall wooden locker, and she reaches for the key underneath the deck, taking out the first oar, then the second.

‘You know what we need?’ says Elias. ‘Snacks.’

‘I think no more champagne,’ she says. ‘We slightly overdid it at lunchtime.’

Elias heads off and comes back with a bag, which he puts in the boat. They heave the boat onto a little trolley and roll it down to the water, and they take off their shoes and throw them in the boat. Then they wade into the water and climb in.

Hester says, ‘Let me row first.’

Then, ‘I would be on the way to my posh birthday dinner.’

Then, ‘In a minute, you can row and I’ll finally look at my phone.’

‘Your turn,’ says Hester, and they swap places.

Hester takes out her phone and turns it on.

‘I’m scared,’ she says.

Lily, several times.

Mum!

Mum!!!!

Omg!!!

I can’t believe this is happening.

What the hell is going on?

What are you doing instead?

Where are you?

Where are you????

Where are you????

?????

Lance.

Have you lost your mind?

Why aren’t you picking up?

Pick up, Hester.

Will you please pick up.

Now.

Lily.

I’ve spoken to Dad.

He’s devastated.

Lance.

Pick up the phone.

I won’t take this lying down.

May.

Seven missed calls.

‘Keep rowing,’ says Hester. ‘Just keep rowing.’

He keeps rowing.

Might Lance drive down here in a murderous fury?

He’d have to walk the whole way through the woods from the car park because there’s no other way to get here at night.

He’d never do that.

However cross he is.
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Lance required a pool to be built at the Scottish golf house, and a tennis court in Bosham so he could teach the girls on Saturday mornings, and also stables in the field for two ponies which I would apparently purchase, knowing nothing of ponies. I made lists. I made phone calls.

Flash and Bonnie arrived in a huge transporter, and I felt scared of their big muscular bodies and their hooves, and quickly found a girl to come and deal with them each day.

‘Poor Bonnie, having you on her back,’ said Lily to May. 

‘You were chubby when you were little,’ I said.

‘Dad calls her Nellie the Elephant,’ said Lily.

When I faced Lance, he told me to calm down, she was three, for God’s sake.

‘Off she went with a trumpety trump,’ Lily sang, skipping around the garden, her curls bouncing.

I took the girls to the outhouse to look at the flower presses I’d laid out along a trestle table.

Lily said, ‘This is pointless.’

‘What’s pointless?’

‘Squashing dead flowers.’

‘I think they’re pretty,’ I said.

‘So pretty,’ said May.

‘They’re not pointless,’ I said to Lily.

‘What can you do with them then?’

‘Make pictures. Pictures aren’t pointless.’

I ordered frames from India, copper and brass, and flaking pink paint, and teak wood, and I arranged the pressed flowers behind the glass in consoling shapes and patterns. I painted the wall of the outhouse white, and I hung up the frames, row by row. When I felt sad, I looked at them. They calmed me.

I started seeing a counsellor again, who told me I should confront Lance, so I did.

‘Have you given up on that distant cousin? Or have you found a new distant cousin?’ I asked Lance. 

‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you,’ said Lance.

The counsellor said it was best to use sentences with I in instead of you, and it was never a good idea to use humour when discussing serious things. She suggested I said, ‘It makes me feel sad or heartbroken or hurt when …’ whichever of these were true, and I said I didn’t think I did feel sad or heartbroken or hurt, which was why I’d come to see her. 

Lance got emotional when he made the speech at Lily’s tenth birthday party. He loved her, I knew that. He loved both of them. And that meant I should stay with him. He said he never knew what love was until Lily was born. Soon after that, Lily started pulling her hair out. Lance said the girls picked up on my neuroses. I tried to hide myself, my real self, even better from them.

‘If you only knew what love was when Lily was born,’ I said. ‘Does that mean you didn’t love me when we got married?’

‘It’s a thing you say in speeches,’ said Lance.

‘But did you?’

‘Of course I did,’ said Lance. ‘But you were totally unreachable that year. I can’t think of any other man who would have gone ahead with it. But what would people have said?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Your parents had just drowned. People would have thought I was a total bastard if I’d called off the engagement.’

‘So you married me because my parents drowned?’ 

‘I understood why you were struggling, but it wasn’t easy for me.’

‘It wasn’t easy for me either.’

‘Most women would give anything to have the life you lead. But you never seem grateful.’

I wondered if this was true, if I was spoilt, if I should be grateful to Lance for having taken me on when I was clearly falling to pieces. Everyone says that money gives you choices, but the choices I had never seemed to be mine. 

‘He always sticks up for you,’ said Lance’s mother. ‘A lot of men don’t.’

‘To who?’ I said.

‘To whom,’ said Lance’s mother.

‘He has other women,’ I said.

‘Children, fidelity and the marital bond,’ said Lance’s mother. ‘The three goods of marriage. I’ll speak to him. But I think it would help if you made a bit more effort, Hester. He’s given you an incredible life.’

Lily started at secondary school, with special dispensation to wear a wide burgundy hairband, from which her curls bounced in spirals. Lance said we needed to convert the attic into a teenage den so that Lily could invite her friends round and we’d get to know them, an idea I wholeheartedly agreed with. The attic would need to be cleared of junk, he clarified. When I went up to the attic, I couldn’t make myself throw away my folding easel or my trunk of art things.

I put them in the boot of my car. Lance had never asked me about the illustration course in Oxford, though he knew I’d done it. I couldn’t bear him to see my drawings. The rabbits. The robots. Imagine the comments.

I left the girls with Lance’s mother for a night and I drove to Hengistbury Head, where I put my trunk and easel in Bill’s Land Rover. When we got to the Spit, Bill dragged them to my hut. Mr and Mrs H were having a locker installed for their boat equipment, so I asked the locker-man to make me one too, and the next day, I put in my foldable easel, and I arranged my art things on the shelves he’d made, and I hung my folders, vertically, on hooks on a rail, like you see rugs on display in shops. 

I felt on the cusp of something.

My fingers tingled.

The ghost moon came out before the sun went down.

I went home to my life, and I held the secret of my art locker like I’d once held the secret of the den. Lily didn’t ask her friends round, so the large attic remained empty, the bean bags crisp and unsat on, smelling of polystyrene balls.
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In Christchurch Harbour, the wind dies.

‘Let’s drift,’ says Elias, and he takes in the oars.

‘My best ever birthday,’ says Hester. ‘Me and you and the blue.’

‘Did we imagine it?’

‘Two people can’t have the same hallucination,’ says Hester.

‘Unless we were egging each other on.’

‘I looked it up,’ says Hester. ‘It’s bioluminescent algae. Except you don’t normally get it in Dorset. But there’s a guy who says he saw it in Durdle Door in 2018. So why shouldn’t we have seen it in Christchurch Harbour in 1975?’

‘We were just thirteen. It almost doesn’t feel like it was us. Like, are we different people as we go along? Do you think there’s one version of us we’d count as definitive?’

Might this be the moment to start the conversation, Hester wonders.

Elias rushes on: ‘I guess the definitive me was me in Brazil. When I finally found my own purpose. Something that was mine, that I was good at.’

‘I was good at being your friend until I wasn’t,’ says Hester. ‘That’s probably the thing I was best at in my life.’

‘Did you paint that picture in the hut?’ says Elias, still avoiding the conversation they must have. ‘The moon and the sun together.’

‘You noticed,’ says Hester. 

‘It’s beautiful. What’s it called?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

She lets down the anchor, and he takes two bags of crisps out of the bag, and lays them out on the bench seat. She thinks of the posh dinner she’s supposed to be having, and how over posh dinners she is. She eats a salt and vinegar crisp. It tastes like bliss.

‘I really want the water to turn blue again,’ says Elias.

But it doesn’t.
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When Princess Margaret died on the 9th of February at the age of seventy-one, May was seven.

She said, ‘Why doesn’t the Queen look sad?’

‘She’s putting on a brave face,’ I said. ‘You have to.’

‘She was very old,’ said May.

‘Seventy-one is really quite young,’ I said.

That September, I turned forty. 

Lance took me to Italy and we walked around Pompeii and saw dead people encased in volcano lava to celebrate the first terrible birthday of my life, the portal to middle age and old age and death. When I said that, Lance laughed.

‘You’re still funny,’ he said.

‘That sounds like the beginning of an unfinished sentence.’

Lance frowned.

‘And next you’re going to say despite.’

‘Despite everything,’ he said. ‘Nobody’s perfect. No marriage is perfect.’

I thought it was kind of an apology, and made an effort to have a good time, which, oddly, I almost did. We had sex. We hadn’t for a while. But when we got back, on the 21st of September, the thought of doing Christmas again made me feel completely ill. I did Christmas every year between September and December, in all our houses except the pied-à-terre in London, where I never went. 

When I went to the outhouse, I often found May in there, staring at the rows and rows of patterned pressed flowers.

‘Can we do one for Christmas?’ she said. ‘With holly and ivy?’

It touched me.

We went out walking, the two of us. And for a moment, it was as if my mother was back, except I was her and May was me. 

We sang carols as we walked.

Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.

I felt a tiny bit of peace inside me. Maybe one day I’d have it. Maybe one day I’d reconcile with God, or myself, or maybe they’re the same thing.

Christmas began each year in Bosham, moved to Scotland for New Year, and then to Zermatt on the 3rd of January. Menus needed to be prepared, cards written, presents bought and wrapped, guests invited, outfits chosen, foliage, flowers and lighting arranged.

 I began my Christmas preparations, on the 24th of September, with the radio on. Tony Blair told the House of Commons that Iraq had biological and chemical weapons, which could be activated in forty-five minutes. 

‘We might have blown ourselves up by next Christmas,’ I said to Lance that evening.

‘I doubt it,’ he said.

‘At least I wouldn’t have to write fifty thousand cards.’

Lance laughed, and I wondered if things were a bit better, but then they weren’t because my new brother-in-law Wilf rang me to say he’d bumped into Lance in London, twice, with the same blonde woman. And he’d agonised for a month over whether to tell me. But when a friend told him that his new wife Henrietta had been canoodling (his word) with a man at his private members’ club, Wilf felt I should know too. 

‘We’re in the same boat,’ he said. ‘I guess the moral of this tale is, don’t marry a Ford.’

‘Bit late for that!’ I said.

