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Chapter One: 1978

On this blazing afternoon the beach is home to both death and 
beauty, hiding its savage nature beneath a hot white welcome 
almost too bright for the eyes to bear. The retreating ocean 
has left tigery ripples in the bronze sand, and families with 
coloured windbreaks perch on the surface. Close to the top of 
the beach, billowy dunes bear witness to the power of the tide 
when it pours in, but now the waves are churning froth in the 
far distance and the dry sand dances in the wind. The children 
drop their buckets and stare in disbelief.

“What do you think?” their father asks.
“Struck dumb,” says their mother, ruffling her son’s hair. 

Her daughter, taller and older, frowns and pulls restlessly at 
the thin brown straps of her swimsuit. “Ava, will you leave 
those straps? They’re fine.”

“What shall we do first?” Their father looks around for a 
spot to settle. He selects a patch of sand, hesitates, walks on a 
few paces, pauses again, takes three steps more. The beach’s 
scope is so vast – a bite from the black cliffs, taken by a 
mouth nearly two miles wide – that choosing any particular 
spot seems arbitrary. “Want to build a sandcastle? Dig a hole? 
Explore the caves?”

His daughter turns her frown towards him.
“I don’t think we should go in the caves, Dad.”
“Why not?”
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“That sign, remember? And the tide?”
“Those signs are just to cover themselves,” her father says. 

“They wouldn’t leave them open if they were dangerous.”
Ava looks disbelieving, but chooses to stay silent.
“So. What’s it going to be, kids? Who fancies going 

caving? Come on, Finn, you’ll love it.”
“Can we run?” His son, who has been scrunching his toes 

into the sand and studying the results with interest, looks up 
eagerly, bright black eyes beneath thick lashes. His skin is 
already turning golden.

“Well, I suppose, but wouldn’t you rather… ”
“Come on!” Ava seizes her brother’s hand and they 

charge off, roaring with delight, bare feet beating against the 
sand, the girl’s long brown hair flying, the boy’s black curls 
leaping. Their parents begin to claim their patch. The father 
hammers the windbreak with a rubber mallet. The mother 
tries to spread towels, but is foiled by the lick and curl of the 
wind.

“The lilo’s going to blow away,” she says.
“It’ll be fine.” He unfolds the lilo and begins to inflate it. 

His wife lays herself elegantly out on the towel and bastes 
herself with oil.

The children’s run ends at a large square pillar of rock, as big 
as the hotel they left that morning.

“What’s it for?” asks Finn.
“It’s a rock,” his sister tells him, enjoying the opportunity 

to patronise. “It’s not for anything.”
“There’s people climbing on it.” He points to three 

precarious figures teetering on a narrow path, yelling 
encouragement.

Ava is studying the ocean. She looks down at her brother, 
growing all the time, losing the baby roundness she has 
secretly cherished, but still small and vulnerable to her 
ten-year-old eyes. His armbands are at the bottom of their 
mother’s beach-bag. He cannot yet swim without them.



9

“Shall we go back to Mum and Dad?” she asks heroically. 
“We can build a sandcastle if you like.”

“Let’s explore the rock first.”
“How can you explore a rock?” she asks, then adds, 

“We’re not climbing it, it’s all right for me but you’re too 
small,” but he’s already off, disappearing before her eyes, 
that steady sturdy tireless jogtrot she finds so hard to keep 
pace with. A second later and he’s back.

“Come and look!” he’s yelling. “It’s this really ace weird 
thing!”

She’s reluctant to get too excited, knowing his definition 
of an ace weird thing is not the same as hers. 

“What is it?” she asks, not moving.
“I don’t know, but it’s ace! Come and see!”
Just in case she’s being watched by anyone important, 

she rolls her eyes and sighs before following him. On the 
rock’s seaward side, there’s a large rectangular hollow, like a 
giant rock-pool. It’s big enough to swim ten or fifteen strokes 
in. It’s swimming-pool-shaped, but the bottom is sandy and 
greenish weed floats back and forth like drowned hair.

“What is it?” he asks.
“I don’t know!” she snaps, annoyed because she likes 

knowing the answers and being able to tell him. “Why do 
you always expect me to know everything?”

He shrugs. “Mostly you do.”
There are people in the pool, although they don’t look 

as if they’re enjoying it. A child floats precariously in a thin 
inflatable ring. The frill of her swimming costume flutters as 
she kicks. The child’s father sits on the side and berates her 
for being scared.

“Let’s go in,” Finn says.
“You haven’t got your armbands.”
“I’ll just go in a little bit,” he replies, clambering up.
“You can’t swim yet.” She can’t imagine why he wants to 

go in anyway. To her it seems like the worst of both worlds, 
the clinging communal oiliness of a public swimming pool 
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combined with the chill and salt of the ocean. Why not just 
walk the extra ten feet and get into the proper water? “You’re 
not allowed, Mum and Dad said so.”

“I can swim without my armbands,” he says. “Look, I can 
do it.”

And to her astonishment, he almost can. His head bobs 
beneath the water and his foot slips secretly beneath him 
to push off from the bottom every few strokes, but he’s 
undeniably making progress, huffing and breathless and 
jerky, but not sinking, not drowning. He’s become a fledgling 
water-creature. 

“You can!” she says. “You can swim. You’re swimming! 
When did you learn that?”

The pride in his face as he glances shyly towards her 
squeezes her heart.

It takes them a long time to find their way back. She keeps 
up a bright artificial stream of chatter in case he’s worried, 
this little boy she loves and tyrannises so fiercely. After a few 
minutes, she feels a warm hand slip trustingly into hers, and 
she squeezes it, breathless with responsibility.

“We’ll find them soon,” she says for the seventh time.
“You keep saying that, and we keep not finding them.”
“Well, I can’t help it, all right? We will find them – look, 

there they are.”
She had imagined her parents sitting on the edge of their 

towels, anxiously searching, but her mother has unfastened 
the tie of her bikini and turned onto her front, and her father 
is sprawled across the lilo listening to the radio.

“You back?” Their father glances at them from beneath 
the hat that makes her embarrassed to be seen with him. 
“Want to dig that hole now?”

“Um… okay.” Finn reaches for the spade and hands it to 
their father, who marks out a raggedy circle.

Ava’s been so worried about getting them back safely that 
she’s only just remembered the exciting news.
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“Guess what?”
Her dad is busy with the spade. After a minute her mother 

stirs and turns her head.
“What?” she murmurs.
“We found this pool, and… ”
“A rock-pool? That’s lovely. Was there a crab in it?”
“No, not a rock-pool, like a sort of outside swimming pool 

thing, only with seawater in it, and… ”
“Oh yes. They mentioned that at the hotel. It’s covered at 

high tide. Did it look nice?”
“No, not really, it’s all seaweedy, but listen… ”
“If it’s seaweedy be careful,” says her mother. “You might 

slip.”
Ava gives up. She will keep the knowledge to herself. They 

can find out for themselves that their son has (almost) learned 
to swim. Maybe Finn will tell them, later today perhaps, 
maybe even tomorrow, and she can say casually, ‘Oh yes, 
didn’t you know? He showed me yesterday morning.’

“Do you want to help dig this hole?” Her dad, already 
bored of his engineering project, offers her his spade.

“Can’t I go in the sea?” 
She can see from his expression that she’s asked too 

soon. Her father feels rejected. He wants her to want to dig 
the hole. In his mind, digging a hole with her father and 
little brother will teach her teamwork and cooperation and 
be healthy, whereas going off to the sea by herself smacks 
of precocious pre-teen rebellion. Today a swim by herself, 
tomorrow cigarettes behind the bike-shed. Where will it end?

“It’s too windy,” her father says. “I don’t want the lilo 
blowing away.”

“I won’t take the lilo.”
“What if the waves are big?”
“The waves are fine.”
“And we’ve only got three towels and your mother needs 

one.”
“I’ll dry off in the sun. Please, Dad.”
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“If you lie down in the sun for a bit you’ll get a nice tan,” 
her mother says. “You can have some of my oil.”

She swallows the words that she wants to say, which are 
What’s the point of coming if I can’t go in the water? 

“I’ll bring back some seaweed,” she suggests, suddenly 
inspired. Her father likes them to collect things.

“Love?” He nudges his wife with one toe. “What do you 
think?”

“She’ll be fine,” his wife mumbles from the edges of sleep.
“All right.” He waves her off.

Finn watches wistfully as his big sister vanishes. He was 
hoping she would stay and dig the hole with him. He can 
already see that their dad was just pretending to be interested, 
and is about to leave him to get on with it “just for five minutes 
while I sit down”. His mother won’t want to get sand in her 
tanning-oil. Now he’s stuck by himself with a big circle of 
sand to dig out. 

If Ava was helping, she’d already have taken over. 
They’d be knee-deep beneath the surface, and he would 
have been assigned a specific menial task, such as building 
a surrounding wall to make the hole even deeper. While he 
periodically rebels against her bossiness, just so she doesn’t 
get the idea she’s in charge of him, he also secretly likes it. 
It’s comforting to be told what to do. 