And then I lost all hope and got into bed and I couldn’t find the energy for pressing flowers. 

I always got out of bed to collect the girls from school. Except one day I didn’t, and both schools rang Lance in London. When he got home with the girls, in a fury of missed meetings, he said, ‘I’m not sure you’re fit to look after the children.’

Lily said, ‘I’m not a child. I’m fourteen.’

When Lily and May were in bed, I said, ‘Never ever say that to me again.’

I did my best to appear fit to look after children, and Iraq didn’t have nuclear weapons and we didn’t blow ourselves up, and Christmas came and went, and I employed Juniper as our gardener without asking Lance.

When she arrived in dirty clothes with mud on her nose, trailing a dalmatian, an ageing German Shepherd and an unloved bulldog with torn ears, Lance asked me why the hell I hadn’t asked his opinion.

‘Because I liked her,’ I said. ‘I like her name.’

‘Her name?’ he said. ‘Juniper berries. Aren’t they poisonous?’

Juniper asked me what colours I wanted for the garden. I said I didn’t know. She showed me lots of options and I went for white and purple with silvery leaves.

After a couple of weeks, she asked me why I was always in bed, and I said I was very tired, perhaps because we had too many houses to look after. 

She said, ‘Do you actually sleep?’

I said I didn’t.

Juniper said, ‘Come and garden with me.’

So I got up and I put on my boots, and she gave me gloves, and she gave me a trowel and a little fork, and we took the plants out of their plastic pots and inserted their roots into the earth. Then we took off our gloves and put our own hands in the earth because, she said, there is something in us that needs to do that. 

‘That Beriberi,’ said Lance, thrilled with his new nickname for Juniper. ‘She’s always here. How much are we paying her?’

Spring came, and flowers burst from the mud: hydrangeas with their lacy heads; agapanthus, starry white; alliums, perfect purple spheres; jasmine across the stone walls; and old iron pots of white geraniums and phlox and cosmos and purple lobelia.

The doves flew over the garden, back and forth from the dovecote.

The gulls shrieked over the sea like they did on the Spit.

Juniper’s dogs ran around the garden, joyful and unaware, plucked from their rescue cages with months to live. I lay in the grass and the dogs lay with me. They reached something in me. 

I started pressing flowers again. I ordered more frames from India.

In the Easter holidays, May went on a school trip to Wales, and Lily went on a skiing holiday with her best friend, and Lance was having one of his busy weeks in London, so I absconded to the Spit with a rucksack full of new paints and brushes and sketchpads and canvases and a large metal sheet that was leaning in the corner of the art shop asking me to buy it. Once I got there, I pulled my folders of rabbits and robots and talking trees out of the extra-wide lockable locker, and I thought, they’re not that bad, though it was definitely true that I’d never quite found my own style. I took my folding easel and my palette, and I remembered what Juniper had said, and I said to myself, ‘Feel anything you like.’

Everything, I told myself, was permissible, especially the stuff I hadn’t spoken about for years: my betrayal of Elias, the way I killed Mama-Bibi; the way I chose not to be with Mum and Dad the Christmas they went on a cruise they didn’t want to go on; the awful eighteen years without them; the holding it all in; the way this had turned me into a person who couldn’t find a way to be happy, even though I had everything; the way I couldn’t reach my daughters, or Lance; the shame of lying about in bed all day achieving nothing, being nothing. I invited my mind to think whatever it wanted, my heart to feel whatever it wanted. Anything at all would be permissible.

Go!

I stayed for some time with my eyes closed and my stomach churning, and then I took a pencil and I started to draw, and I had the strange sense that I was spewing myself out of my hand, and I knew that I wasn’t copying anyone.

I let my hand fly across each page, as I drew myself black and crossed out, with flies around me, wrapped round and round in plaits like lengths of rope, graffitied over, with a stapled mouth, chained to the sea floor, and on I went, and on, until I drew myself with flowers in my hands, and old dogs by my side, and in the sky, leaning out of the basket of a hot air balloon. And then I drew myself out of the basket and I had wings, yes I had wings, and my body was poised upwards in flight, heading up to the moon and the cluster of tiny dotty stars.

I took the sheet of metal I’d been saving.

I mixed the paints.

Coppers and golds and silver-blues.

The picture painted itself without me.

It looked like a gust of wind was inside it and inside me, the me in the painting, the me with wings, rising.

I hung it on the wall of the hut.

I packed my things into the locker and caught the ferry back to Mudeford Quay, and I arrived in Bosham where I sat in my enormous kitchen with a mountain of daffodils spewing their juices onto the table, catching sight of my face in the mirror. It looked different from when I left.

Lance returned and May returned and Lily returned, and I put daffodils in jugs and vases on every possible surface, and the year wore on, and the years wore on, punctuated by seasons and birthdays, and Prince Charles married Camilla Parker Bowles, which he should have done in the first place, and May turned ten, and we had another fireworks party, and Prince William graduated, and Lily turned sixteen, and Lance asked me why she was still wearing a scarf on her head, was she still pulling her hair out, and I said that Lily wouldn’t tell me and Lance said, ‘Surely a girl should be able to tell her mother,’ and I asked Lily again, and Lily told me to mind my own business, and Lance said, ‘Maybe it will keep the boys away, and that will be a good thing,’ and I said, ‘That is wrong on so many levels.’

‘Also,’ he said. ‘You need to put May on a diet. For her own sake.’

2007 was the year of iPhones, and I searched and searched for Elias online – Elias Abreu Something Something Something – but I couldn’t find him. The existence of the internet made him feel real and possible, as if the world had shrunk. People were finding people.

When Lily’s exams were over, she told me she was better, and she went out of the kitchen to burn all her school books on the bonfire with Juniper, and I chased after her saying, ‘Oh good, that’s wonderful,’ but I didn’t manage to ask her what better meant, and Lily went on wearing her headbands, and I went on feeling ashamed about the way I was a mother.

‘Do you want to go for a flower walk?’ I said to May.

‘No,’ she said.

‘But don’t you want to press flowers any more?’

‘Mum,’ she said. ‘I’m twelve.’

‘It’s a nice way of chatting,’ I said.

‘What do you want to chat about?’

Not about diets, I thought. I wondered what my mother would have done with one tall skinny child, and one who put on weight just looking at food. What the Queen would have done. Taken her horse riding? 

‘You don’t ride much any more,’ I said.

‘I hate it,’ said May.

‘How about taking up swimming?’ I said. ‘In the sea. I’ll do it with you.’

‘This is very random,’ said May. 

‘We could go for midnight swims together,’ I said.

‘Why would we do that?’ said May.

I went to the Spit, leaving the girls with Lance’s parents, knowing that if I didn’t find a way to let some of me out again I would burst, and once I was there, with my easel and my paints, the wildness came bursting through my fingers as it had before, and as my hand swirled paint across the canvas, Tom H arrived, unexpectedly, Tom H who I’d last had a conversation with on the Spit when Lily was a baby, and that was dangerous, to have my wildness unleashed with Tom H so near. 

There was Tom H standing beside me, saying, ‘What a coincidence that we’re both here,’ and watching me as I painted, explaining that he’d had a meeting down here earlier, so he was calling in, just for the night, to check everything was OK at the hut. Because his mother had had a hip replacement, and his father was looking after her, so they couldn’t come down. 

‘Do you want a drink?’ he said.

I said yes.

And the wildness was pulsing through my fingers.

He brought a bottle of wine from his hut, and we sat out on the wooden bench with a glass jar of olives, and the wine was velvety, and the olives were bitter, and we talked about being children together on the Spit, we talked about all the fun things and left out 1976.

And Tom H said, ‘Didn’t we once have a little thing when we were kids? Or am I imagining it?’

I tried to make out it was hazy for me too.

‘Oh I think you’re right,’ I said, as he opened another bottle of wine, as he cut some posh cheeses and put them on a board, with posh crackers and some kind of quince stuff which Lance also liked.

He took hold of my hand, and my hand was inside his hand, and I stood up.

A simple thing, to stand up.

He took my hand and I stood up, so who was to blame?

It all happened so fast.

We set upon each other with a kind of crazed ferocity, like the world was about to end and these were our last moments on earth and I was looking for the answers to all the questions I’d ever wondered in the whole of my life. We scrabbled and scraped for each other like dogs for bones. 

Then the door of the hut opened.

And there was Titania. 

Their son was away with the football team, and their daughter had been invited to her friend’s house for the weekend, and Titania thought she’d surprise Tom. She thought perhaps they’d drink wine on the sand like they used to, find each other again, and yet what she found was her husband and me in the pull-out bed inside the hut, rutting like deer, that’s what she said, as we lay pulling the duvet over our bodies. And I was trying to remember if rutting meant fighting or having sex.

Titania said, ‘You fucking bastard, Tom Hutchinson.’ 

Then she said, ‘You fucking bitch, Hester Turner.’ 

I didn’t say that I was called Hester Ford because this didn’t seem the moment to point out that I was married. 

‘I’m going to tell your husband,’ she said. ‘We have friends in Fulham who know him.’

Neither Tom nor I spoke.

‘I suggest you get up,’ she said.

I tried to get my clothes on without her seeing my body. My unwaxed bikini line. My pale freckly calves. She’d be thinking, why have that body when you can have mine? I thought of Prince Charles preferring Camilla Parker Bowles’ body to Diana’s. It’s not about bodies, it can’t be. What is it about? I didn’t know.

I packed up and ran through the woods to the car park, and I drove home without registering the journey, in some kind of traumatised flow state, and I found myself parked in the drive in Bosham.

I breathed deeply and walked through the door.

‘I’ve just had a phone call from Titania Hutchinson.’

‘You’ve been unfaithful for years,’ I said. ‘We both know that.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Lance, as Tom H texted that I must never ever contact him again. As if none of this had anything to do with him. As if it had all been my fault.

‘Who’s the text from?’ said Lance.

‘It doesn’t matter.’

He grabbed my phone.

‘Ah, so now we see who instigated this little meeting,’ he said.

‘What about all your little meetings?’

‘You don’t have a single piece of evidence,’ he said as he screenshotted Tom’s text and sent it to himself. ‘I might have to tell the girls.’

I went upstairs to have a bath.

When I came downstairs, Lance said he’d been thinking.

He said that in Catholicism, the first good of marriage is children, that’s what his mother had always made clear to him. ‘We have great daughters,’ he said. Then he said that our sex life hadn’t been great, so perhaps we should give each other a bit of leeway. 

‘What the eye doesn’t see, the heart doesn’t grieve over,’ he said.

I said nothing.

‘We all have needs,’ he said, ‘but our greater need is to be a family and to love the girls.’

I stared at him.

He could turn any situation to his advantage, I knew that. It helped him stay rich.

‘I’m sure you agree,’ he said. ‘It would be awful for the girls to find out what you’ve done. I mean. You’re their mother.’

The anger inside me filled me up, froze me, so that I was rooted to the spot, so that I couldn’t speak.
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The sea is still not glimmering bright blue, but there are two spherical moons contemplating each other: one in the sky and one in the water.

‘Full moon,’ says Hester. ‘Does it mean something? Why does it feel so good?’

‘The moon’s energy is at peak intensity, and perhaps that makes us a bit peak intensity too. Full of energy. A bit buzzy. And the moon and the sun are in perfect balance with each other right now. I like that thought too.’

Hester smiles: ‘I’m remembering your mother saying that we shouldn’t discount the things we don’t understand. I wrote it in my diary.’

‘Did she say that?’

‘She did, and my dad couldn’t take it. He was too rational and English for that kind of talk, but I loved it. I loved the way she saw things.’

‘Do you know?’ says Elias. ‘That’s so good to hear. Sometimes I just remember how ill she was.’

Hester nods.

‘Will you tell me one of your seventy thousand thoughts?’ says Elias.

This must be the moment, thinks Hester.

‘You know,’ she says. ‘Nobody ever drew me out like you did, except my mother. So I closed down when she died and I hid everything. I’ve felt deeply bad inside, Elias. Ever since it all happened. Since 1976. I’ve been so full up with shame that I never felt able to talk about.’

Elias takes her hand.

‘Should we talk about it?’ says Hester. ‘That summer?’

‘Let’s not,’ says Elias. ‘I’d rather look at the moon.’

They sit in silence until they’re cold, and Elias rows them back, and they trolley the boat up the scrappy beach.

‘Thank you for a wonderful birthday,’ he says, but Hester feels like crying.

‘It’s been lovely,’ she says. ‘Sorry for mentioning 1976 on your birthday. You probably wish I hadn’t.’

‘It’s fine,’ he says, and he kisses her cheek.

‘Good night, Hestie. Sleep tight.’

That’s it.

She can’t bear to be left alone with her phone full of unread messages, and her head full of unanswerable questions, and her hut without him in it. But he’s turned and he’s gone.

That’s when fear hits her.

She looks out to the woods.

Perhaps Lance will come down here.

Perhaps he will park the car and walk all the way to the hut.

Because he can’t take the humiliation of Hester deciding something as big as this.

Because he’s the decider in their marriage.

He gets to choose.
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On a snowy January day, Lily brought Kofi home, and they both stood in the hall with snow on their shoulders, looking like something out of a Richard Curtis film. Lily was wearing a knitted cream headband, curls cascading around the shoulders of her cream cashmere jumper. Kofi was tall and broad with dark skin and dark eyes, and you could see the muscles on his arms through the pale blue of his shirt and the tightness of his buttocks through the beige of his chinos. I stared at them both as their hands moved involuntarily across each other’s bodies. 

May came in and said, ‘Can I go and see I Am Legend?’

Lily said, ‘That’s a fifteen.’

I said, ‘You’re thirteen, May.’

Lily and Kofi’s hands went on moving. Their hands threw themselves onto each other’s thighs as they watched television, and massaged each other’s shoulders and clasped each other’s fingers, and when Lily said that Kofi was staying the night, I felt there was something I should say. But I never found out what it was. 

I supposed I could have called Lance in London, but I wasn’t very interested in his opinion.

May looked at Lily and Kofi entangled on the sofa and she said, ‘This is a fifteen. Right here in my own house.’

Kofi came home with Lily in the university holidays from then onwards, and Lance tried to become his best friend, and May said, ‘I find it weird when Kofi is here,’ and I said, ‘The thing is May, everything changes.’

What changed was that May started going out and about with a group of girls who had strong opinions on everything. They wore baggy jeans with rips in and lace-up shoes and socks bearing cartoon figures or the face of Frida Kahlo. May started wearing her hair in two bunches, which she could never quite get even. I got her a mobile phone to stay in touch. But she’d keep disappearing in the middle of conversations about when she was coming home. And I wouldn’t be able to concentrate or eat or sleep at the loss of her. When May got home, she’d say, ‘Sorry, my phone died.’ So I bought her three chargers, but she never had them with her.

In the summer, Lily went on holiday with Kofi’s family, not ours, so May brought her opinionated school friend called Lin to Santorini, but they fell out halfway through, so I sat listening to Lin, whilst Lance tried to interest May in the hotel gym. 

Lance said, ‘Do you think May avoids making friends with pretty girls?

I said, ‘Lin is very beautiful.’

Lance said, ‘You know what I mean.’

I said, ‘You mean thin.’

He said, ‘You’re very touchy.’

I said, ‘You’re very critical.’

He said, ‘Let’s try and enjoy ourselves.’

I said, ‘OK.’

I found myself in bed again and sleeping in the day, and Juniper told me to come back into the garden, to feel the air on my cheeks, to press flowers again, to stroke the dogs.

Lance said, ‘Can you keep Beriberi in the garden? She stinks.’ 

Lance could see there was something wrong with me again, so he did the thing he knew how to do. He bought something. Something huge. The huge gesture. He bought a finca in the Serra de Tramuntana, near Pollença, in Mallorca, which would be a massive project, he said. 

‘Something to …’

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Get me out of bed?

Stop me going insane?

The sale didn’t end up completing until 2010, and by this time, I’d completely and utterly fallen in love with it. It was the best idea he’d ever had. The local farmers brought me melons and tomatoes and tried speaking English at me. The neighbour taught me to make ensaïmadas. Lance said, ‘Aren’t there any educated people we can mix with? You know, Europeans.’

Back in England, Juniper said, ‘Something’s different about you since you got the finca.’

I said, ‘I feel alive there.’

May and her friends went on marches and protests in London. They spent a lot of time making posters and placards in the outhouse beneath the framed pressed flowers, and they’d march across the garden with signs above their heads saying things like: WE’LL BE LESS ACTIVIST IF YOU BE LESS SHIT.

Lance said, ‘The grammar’s wrong. We don’t say, “If you be”.’

May said, ‘Sometimes the wrong thing works.’

Lance said, ‘Do you have to wear bovver boots? They do nothing for your legs.’

Lily and Kofi moved in together, and then they got engaged and May did her GCSEs. May refused to talk to me throughout her exams, retreating to her room to revise, from where she demanded meals, leaving the dirty plates outside on the landing. 

May changed her style to Indian grunge with purple DMs as she started her A levels. Lily said, ‘If you insist on wearing those boots, you’re not being a bridesmaid.’ And May said, ‘I am wearing those boots.’ So Lily said, ‘Then you’re not being a bridesmaid.’ And May said, ‘Fine.’ I remembered the pink taffeta dress that Agatha made me wear, and I realised that history goes on and on repeating itself. Round and round it goes. Except May, one: me, nil.

After the wedding, I turned fifty.

Lance asked me what I wanted to do.

I said, ‘Celebrate at the finca.’

He said, ‘I’m very busy at work, but I’ll definitely come for the weekend.’

I gloried about the place in a state of bliss for two weeks, dreading the moment that Lance would arrive and say how shabby and broken everything was.

What was shabby and broken, of course, was us.
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Hester can’t sleep. 

She has a terrible feeling that Elias isn’t going to stay on the Spit. That he can’t face talking about any of it. That in the morning the pink hut will be empty and he’ll be gone as fast as he came. She wonders if she should go and knock on the door now. But no, she mustn’t. She can’t do that. It would feel like she was stalking him. She has to let him go.

Perhaps Lily and May will never speak to her again because she’s leaving their father. Perhaps Lance is on his way to murder her. Not that he knows she’s here. He could probably work it out.

But why would he want to? 

Perhaps to preserve the image he has of himself as a family man. Or because he’s scared about losing his relationship with Lily and May. Or because he’s scared of his mother. Perhaps there really is some kind of Catholic anti-divorce clause in the will. Or perhaps he doesn’t know how his life would function, in practical terms, without her. She crawls down the bed to look through the triangular window at her feet. 

There are the two moons. 

Perhaps Lance is walking through the woods.

Perhaps the moon will light him up.

She shivers.

Now stop it, she says to herself.

She flicks through the newspaper for something to distract her, reading paragraphs that don’t interest her. Then she reaches a review of a film about a criminal mastermind, who marries a young immigrant woman, and uses her to do his dirty work.

‘She is little more than a cipher,’ it says, ‘who carries out her husband’s commands.’

She stops reading and stares out of the window to the dark sky, studded with stars.

A cipher who carries out her husband’s commands.

She googles cipher: a nobody, nonentity, non-person.

She feels cold in her bloodstream reading those words, the non-ness of them, the non-ness of her.

She finds herself putting on her swimming costume and climbing down the ladder. Because this is something she used to do. When she was herself. Perhaps the new chapter really is starting, and it will be like life was before any of it happened. She takes her towel, and still looking out for Lance in the moonlight, she tiptoes over the scrappy beach.

She gasps as she gets in: she’s alive like she hasn’t been for so long.

She starts with breaststroke, moves to crawl and tries out some wild butterfly for old time’s sake, as she heads towards the moon in the water, stretching her arms, reaching for what she knows isn’t there, putting her hand through the shine of reflection, feeling something erupting inside her.

And that’s when, without warning, a sound comes out of her mouth, something crossed between a whoop and a yell, and after it, there are words. 

‘It’s over it’s over it’s over it’s over it’s over it’s over,’ until there’s no more breath, and no more words, and she’s swimming back, seeing phantom shapes coming out of the woods, but no, he isn’t here, he isn’t here. She races into the hut, and she locks the door, pulling the blinds over the glass panes, and she dries herself. She puts on her pyjamas, and her duvet feels extra warm. Perhaps they’ll talk properly today.

If Elias hasn’t escaped.