Besides, however much he complains, Ava is in charge. 
She knows more than him. She can run faster than him. She 
can read harder books than him. She can swim in the ocean, 
breaking past the surf to slip between the wave’s peaks like 
a mermaid, until he’s afraid she’ll swim on and on into the 
horizon. She can do anything. She is the person he admires 
the most in the whole world.

The only thing he doesn’t understand is why she’s so bad 
at managing their parents.

“This hole’s going to be really great,” Finn tells his dad, 
now back on the lilo.
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“That’s good.”
“It might need decorating. To make it look even cooler.”
“Ava’s getting some seaweed.”
“She might not get enough, though. It’s going to be a 

really big hole. With a wall.”
“A wall? That’s nice.”
“Yes. A really, really big wall.”
“That sounds good.”
“So, do you think I should get some more seaweed? Just 

in case she doesn’t get enough?”
“Can you find your way back all right?”
“Easy. I just look for our windbreak.”
His father smiles affectionately. “That’s my boy.”

The drowning begins gently. First, the shallows, seductive 
sheets of flat sun-warmed water. Then, the smallest breakers, 
little rolling waves that barely wet his knees, enticing him in 
further.

The swim in the pool was a test, a final experiment. He 
will join his big sister in the water, swim up behind her and 
say, ‘Oh, hello,’ calm and casual as if he’s done this every 
summer of their lives, and she’ll be even more surprised and 
impressed than when she saw him in the pool. He won’t be 
stuck on the shore while she disappears off on her mysterious 
water-journeys. He’ll be able to keep up with her at last. He’s 
done this a thousand times in his dreams. 

He rehearses how she does it in his mind. She wades out, 
gasping, until the water’s up to her chest. Then she turns her 
back and lets a wave wash over her shoulders. Then she turns 
around again and starts swimming, and there’s a moment 
when she stops gasping and starts laughing, as the cold holds 
her so tightly she doesn’t feel it any more, and she disappears 
and reappears, disappears and reappears, until eventually 
she’s glowing and filled with savage life.

He passes some critical point and the water-temperature 
drops abruptly, and a wave slaps roughly against his thighs 
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and he holds his arms up high out of reach and gasps for 
breath. Slowly, he walks on. Then he turns around and waits 
for the wave.

When it comes it’s a brutal slap right between his shoulders 
that knocks him off his feet. He had no idea water could be 
so solid. Then something else grabs him and drags him, away 
from the beach and deeper in. He splutters and fumbles for 
the bottom. Before he can find it, another wave hits him slap, 
and he’s gone again, pull and drag away from safety, and he 
gets his head free for a minute and then slap, and this time 
he’s right under the wave, they’re taller than he is. How did 
the water get so deep so quickly? This isn’t what he planned. 
He wants to fight but he can’t. It’s not giving him a chance. 
Every time he remembers what to do another wave comes, 
slap and drag, and he can’t swim if he can’t get started right, 
he needs to push off from the bottom and slap and drag, and 
a mouthful of air and he can’t even scream and this wasn’t 
what he planned, not at all.

Then a hand clutches his arm and a voice screams in his 
ear and he reaches out in terror and grabs a handful of what 
feels like seaweed. He grabs again and finds cold salvation, 
the limbs and torso of another person and someone’s telling 
him, Hold on, hold on to me, you idiot, what happened to 
your armbands? He clings desperately, knowing this is his 
only chance. He’s disoriented and lost but he thinks they must 
be getting closer to the shore, because now there’s sunlight 
on his skin as well as water. And then the person holding him 
is Ava, staggering as she carries him into the shallows. She 
saw him struggling and came to save him – even though they 
argued all the way down in the car about who was making 
annoying noises and whose hand was over the line and whose 
turn it was to play I Spy. She’s saved him from the ocean. He 
coughs up a mouthful of water and his breath begins to slow 
and the aftermath of fear is all through him and Ava, tall and 
stern, stands over him.

“What were you doing?” she screams. 
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“I was swimming,” he mumbles. “Like in the pool.”
“That wasn’t swimming, not proper swimming, you were 

putting your foot down! You know you can’t swim without 
your armbands!”

He doesn’t want to cry, but it doesn’t seem to be up to 
him. It’s like trying not to be sick.

“Oh, don’t cry,” she says in despair, and holds her arms 
out. 

He wants to crawl onto her lap but he knows it’s babyish. 
He compromises by resting his head against her chest and 
letting her stroke his hair.

“I thought you were going to drown,” she confesses. “I 
saw you go under – I didn’t know if I could… ” Her arms 
squeeze him in a fierce tight hug.