But what’s the noise?

She gasps.

Footsteps on the path.
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I went on my own to the finca in the Serra de Tramuntana. The cleaner taught me to roll my rs. I was a complete natural. I went back to Bosham and watched Wimbledon on the television every single day until Lance took me to the finals, where we watched Andy Murray become the first British man to win the championships since Fred Perry in 1936. 

‘What a match!’ Lance said in the car.

‘Yes!’ I said.

I couldn’t think of one more thing I wanted to say to him.

In the long summer heatwave, Kate Middleton gave birth to her first son, who she called George, and I lounged around the pool with May, who wore a large kaftan over her costume and plastic Crocs. She was going to Tanzania in September to work on an environmental project for her gap year.

‘Does it upset you that you don’t have a boyfriend?’ I said, thinking it was better to get the issue in the open.

‘No,’ said May, grimacing at me. ‘What century are you in?’

When Lily and Kofi came over to swim, Lily said, ‘I’m surprised the great environmentalist wears plastic shoes.’

May said, ‘They last forever.’

Lily asked if she could bring some friends over for a swim. She arrived sporting a new design of swimming headband which matched her costume, bright white with goldfish on, and Kofi wore matching swimming shorts with goldfish swimming over the hard humps of his buttocks. Her friends arrived in expensive cars, the women holding wicker baskets. May went inside. I followed.

‘Why’ve you come inside?’

‘Because I don’t want to spend my day inside a Boden catalogue.’

May asked me to ask Lily not to bring friends around all the time, not to use me, noting that they hardly ever came round, and certainly never brought friends, when there wasn’t a heatwave. I felt ashamed that Lily loved the swimming pool more than she loved me, if May was right, but I told Lily that she was welcome to bring friends whenever she liked. Then I said to May that I quite understood that she found Lily’s friends annoying. 

‘Don’t you find them annoying?’ said May.

‘They’re Lily’s friends,’ I said. ‘When you’re a mother, you too will learn to have no opinions.’

‘I will not,’ said May. ‘It’s not worth living if you don’t have opinions.’

‘I have opinions,’ I said.

‘I imagine you do,’ said May. ‘But you keep them inside where they do no good to anyone.’

I must find my opinions, that’s what I thought, they’ve got buried somewhere.

‘I won’t be a mother anyhow,’ said May. ‘It looks awful.’

I’d made it look awful to be a mother. That hurt me.

‘And also, it’s better for the planet not to. And a whole load of other reasons.’

‘That’s your choice,’ I said, swallowing my pain, as one must. ‘I will respect whatever you decide to do.’

‘What if I set up a cult that was into child sacrifice? Would you respect that?’

I started laughing.

May started laughing.

She said, ‘I’m building a pyre in the outhouse. In fact, I’m just off to murder a few children among the pressed flowers.’

‘I loved our flower walks.’

‘I loved them too,’ said May. ‘Until I didn’t.’

‘Why did you stop loving them?’

‘Hormones,’ said May.

When May went to Tanzania, I missed her. Lance bought a new property in Antigua without consulting me, and when I said I wasn’t sure I wanted to have a place so far away, he said, ‘You have your farmers in Mallorca.’

And truthfully, it was a relief, realising that we now had his and hers holiday homes, like we had his and hers dressing rooms and bathrooms, and although my side of the open relationship was very much closed, I was in favour of being left in peace in the finca. I was still required, though, to start researching taps for Antigua. Taps and blinds and garden furniture and sofas and exotic summer china, whatever that was. I’d find out. I was good at this.

May sent photos of her gap year.

‘Off she went with a trumpety trump!’ said Lance.

‘That’s despicable.’

‘Sometimes people need to be shamed into doing the right thing.’

‘Shamed?’

‘I’ve been trying to shame her to the gym. I want her to feel better in a swimming costume. Life is easier for women if they feel good in a swimming costume. You can’t argue with that.’

‘And for men,’ I said.

‘It doesn’t matter so much for men,’ said Lance. ‘They can fall back on a sense of humour.’

I felt my temples throbbing. 

I had opinions.

I liked funny opinionated girls.

Like I once was.

May returned from her gap year, tanned and luscious, with a nose piercing and a slight look in her eye I couldn’t identify, something like sexual fulfilment. She’d made lots of friends who she went to see in London for weeks at a time, meaning she wasn’t often in Bosham. In the autumn, she headed to Leeds to study Geography and Anthropology. She hardly came home, even in the holidays. I was happy she was happy. I cried thinking of her face. Kate Middleton gave birth to a daughter called Charlotte, and Britain voted to leave the EU. I’d often thought I might escape to live at the finca at some point in my life, and now perhaps that wouldn’t be possible. 

When May finished her degree, Lily was pregnant with twins.

As the due date approached in the summer, a week after May’s graduation with a 2:1, I found myself panicking. Birth was so hard, and so dangerous, and I started dreaming that the twins would have to be separated, or would not be able to be separated, and would have to lie in bed together their whole lives, using only one heart. I told nobody about these thoughts because I told nobody about any of my thoughts.

I distrusted birth, and I distrusted doctors, and the more I thought about it, I distrusted everyone, especially myself, my genes, my bloodline, what I’d passed down.

I told Lily to tell Kofi to text me at any time, day or night, when she went into hospital, but I hoped he wouldn’t. Thankfully he only texted once the twins were born, when he asked me if I would please come, because he needed to go home and deal with the dachshunds. When I arrived, before I attended to the diminutive babies lying in their plastic box, I couldn’t stop staring at Lily. Lily without a headband. Lily with gorgeous cascading curls and no bald patches.

‘Your hair!’ I said. ‘You look so beautiful.’

Then I stared at the plastic box, counting the babies’ limbs, checking that each leg and arm and finger and toe was present and correct and unjoined, and I said, ‘Oh Lily! How wonderful! They are so beautiful. Well done. Was it awful?’

Lily said she had had an epidural in the end, but that she still managed to push each one out.

I said, ‘How wonderful!’

Lily said, ‘I had to have three stitches.’

I said, ‘How wonderful!’

Lily said, ‘The stitches weren’t wonderful.’

‘Well, three is better than—’

‘Four?’ said Lily.

‘Exactly.’

I looked at Lily’s hair again.

‘You aren’t wearing a headband,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it was the pregnancy that suited you. Sorted it all out. For good. Isn’t that brilliant?’

‘I quite often don’t wear a headband,’ said Lily. 

‘I’d wondered if you still had bald patches.’

‘Course I don’t,’ said Lily.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I said. ‘Why did you always wear a headband with me if you didn’t with other people?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Lily, and she started crying.

‘It will be the hormones,’ I said, and I sat on the bed and reached for her hand, although once I was holding it, it felt awkward.

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Lily. ‘I wanted to punish you, Mum. I wore a headband to punish you.’

‘To punish me?’ 

What a terrible thing to hear, and somehow more terrible, now, with the tiny twin babies beside us, with their tiny pink ears open.

‘To punish you for what you did.’

‘What I did?’

I’d tried so hard, and possibly I was crap, but I was honestly doing my best.

‘The way you were never quite there.’

More terrible, much more terrible, could this be more terrible?

‘Oh Lily, I’m sorry,’ I said, and I had tears in my eyes, and now the tears were falling down my face. ‘Is that what it felt like? That I wasn’t there?’

Lily was crying too.

‘It’s like you were trying to avoid us,’ said Lily.

‘I wasn’t,’ I said. ‘You were everything to me, you two. No, I wasn’t trying to avoid you. I was trying to avoid myself.’

‘Also. My nipples really hurt when the babies feed,’ said Lily. ‘Will it always feel like that?’

‘Try calendula cream,’ I said. ‘There’s one by Burt’s Bees. Annabel told me it really helped Clemmie.’

Kofi came back from dealing with the dachshunds. I wiped my face.

‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ said Kofi, standing over his twin babies. ‘Lily will have told you …’

‘Told me what?’

‘We called them Meryl Hester and Scarlett Maud – a middle name for each granny.’

Tears started falling down my cheeks again.

‘Why don’t you let Granny Hester hold them?’

I jumped.

Who the hell is Granny Hester?

‘One baby at a time,’ I said, feeling a huge surge of terror because the twins were so tiny and so fragile and so droppable, and I was a useless mother, who had always seemed to want to be somewhere else.

I put my hands together and my nails jabbed my skin, and I clenched my jaw, but whatever I did, I couldn’t stop the tears coming.

‘Give me Meryl Hester,’ I said. ‘I mean, not that I’ll have a favourite. Please don’t think—’

Kofi laughed: ‘Of course you won’t have a favourite. And frankly, I can’t quite tell which is which.’
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Someone’s knocking.

Not like Elias would knock.

The knocks are getting louder.

How strong are these huts?

Could he smash through the doors?

She’s sure he could.

She looks out of the triangular window, but she can’t see him from the side.

‘I know you’re in there, Hester.’

Lance.

It chills her, that voice, the voice that would have her and hold her.

The voice that’s shouting. ‘I saw your car in the car park.’

The voice that would love and cherish.

What should she do?

‘I’ll break the door down.’

Till death us do part.

‘Open up!’ shouts Lance.

And will people hear? Will Elias hear? Please God, let someone hear. 

‘Let me in!’ shouts Lance again and again, shaking the doors, and if he wanted, he could punch the door down, he could punch her in the head with his big fist. He spends hours in the gym, and he lifts weights, and he is so much bigger than she is. 

But he’s never done anything like this to her before.

But then again, she’s never tried to divorce him before.

She is shivering – her teeth are clattering enamel on enamel – and she’s freezing. She finds herself bending over, pulling up her knees, so she has a shell, she’s in her shell, she’s impenetrable.

She won’t let him in.

It’s not OK to turn up unannounced in the middle of the night.

She hears the glass shattering, the thud of something – a rock? – landing on the wooden floor, and she opens her eyes, and watches through the fingers of her right hand, and Lance’s right hand is reaching through the shattered glass, under the blind, to open the door with the handle. 

There it is.

His hairy bloodied hand.

He’s real between her fingers, but if she closes her eyes, he goes away, though she can hear the creak of the door opening, she can hear his steps on the wooden floor of the hut, and when she opens her eyes, just a touch, his eyes are dangerous, blackened by rage.

‘So say it to my face,’ he says.

She is sitting, cross-legged at the top of the ladder, and her whole body is shaking.

‘Come down,’ he says. ‘This is ridiculous. Why the hell didn’t you let me in?’

She unclips the ladder with her shivering hand, and pushes it forward towards him. He dodges it. The ladder falls against the already-shattered glass of the door, making a kind of barrier which cuts the hut in half. 

‘What’s the matter with you?’ he shouts. ‘Have you finally lost your mind?’

He moves towards the kitchen, and stops so that he is close enough to touch her, if he reached up.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she says.

‘Hester,’ he says. ‘Calm down.’

She shuffles back on her buttocks. He can’t get up to her. He can’t. She’s sure he can’t. Unless he puts the ladder back. She won’t let him. She’ll kick it back down.

Can she hear someone on the path?

She must be imagining it.

Elias, please Elias. No, please not. What might Lance do to him? She can’t be responsible for that as well as everything else. 

Please let it not be Elias. 

She breathes deeply.

‘How dare you break the glass?’ she says quietly at first.

And then a little louder: ‘How dare you come here like this? Smashing up the hut that belonged to my—’

‘How dare you?’ says Lance. ‘After everything I’ve done for you?’

Will she retreat back inside herself?

‘I don’t know,’ she says.

‘You don’t know what?’

‘I don’t know how I dare.’

‘What the hell are you saying?’ says Lance.

‘I have to dare,’ she says.

‘What?’ says Lance again.

‘Because,’ she says, summoning the energy she felt in the shine of the moon, the full moon energy – wasn’t that what Elias said? – and she finds the words, the same words that she shouted at the moon.

‘Because it’s over, Lance, it has to be over. It’s not good for us. Not for you or for me. It’s not good for us being married to each other.’

‘Not good for us? What is this self-help shit? Is it Beriberi again? Giving you ideas?’

‘It’s over,’ she says again, and Lance starts shouting, and the words spew out of him, like he’s a hose being turned up, but she can’t hear him because she is saying again and again over the top of him, ‘It’s over it’s over it’s over it’s over it’s over …’

Lance looks up at her, and she stares at his mouth, his mouth which has little specks of saliva flying out of it, as he says, ‘You would be nothing without me. Nothing.’

‘No, Lance,’ says Hester, and she feels a strange clarity inside her. ‘No, that’s not true.’

There are footsteps on the pebbles outside.

‘Elias!’ Hester shouts. ‘Don’t come in!’

‘Oh I see!’ yells Lance. ‘I see! The little love nest! Again! This is where it happens, is it?’

She thinks of his love nest in Chelsea, and she remembers him deciding they would have an open relationship. And he is full of shit, that’s what she thinks. Full of shit. From head to toe.

‘Don’t come in, Elias!’ shouts Hester, but there are no more footsteps.

She mustn’t let Lance harm Elias.

Everything is quiet.

There is only Lance looking up at her.

That’s all there is. 

The place where their gazes meet.
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It’s not Elias.

It’s May, holding her phone in her hand through the slit in her woollen poncho, like she’s recording. Her bunches are as uneven as ever – perhaps it’s deliberate. She must ask her. She’s standing the other side of the ladder from Lance.

How much has she heard?

‘Stop it, Dad,’ she says, still holding her phone out. ‘There’s no need for this. It’s not OK. Just calm down.’

Lance turns around.

He pauses. 

Hester smiles at May, but no words come out of her mouth.

‘Put that phone down, May,’ says Lance. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

She doesn’t.

May looks up to the sleeping deck, and she says, ‘I knew you’d be here, Mum. Alice said we should come.’

Hester says, ‘How did you get—’ 

‘Alice drove,’ says May.

‘Did you know Dad was here?’

May shakes her head: ‘I guess I had an inkling.’

Nobody speaks, but there is a movement outside. It must be Elias. He must have heard. His hut isn’t that far away.

But it isn’t Elias. It’s a woman wearing a black coat, with blonde hair messily gripped by one of those big clips and lots of silver studs up one ear. She’s wearing red lace-up shoes.

‘This is Alice,’ says May. ‘My girlfriend.’

Lance turns around. 

He reaches his hand out to Alice over the ladder which bisects the hut, and Alice is looking at his bloodied hand and she’s not shaking it.

She works for Refuge, that’s what Hester thinks, she knows what to do with a raging man. 

Lance turns to May, and he’s frowning: ‘Did you say your girlfriend?’

Hester says, ‘I’m so sorry, Alice. It’s just—’

‘Don’t worry,’ says Alice and she smiles up at her.

‘Did you say your girlfriend?’ says Lance again.

Lance looks from Hester to May to Alice.

Nobody speaks.

Hester can see that he’s clenching his jaw – the skin of his cheek is twitching. He’s processing the fact that May has a girlfriend. He’s staring at May’s phone. She’s recording him. He’s thinking three versus one. He’s thinking of Lily. How he can get her on side. Lily and Kofi. Three versus three. It’s how his mind works. 

‘Listen,’ he says to May, changing gear, changing the tone of his voice, which won’t quite oblige, and is still taut with suppressed fury. ‘I’ve loved your mother for thirty-six years. Anyone would be desperate.’

‘Have you though, Dad?’ says May, and she walks a little closer to him, which is courageous of her. They stand with the ladder between them face to face. 

Lance tries to grab her phone, but May is quicker than he is. Hester remembers him grabbing her phone after she slept with Tom H.

May gives her phone to Alice.

Hester sees that May is crying, and this makes her cry.

She is crying because she has put her in this position.


OceanofPDF.com



51

Then.

Elias walks in.

Hester is staring at him.

Alice is still recording.

‘Ah, the smoking gun!’ says Lance to Elias. ‘Here he is. Lover boy.’

Lance stares at Elias, his gaze moving up and down his body, landing on his face. He’ll have a whole selection of insults, Hester knows this, he’ll have just the right one for him, bursting up his throat, but Alice is recording.

‘Turn that phone off please,’ Lance says to Alice.

‘I think it’s safer if I don’t,’ she says, and Lance is scared of her, Hester can see this – he’s never liked strong women. 

‘Who the hell do you think you are?’ says Lance to Alice, and then he changes tack, and he laughs.

Nobody speaks.

Elias looks up at Hester and he smiles and says, his voice calm, ‘Are you OK?’

Hester nods, but no words come out of her mouth, until she says, ‘Everyone, this is Elias. We were children here together on the Spit.’

‘The little boy?’ says May, looking at Elias. ‘The little boy who gave you the tambourine.’

Lance watches the conversation, but he doesn’t speak. He glares at Alice’s phone.

‘The tambourine!’ says Elias. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

‘I loved that tambourine,’ says May.

Lance says, sneering, ‘The tambourine?’ 

‘Mum must have told you about Elias,’ says May.

Lance’s face turns red.

‘No, I haven’t,’ says Hester. ‘Because, Lance – I can see this now – I never told you anything. I never found a way to.’

Lance’s body seems to stiffen.

‘You’re my wife,’ he says. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘It’s not all your fault,’ says Hester, and the words are coming like the painting came, like she’s not in charge of them. ‘I was full of secrets, Lance. When I met you. And I didn’t tell you any of them because I didn’t tell anyone.’

‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘When we met,’ says Hester. ‘I was full of shame.’

‘Shame?’ he says. ‘You were shameless as I remember it! That’s what I fell for. Your shamelessness.’

He laughs, and she hates him, but she must let her words come without hate.

‘I hid everything from you so that I could be who you wanted me to be. I was …’

She pauses.

‘I pushed it all down,’ says Hester. ‘All the shame. All the pain. And I acted like someone who was fine, but you all knew I wasn’t, didn’t you?’

Nobody speaks.

‘It was like I was some sort of cipher, who just did whatever you asked.’

‘Who put that in your head?’ says Lance.

‘May, did you know I wasn’t fine?’ says Hester.

The tears are pouring down May’s cheeks.

‘I did,’ she says. ‘I was a child, but I still knew.’

‘You were a child, and you deserved better,’ says Hester.

‘Except you were fine sometimes,’ says May. ‘You were fine when we pressed flowers.’

‘Yes, I was,’ says Hester. 

‘Lance,’ says Hester. ‘Did you know I wasn’t fine?’

Lance looks at Elias.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ he says. ‘I’d like you to leave.’

‘I’d like him to stay,’ says Hester. ‘I like him being here. I don’t want you to leave, Elias. Please don’t leave.’

‘I’m not having some fucking loverboy—’

‘He’s an old friend. We met by chance yesterday.’

Lance hesitates.

‘Did you think I was fine, Lance?’ says Hester. ‘When you married me?’

‘I guess not,’ says Lance. ‘But I married you anyway. I did the right thing.’

‘You did Lance, you did what you thought was the right thing, but I shouldn’t have married anybody in the state I was in.’

‘You’ve led a charmed life,’ says Lance. ‘Thanks to me. You’ve had everything any woman could possibly have wanted.’

‘Except I haven’t had love,’ says Hester.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ says Lance.

‘Listen to me,’ says Hester. 

May and Alice and Elias and Lance are all looking up at the sleeping deck.

‘I’m not sure you could have loved me, Lance, because there was nothing there to love. I’d shoved everything that was me deep down inside myself. And perhaps that worked for you, Lance. Our life was actually your life, the life you wanted, the marriage you wanted, and there wasn’t a second person getting in the way with their needs and desires and dreams and opinions. There was just you, Lance. Just one person. Really. In our marriage. And I think you liked it that way.’
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Kate Middleton gave birth to a baby boy called Louis. Lily and Kofi hired a nanny. Every time I thought of phoning them, I felt it would be the wrong moment. I spent ages composing suitably un-pressurising messages for our rather bare family WhatsApp group, typing and deleting. Sometimes I saw that Lily was typing too, but her message didn’t come through. I imagined our ghost messages floating through the air and never meeting. Typing typing typing.

She’s probably busy with the babies, I told myself.

In November, Kofi and Lily held a party to celebrate the twins’ christening jointly with Lily’s 29th birthday, and there were Catherine wheels and fireworks on a kind of scaffold spelling out the babies’ names.

The new year came, and Meghan gave birth to a son called Archie, and the sun shone again, and Lily turned up in Bosham with Meryl and Scarlett, and I didn’t comment on the fact that she wasn’t wearing a headband. Instead, I pointed to the corner of the garden where I’d had a sandpit and a paddling pool built with teak wooden frames, and Lily said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me these were here?’ I smiled weakly and said, ‘I knew you’d see them when you came.’ 

I took out two green netting bags full of buckets and spades and rakes and plastic moulds of fish and crabs and octopuses, and the little girls climbed into the teak-framed sandpit and obligingly moulded fishes and crabs and octopuses.

Lily came and stood next to me, and she took my hand, and there we were, watching her daughters, my granddaughters. I felt a surge of tears rising in my ducts, but I forced them back down. I closed my eyes and told myself to remember this moment. The heat of my daughter’s body, my daughter who’d never liked to touch me.

I spent most of the summer at the finca, with Lance visiting twice. He tossed Meryl and Scarlett about in the swimming pool and let them curl up on his knee to hear stories, and he was kind to them. That was something.

Back in England, Lily was once again delighted that her parents had a swimming pool in Bosham as the August bank holiday was the hottest on record. The twins had softened May, who pushed them around the garden in Juniper’s wheelbarrow, teaching them naughty limericks.

Life turned very strange the following year when something called the coronavirus arrived in China through the scales of pangolins or the wings of cave bats or the laboratories of Wuhan, and when Boris Johnson announced to the country at nine o’clock in the evening on Monday the 23rd of March 2020 that we should stay at home, Lance and I happened both to be in Bosham, watching our enormous television.

‘I never thought I’d say this about Boris Johnson,’ I said. ‘But that sounds wise.’

‘I thought he was supposed to be a libertarian,’ said Lance.

I phoned May: ‘Come over fast,’ I said. ‘Or you’ll be stuck on your own.’

‘I think I’ll stay at my flat,’ said May. 

‘But you won’t be able to go out,’ I said.

‘It’s only three weeks,’ said May. 

It wasn’t.

I ordered jigsaws on Amazon and sent them to Lily and May and Agatha. In the evenings, Lance and I watched the Covid statistics on the news, and I’d say, ‘I can’t believe how many people are dying.’

Agatha phoned and said she’d read somewhere they were going to start forcing people to kill their pets and she wouldn’t. She would rather die than kill her guinea pigs. Just so I knew. 

Lance announced he had an emergency and disappeared. He called from London and said, in a very chirpy and upbeat voice, that he had the coronavirus, and he was therefore isolating, and I wondered if he was going to die, and I thought that if only he would, it would solve so many of my problems. He didn’t die, and I began to think he probably didn’t have the coronavirus at all. He came and went, never wearing a mask, never following the rules, doing what the hell he liked, so I asked him to sleep in a separate bedroom please, which suited me on a number of levels. 

In November, the country was fully locked down again, and again in January because of the Alpha variant. By now, Lance’s parents had lost patience with lockdowns and invited us to come and stay in Gloucestershire, whatever the bloody government says, ‘because an Englishman’s home is his castle,’ said his father.

‘I’m not coming,’ I said. ‘Why do the rules not apply to you and your family?’

‘I’ve had it,’ said Lance. ‘So it doesn’t matter.’

‘You had it nearly a year ago,’ I said.

On Lance’s third day at his parents’ house in Gloucestershire he went down with actual proper ill-making Covid (we called it Covid by then, not the coronavirus, I don’t know why) and he moaned and groaned to such a degree that he most definitely didn’t have it the first time. It turned out that he’d kindly given it to me before he left, but we both recovered.

 Lance’s mother caught Covid from Lance, and soon she was going downhill, so downhill that she was taken to hospital, and then it wasn’t long until she was on a ventilator, and then the worst happened.

Lance’s mother died.

She became a number on the news.

‘Unfortunately, 1006 people have died in the last twenty-four hours,’ said Professor Chris Whitty, who apparently worked in a Covid ward over Christmas because he wasn’t married and didn’t have a family, and I thought he was just the sort of person who should have married and had a family because he had all the right qualities, though he wasn’t conventionally handsome.

Lance’s mother was one of the 1006 people who, it turned out, were real.

I realised that I should have married Professor Chris Whitty, and everything about my life would have been different and better. Perhaps I should divorce Lance and go and offer myself to Professor Chris Whitty, I wondered. Like a gift for all his hard work, except, come to think of it, why would I be a gift to anyone, and in particular to Professor Chris Whitty?

Lance’s family held his mother’s funeral in the chapel with only thirty guests on their land with a red-faced vicar from the village who had retired but could still apparently do funerals. I travelled up by car, with a supply of disposable masks, wondering what I’d find, but what I found was what I always found, people walking around in corduroy trousers. The vicar smelled of drink, nobody kept two metres apart, and Lance’s father wore his mask under his nose with his moustache over the top of it like the bristles of a broom.

I said to Lance, ‘You must feel so bad. Is it awful?’

‘No, why?’ he said.

And I didn’t feel I could say, ‘For breaking all the rules and killing your mother.’

So I didn’t.

‘They’re not blaming you then?’ I said.

‘We think she got it from the cleaner,’ said Lance.

‘The cleaner shouldn’t have been coming,’ I said. ‘She’s got diabetes. When did the cleaner get it? Before or after you?’

Lance didn’t answer.

‘Did you give it to the cleaner too?’ I said.

‘The cleaner’s fine,’ said Lance. ‘Why do you care more about the cleaner than my mother?’

This was just one example among a million of the ways in which Lance twisted my words, so that I was the one who always ended up in the wrong. 

We buried Lance’s mother on their land because an Englishman’s home is his castle, and the country left lockdown, in stages of the so-called roadmap, and then the vaccines arrived. But something had changed in me. Because Lance, whatever he said, had killed his mother through his own belligerent carelessness. If he’d followed the rules, she’d still have been alive. I stared at him, looking for some sign of remorse, but no sign came, and this chilled me.

I talked to Juniper about it.

‘You’re not wrong,’ she said.

‘He crossed a line,’ I said.

‘So should you,’ said Juniper.

‘So should I what?’

‘Cross a line.’

Cross a line?

The thought embedded itself inside me, in my belly. I felt it there.

Face masks became a personal choice, and I made a personal choice to go on wearing mine because I felt safe behind it, looking out at the world without the world looking in at me, and I wore my face mask on the aeroplane to Palma, hurray hurray hurray, where I hadn’t been since before the pandemic, and as I sat out on my sun-lounger, smelling the jasmine and the honeysuckle which wound about the crumbling stone veranda, I found myself saying aloud, ‘It’s time to cross that line.’ 

A flock of white butterflies passed through my belly, and one landed on the jasmine, and sat, trembling, in front of me.

I took a sip of rosé wine, all alone, and I smelled hope in the petalled sweetness of the hot air and I saw myself rising in the butterfly as it flew away, out of sight. 

The 8th of September is my sixtieth birthday, I thought, and this will be the perfect moment to become myself, if I can remember who I am, or who I was, or who I could be. I picked up my glass of rosé, and I said firmly to the hot fragrant air, ‘I’ll drink to that.’

I remembered my painting on the sheet of metal hanging on the wall of the beach hut, with my wings powering me upwards, trembling.
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Lance turns to Elias.

They’re a similar height.

They’re looking into each other’s eyes

‘Mr Tambourine Man,’ says Lance, lifting his right hand in the air, holding an invisible tambourine, which he shakes, mockingly. Nobody moves. Nobody laughs. ‘Is it you who’s been filling her head with this shit?’ 

‘What shit?’ says Elias, his voice quiet but resolute.

‘The shit she’s been speaking,’ says Lance.

‘Can you hear yourself?’ says Elias, and he says it again calmly, without venom, like you might almost think he liked Lance. ‘You are doing exactly what she says you do. You’re not letting her be a person, a person with feelings and opinions.’

Lance shakes the invisible tambourine at him again.

Elias doesn’t respond.

‘What makes you the fucking expert?’ says Lance.

‘Oh, I’m no expert on marriage,’ says Elias, and he smiles. ‘Sometimes I think I’m not an expert on anything, to be honest. Except, I guess, possibly the tribal communities in Brazil.’

‘And what the fuck’s that got to do with anything?’

‘What I’ve found is this,’ says Elias. ‘Power makes people talk too much and listen too little. Whether it’s Bolsonaro who won’t listen. Or whether it’s the land grabbers. Or the loggers. Or the missionaries. None of them will listen to the tribal communities. Like you won’t listen to Hester, I suppose. You probably never got any practice at listening. Or you think it’s below you, or something. It’s like that for a certain type of boy, a certain type of man.’

‘I don’t have to listen to you either,’ says Lance.

Which would be funny if it wasn’t so unfunny: his total inability to hear himself.

‘That’s true. You don’t have to listen to me,’ says Elias, his voice like butter, thinks Hester, like she could spread it on toast and eat it. ‘But you do need to listen to Hester. Because she’s your wife.’

‘Get out!’ yells Lance, making everybody jump. 

Elias doesn’t move. His hands are in his pockets. He looks almost relaxed. Like he’s used to difficult men. Like he won’t bend to them.

Lance looks left to May, looks right to Alice, looks up at the sleeping deck. He’s stuck, Hester can see this. Perhaps for the first time in his life, he doesn’t know what to do. Because nobody is acting like they’re supposed to.

‘This is between me and my wife,’ he says. ‘Now fuck off and let us work this out between us.’

‘Lance,’ says Hester, and she has courage because Elias is here, and May, and Alice, and she tries to copy the way Elias talked, the buttery tone of his voice, his reasonableness, his not bending. ‘I’m not blaming only you because I let what happened happen. I know I’m not blameless. But the marriage is over. I guess I didn’t let you know me because I’d forgotten who I was. But if I was to let you know me now, you really wouldn’t like me at all.’

‘Oh, don’t start that cipher shit again,’ says Lance. ‘Let’s just talk. Without a bloody audience.’

‘It’s only the cipher me that can be with you,’ says Hester. ‘Because the only way you can operate in life is by getting what you want.’

‘How dare you?’ Lance starts.

May is trying not to cry.

Lance’s face twitches and tenses.

Hester looks at May trying not to cry, and she feels her own tears welling up. She used to mouth May’s lines with her in school plays. She always felt a deep empathy with her, the way she didn’t with Lily, because May had fewer natural advantages.

‘This is awful,’ says May through her tears. ‘But it might be good too, I think. If you weren’t my parents.’

Lance doesn’t move.

‘I hate it when women cry,’ says Lance. 

‘You know,’ says Alice. This is the first time Alice has spoken. ‘You say you hate it when women cry like you might say you hate it when it rains. As if it’s nothing to do with you, this crying. Your daughter crying. Your wife crying. As if it is just something that happens. I read this in a book.’

May looks at Alice, and Hester sees why she loves her. 

May wipes her eyes and finds her voice because Alice is here beside her.

‘For my sake,’ says May. ‘Will you please leave now, Dad? It’s not doing anyone any good. I’ll come and see you in Bosham. With Alice.’

She takes her father’s arm and escorts him out of the door.
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When May comes back in, Hester says, ‘Has he actually gone?’

‘He’s walking back to the car park,’ says May. ‘He said there was no bloody way he was waiting for the Noddy train.’

They all laugh.

Then they stop, as if it doesn’t feel right to laugh. Not now.

Not when something so big is happening.

Hester watches out of the window as Lance heads towards the woods. He’ll walk rather than suffer the humiliation of exiting his marriage on the Noddy train. He looks smaller than he’s ever looked. She asks Elias to bring the ladder, and she clips it back into place and climbs down.

May opens her arms, and Hester collapses inside the incensey warmth of her poncho.

‘Thank you, thank you, thank you. Thank you for coming. How can I ever repay you? I’ve been a crap mother, but you’ve been the best daughter. There’s so much I need to tell you, May. About everything. A whole load of stuff you don’t know. To do with Elias.’

‘Oh right, are you lovers after all?’ says May.

‘No, no, no we’re not. It’s something I did. A long time ago. Something terrible. I wrecked Elias’s life. And I wrecked mine too. And yours, come to think of it. They’re all linked.’

‘She didn’t wreck my life,’ says Elias. 

‘You were brilliant,’ says Alice to Elias.

‘You really were,’ says Hester, and she thinks of hugging him too, but she decides against it. ‘You were all brilliant. Thank you. I don’t know what would have happened without …’

She’s crying so much now that she can’t speak.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, between sobs.

‘This is a very strange way to meet you, Alice,’ she gulps.

‘At least it’s authentic,’ says Alice, and they all start laughing, and they can’t stop. They’re laughing, and they’re crying – like when she used to laugh and cry with her mother, when you couldn’t tell where the pain ended and the joy began. 

‘You don’t think he’ll come back, do you?’ says Hester.

‘I don’t,’ says May. ‘I feel like I should go and see Lily though.’

She turns to Elias: ‘Would you be able to stay with Mum? I don’t like the thought of her here on her own.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ says Elias. ‘But before you leave, why don’t I buy us all breakfast?’
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Hester and Elias watch the green train heading into the woods, May and Alice waving from the last carriage.

‘Lance won’t forgive her,’ says Hester. ‘For siding with me.’

They start walking.

‘I can’t say I especially took to him,’ says Elias, smiling.

‘He wasn’t at his best,’ says Hester, and saying this gives her power, makes her feel less afraid.

‘Did you ever love him?’

‘To love, you have to give yourself, don’t you?’ says Hester. ‘I didn’t have any of me to give.’

‘I gave myself to other things,’ says Elias. ‘Study, music, activism. But I stayed away from love after Mum died, I suppose. It felt too dangerous.’

‘I loved her,’ says Hester, with tears in her eyes. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

Elias stops walking.

So does Hester.

This has to be the moment.

‘I loved your mother. And I couldn’t talk to anyone about her after what happened. I couldn’t face admitting that it was all my fault.’

‘What was your fault?’

‘Everything.’

‘Everything?’

Here goes.

‘I cut off your hair. You ran off. She couldn’t find you. She got in the water. There’s no way around it. I started the chain that led to her dying, and that wrecked your life.’ 

‘The chain started long before that,’ says Elias. ‘Before I was born. Probably at the moment I was conceived. Which is a horrible thought. Come on, let’s keep walking.’

He takes her arm.

‘I was running with the plait and she saw me.’

‘I shouldn’t have run away,’ says Elias. ‘She was far too fragile. And I knew that. I was her son.’ 

‘You wouldn’t have run away if I hadn’t cut your hair off.’

‘Something else would have happened,’ says Elias. ‘Her mental health was on a knife edge. She’d tried killing herself three times before, you know. You really aren’t to blame, Hestie. And I want to believe I’m not either. She was sick, and her sickness killed her.’

That’s what her father had said.

That’s what Violet the counsellor had said.

And her mother, who also blamed Tom H a little bit.

‘If I hadn’t been so obsessed with Tom H, I’d never have done it,’ says Hester.

‘What do you mean?’ says Elias.

‘He suggested it,’ says Hester. ‘Did you not know that?’

‘Well, there you are,’ he says. ‘I did always wonder. Through the years. You were in a very weird mood that day.’

‘I can’t blame Tom H. I could have said no.’

‘It’s a very long time ago, Hestie, and we were children,’ says Elias. ‘She was in a bad way that morning. Before any of it happened.’

‘She really was?’

‘Honestly.’

‘I had my comeuppance, Elias. A drowning for a drowning. You know that don’t you. If I hadn’t done it, they wouldn’t have drowned.’

‘Who wouldn’t have drowned?’

‘Mum and Dad.’

‘Hestie,’ he says. ‘You don’t really believe that?’

‘“You reap what you sow”,’ says Hester. ‘It’s in the Bible. I had a religious boyfriend. He took me to Bible study.’

‘But it says something else,’ says Elias. ‘I know this stuff too. I had to go to church twice on Sundays, don’t you remember? I lived with a vicar. And you know his favourite verse?’

‘The vicar with the hats?’

Elias nods.

‘“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”,’ says Elias. ‘That’s what Jesus said about the people who were actually killing him. As they killed him.’

‘Well, I don’t really know what it is.’

‘You don’t know what what is?’

‘Forgiveness. Do you do something? Or say something? Or what?’

Elias pauses.

Then they start walking again.

‘Oh shit,’ says Hester. ‘She’s back.’

‘Who’s back?’

There’s someone sitting outside the Hutchinsons’ hut, on the stone bench, and the someone, as they get closer, gains a black padded shape.

Hester slows her pace.

‘It’s Titania and I really don’t want to see her. Look at the state of my face.’

‘I haven’t seen her since 1976,’ says Elias. ‘She probably won’t recognise me.’

But it’s too late because she’s coming towards them.

‘You’re still here,’ she says to Hester.

But then she says, ‘Oh my word! Am I seeing things? It’s Elias, isn’t it? That face.’

Elias shakes her hand, which seems rather formal, but there again, they only knew each other for that one summer.

‘You came back?’ says Hester.

‘I had to. I left my bag in the hut,’ says Titania. ‘With everything in it. Purse. Cards.’

She looks as if she might cry.

‘Are you OK?’ says Elias.

‘He’ll never change,’ she says.

Hester stares at her: she’s never seen her like this.

‘Who will never change?’

‘Tom.’

Is Titania confiding in them? About Tom H? She can’t imagine that she would.

‘Are you OK Hester?’ says Titania. ‘You look terrible. Like you’ve been crying.’

‘I’m not OK,’ says Hester. ‘I’m trying to divorce Lance. And he just turned up. And you don’t need to know all this. But it’s all been awful. And thank God by some random coincidence Elias was here. We hadn’t seen each other. You know. Since the terrible summer.’

‘The terrible summer,’ says Titania, looking at Elias, and her face colours, and she hesitates.

‘But anyway,’ says Hester. ‘Sorry. You were trying to tell us something. Something about Tom. Never changing.’

‘Another woman of course,’ said Titania. ‘I can’t believe I’m telling you this. You of all people.’

Hester tries to smile at her.

‘I found a phone. Such a cliché, isn’t it?’ says Titania. ‘A second phone. But there it was. He didn’t know I was coming.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Elias.

‘I am too,’ says Hester. 

‘Now you know you weren’t that special after all.’

Hester always imagined she was Tom H’s only infidelity – that’s the extent of her delusion. So perhaps she didn’t destroy his marriage. Perhaps he did.

‘I wonder if he was always a little shit,’ says Titania. ‘Even when he was a child.’

‘The boy with all the gifts,’ says Hester, feeling a fraction of comradeship with Titania. ‘You know, perhaps everything went too right for him. Would that be bad for anyone?’

‘Your mum saw it, Elias,’ says Titania, not answering Hester. ‘I remember her once saying he had a mean spirit.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she didn’t mean—’

‘She was right,’ says Titania. ‘She was the only person who didn’t fall for him. I’m sorry to bring up your mother. It must have been terrible for you. You were so young to lose her. I’ve always felt wretched about it.’ 

‘You?’ says Hester. ‘You? Why would you feel wretched about it? It was me and it was Tom.’

‘You know,’ says Titania, and now tears are gathering in the corners of her eyes, which is something Hester has never seen, something she could never have imagined. ‘I’m going to tell you something, Elias. I don’t know if I’m doing it as a way of taking revenge on Tom. Or if I want to get it off my chest.’

‘Get what off your chest?’ says Hester. 

‘Your mum came past, Elias. And she was in quite a state …’

‘She’d probably just bumped into me,’ says Hester. 

‘And she asked us if we knew where you were,’ says Titania. ‘And Tom said, in that arsehole way he had, “Elias has thrown himself in the Run. Because he doesn’t like his new hairstyle.” And he laughed. Tom laughed.’

Titania’s face has turned quite pale.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she says.

Elias tries to smile at her, but the smile won’t quite come.

‘There,’ says Titania. ‘I’ve finally said it.’

‘And do you know the worst thing?’ says Titania. ‘I laughed. That’s haunted me, that laugh. I’ve replayed it so many times.’

‘I’m sure we’ve all replayed that day,’ says Elias.

‘But it’s worse than that,’ says Titania. ‘Because when your mum ran off to the beach to find you, I didn’t try to stop her. And I could have done. Tom and I went and bought ice creams.

‘We were eating ice creams,’ says Titania quietly. ‘And she was drowning.’

Nobody speaks.

Titania’s phone pings.

‘We were kids,’ says Elias again. 

‘She was vulnerable, and he was cruel to her,’ says Titania. ‘I knew that but I still married him. What does that say about me?’

‘Everyone forgives a handsome man anything,’ says Hester.

‘You included,’ says Titania.

Hester nods.

‘If a person can be cruel to one person, they can be cruel to anyone,’ says Titania. 

‘Why have we carried this and Tom hasn’t?’ says Hester.

‘Because he doesn’t carry things,’ says Titania. ‘It’s his superpower.’

‘What I did to you, Titania. I’m genuinely sorry,’ says Hester.

‘You ought to be,’ says Titania. ‘We were friends.’

‘I’ve caused a lot of people a lot of pain,’ says Hester.

‘I don’t know a person who hasn’t caused another person pain,’ says Elias.

‘The advantage of being Tom,’ says Titania, ‘is that you’re incapable of feeling other people’s pain. In fact, you don’t even feel your own.’

‘I wouldn’t like that,’ says Elias. ‘The absence of pain. However odd that sounds. It’s the pain that makes us human, isn’t it?’ 

Hester stares at him: she thinks he’s right. She always thinks he’s right. Nobody she knows thinks like him.

‘You’re definitely leaving Lance, are you?’ says Titania.

‘Definitely,’ says Hester. ‘Whatever threats he makes.’

‘Perhaps I should take a leaf out of your book,’ says Titania. ‘And be brave too.’

‘I’m not feeling very brave,’ says Hester.

‘You don’t expect me to feel sorry for you do you?’ says Titania.

The Noddy train, or the land train, or whatever it’s called, the red one, is coming.

‘I need to go,’ says Titania, looking at her watch. 

‘Are you feeling OK to drive?’ says Elias.

‘Probably not,’ says Titania. ‘But I’m a mother, aren’t I? We paste on a smile and plough on.’

‘I could drive you,’ says Elias.

‘I’ll be fine,’ says Titania. ‘But thank you. And I’m so sorry, Elias. For what I didn’t do for your mum.’

‘My mother was sick,’ says Elias. ‘And her sickness killed her.’

‘Thank you for saying that,’ says Titania.

Elias and Hester follow her to the stop.

Titania climbs into the third carriage, with her bag, and she turns towards them and says, ‘It’s all such a long time ago, but time doesn’t necessarily heal, does it?’
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Hester and Elias stand in silence watching the train go into the woods.

‘How the hell are you going to forgive us all, Elias?’

‘I think we should get the ferry over to the quay.’

‘I haven’t been over to the beach where her body washed up since it happened.’

They walk down the jetty, and the ferry comes, and they’re the only ones getting on.

‘I found my great-aunt when I went to Brazil,’ says Elias as they sit side by side on the bench seat of the ferry, rolling over the waves. ‘She opened the door and I was standing there on the step.’

‘And?’

‘And all she kept saying was God forgive me.’

‘Yes, and what did she—’

‘She said they’d all told my mother not to have me. She was fifteen. But she wouldn’t listen to them. She was determined to go ahead with the pregnancy, so she got on a plane and came to England, to the mother who’d left her.’

‘Oh Elias …’

‘It’s a strange thing to be told. That you nearly didn’t exist.’

‘What did your aunt say about your father?’

‘She said she didn’t know who he was. And who knows if she did or she didn’t? She wasn’t saying anything.’

‘The music made you,’ says Hester. ‘Do you remember?’

He nods.

‘You can have theories,’ he says. ‘But is it worth it? Does it matter?’

‘Theories?’

‘She was young and naïve and away from home at music school. I guess someone took advantage of her.’

Hester can’t think of a single thing to say.

‘The music made me,’ he says. ‘You don’t get pregnant from a treble clef, do you? From a harp?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Hester.

‘I guess that’s another reason I’ve stayed away from relationships,’ says Elias. ‘I’ve got his genes inside me.’

‘And you transformed them,’ says Hester. ‘You cleansed them. The way you cleanse everything. And everyone. Don’t shake your head. It’s true.’

Hester and Elias get off the ferry, and they walk past the fish stall, and the shop where Hester didn’t buy a magazine, and onto the beach where his mother’s body washed up. 

They sit down on the sand, side by side. No words come for a while.

‘I’m so grateful to your mum,’ says Hester. ‘For being brave enough to let you exist.’

They’re looking out to sea, to the vanished years, to their seasons in the sun, looking over to the Spit, to the right, the Black House looming over their beach and the Run. 

‘So,’ says Hester, close beside him. ‘Forgiveness? How do we do it?’

‘Shall we think of everyone we need to forgive?’ says Elias, and he takes her hand in his. 

Elias still knows how to hold a hand. He always did.

‘The captain of The Adventurer,’ says Hester.

‘My shit of a father,’ says Elias. ‘Whoever he was.’

‘Tom H,’ says Hester.

‘Him too.’

‘Lance.’

‘My mother, for what she couldn’t give me,’ says Elias.

Then they’re quiet.

‘Myself,’ says Hester. ‘That’s by far the hardest.’

‘Myself,’ he says. 

There’s silence but for the sea coming in and out.

‘So how do we do it?’

‘The ancients used to put their hand onto a lamb,’ says Elias. ‘The vicar told me.’

‘I saw this lamb sticking its head out of a huge lorry when I was a little girl, and I asked my dad where it was going and he told me. And when I did what I did to you, Elias, when I cut off your hair, that’s what you looked like. That lamb.’

‘They used to put their hand on the lamb and confess their sin, and then the lamb got killed, so the sin and pain and hate got killed with it.’

‘That is a really bad system for lambs,’ says Hester. 

Elias laughs.

‘I know,’ says Hester. ‘Let’s do a vegetarian version. A non-violent one. Let’s allow the pain and the shame and the hate, all of it, out of our minds and into our hands, and let’s put our hands in the sea, and let’s choose to let it all go.’

They get up, and they walk down to the strand line, where they crouch with their hands outstretched. The sea comes hurrying towards them, merciful and willing and cold, and the tide washes over their palms, and then it retreats, carrying away all the wrongs done to them and all the wrongs done by them, all the pain and all the anger and hate and fear and shame.

They wait for some minutes, saying nothing, until Hester says, ‘Did we do it then? Did we forgive?’

‘If we believe we did, we did,’ says Elias. ‘Let’s not overthink it.’

‘What’s going to happen now?’ 

‘It’s probably up to us,’ says Elias.

‘I feel decisive,’ says Hester.

‘Then let’s decide something.’

‘When we’re back at the hut, I think we should get rid of that plait,’ says Hester. 

‘You know what?’ says Elias. ‘We could just throw it in a rubbish bin.’

‘That was decisive,’ says Hester. ‘How come I never thought of that?’

This is exactly what the Queen would have done. 

No fuss.
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Once they’re back at the hut, Hester hands Elias the box, and he walks out of the hut towards the nearest bin, and Hester is holding her breath as he stops and tips in the plait.

He hesitates, and then he tips in the box too.

It really is that simple in the end.

Elias walks back, empty-handed, and it comes to Hester that forgiveness not only clears your hands. It clears your head so you can think right again, and perhaps in time it clears the heart so that you can love right again. She’d like that very much.

‘I’m putting back the floorboard,’ she says. ‘This will mark the end of one life, and the beginning of another.’

 She takes her father’s screwdriver and she rotates the silver screw until it’s nice and tight. How lovely it is to know that there is nothing under the floorboard. 

Absolutely nothing at all.
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Epilogue

It’s the 24th of May, and all of summer’s still to come. The sun is shining over the sea in Christchurch Harbour, and Hester feels anticipation in her body, like she used to when she was small here on the Spit. The radio’s on in the hut. There’s a dog lying in the sun outside the open door – an ageing German Shepherd called Bernard. Bernard has cancer. 

Elias has been in Brazil, phone-free, so she hasn’t been able to contact him. He called her from a phone box three weeks ago to say that he’d come to the Spit today. She told him she was changing her name back to Turner. 

She’s been unstintingly decisive. She’s been in her lawyer’s office, and she’s been in fierce arguments with Lance, and in terrible despair some days. But underneath the despair, the fizz is back. She’s been so long without it.

Tina Turner died in Küsnacht, Switzerland, this morning. Beautiful Tina, who always fizzed. Hester can’t believe she’s gone. There’s a beam of sunlight catching the coppers, golds and silver-blues of the painting, making the moon and sun glint, the wings shimmer. Hester remembers Elias asking if her painting had a name.

‘Out of the ruins,’ sings dead alive Tina in her big unyielding voice from the Roberts radio. Hester turns up the volume. 

‘That’s it, Tina,’ she says. She always admired the way she started again.

Through the open door, she can see the train coming out of the woods, the blue one.

‘And what if he isn’t on it?’ she asks Bernard.

Bernard opens an eye, then closes it. 

If he isn’t on the train, the pain would be unbearable.

But what did he say?

It’s the pain that makes us human.

She wants to feel again: joy, pain, the whole gamut.

She wants to be human.

That’s the most important thing.

Whether the train brings him or not.

She wants not to be a cipher any more.

But look, the train’s stopping, and people are getting out.

Her heart races.

She can’t see him.

She strokes Bernard’s head to keep herself calm.

But there he is.

He’s walking towards her.

No hat this time. Sunglasses. Shirt untucked.

He’s getting closer, and look at his face and his wide smile. 

‘Hester Turner!’ he says.

Turner: she’s herself again.

Elias takes her into his arms, and she loves the feel of him, his hot body, and his beard on her cheek. And she loves the smell of him too: lemon and heat and air. Loves it like she never knew she would. Or could. Perhaps she might kiss him in the food queue at the shacks, or frankly anywhere. Today, tomorrow, any time, as soon as possible. 

‘I think Tina Turner might have just named my painting,’ says Hester. ‘Even though strictly speaking she’s dead. Out of the Ruins. What do you think?’

He nods.

‘That feels right, Hestie,’ he says.

‘It feels right to me.’

‘You remember my mother saying that the dead go on talking to us?’ says Elias. ‘Not just Tina, I guess, but the others.’ 

‘What are they saying? I find it hard to hear their voices. My mum and dad. Your mum.’

‘Perhaps they’re saying that it’s time for the living to live.’

‘I know they’d want us to.’

‘Shall we start now then?’ says Elias.

‘And shall we start here?’ says Hester. ‘Where it all began.’ 
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