“I wanted to show you. I thought I could do it.” The tears 
are spilling out again. He keeps his head against her chest. 
Maybe she hasn’t noticed.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she says. “It was the undertow. It’s 
really dangerous, there are signs everywhere. I don’t know 
why Mum and Dad didn’t stop you.”

“I said I was going to get seaweed,” he whispers.
Suddenly she smiles at him.
“You nearly had it, you know.” She pats his back. “You 

were nearly doing it! You just need to practice in that awful 
– that ace pool thing. I’ll make sure you can do it properly 
before you go back in the sea.”

“Let’s go back,” he says, and she nods fervently. Her hold 
on his hand is tighter than usual.

Their parents have barely moved. Their mother gleams 
brown and beautiful on her towel. On the lilo, their father’s 
face and chest are turning red.

“Shall we not tell them?” he says suddenly.
She stares at their clasped palms. “You’ve got hair all 

in your hand.” She picks out tangled brown strands from 
between his fingers. He wonders where it came from.

“So, shall we not tell them?” he repeats.
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She looks at their parents, oblivious and calm, and then 
back down at him. He wonders what she’s thinking.

“Why did Mum and Dad let you go down there on your 
own?” She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “Why 
weren’t they with you?”

He shrugs. “You know what they’re like.” 
She looks at him for a long time. He can see something 

changing in her, something deep and fundamental that 
squares her shoulders and lifts her chin.

“You stay with me from now on, okay? If you want to go 
swimming, come with me. And don’t let them take you down 
to the caves, not today. If they try and make you, just say you 
want to build something instead. We’ll go tomorrow morning 
if you want to see them.”

“But can we not tell them? About… ”
“Promise about the caves?”
“I promise.”
“Then we won’t tell them,” she decides.
“And you won’t tell them I cried?”
She touches the skin beneath his eyes with a tentative 

finger. “They might notice.”
“We could say I fell over?”
“Okay. We won’t say anything to start with, but if they 

notice, we’ll say that.”
Suddenly the whole episode takes on the dimensions of 

a tremendous adventure. He almost swam. His sister saved 
him. The day is magical once more. Overwhelmed by an 
irresistible impulse, he pulls her head down so he can kiss 
her.

“I love you,” he confesses.
Her face remains close to his. He can see the freckles on 

her small straight nose, her brown eyes that are the same 
shape as his but lighter, mid-brown where his are black. Her 
hair hangs over her shoulders in long salty ropes. Her hand 
tightly grasps his and her eyes well with tears.

“Whatever happens,” she says, “I’ll always be your big 
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sister. I’ll always look after you, whenever you need me, 
our whole lives. Okay? I’ll always be here. I’ll never let you 
drown.”

The brother and 
sister who were lost

Once, a brother and sister lived with their mother and father. 
The sister was older than the brother and she had long hair 
that he loved to twirl his fingers in, and for a long time she 
was taller than him (and even when he finally overtook her, 
in his head she was still always in charge).

One day, someone asked the little brother, What do you 
want to do when you grow up? And he replied, I’m going to 
live in a little house by the ocean. Just one room for me and 
my big sister, and we’ll wake up every morning and look out 
at the beach and just be all by ourselves.

But you have to have a job, the person told him. (It doesn’t 
matter who the person was. Every story has some people in 
it who are unimportant. But just so they don’t feel bad, let’s 
say this person was a lady called Elinor, and she had a big 
house and servants and seventeen cats, and she always wore a 
turban in the afternoons and liked to take naps on a beautiful 
gold brocade chaise-longue.)

I’ll write books, said the little brother.
And what about your big sister?
I’ll make enough money for both of us, said the little 

brother, and the lady called Elinor with the big house and the 
servants and the seventeen cats laughed, and went home to 
put on her turban and take a nap. 

But the little brother didn’t mind. He and his sister had 
talked about their dream many times. They knew it was what 
they both wanted.

And they loved each other fiercely, even when they drove 
each other mad.

Then one day, the two children looked up and realised 
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they were lost. Exactly how this happened, it’s impossible to 
say. Or perhaps it was simply too sad to talk about, so that 
part was always left out of their story, and after a long time, 
it was forgotten. Perhaps they took the wrong path on a long 
journey. Perhaps they were playing in a wood when darkness 
fell, or perhaps they sailed away in a nutshell and found 
themselves on a cold shore with no stars to navigate home 
by. Whatever the explanation, on that terrible dark day, they 
both looked up from whatever they were doing, and realised 
they no longer had a home.

And the little brother was frightened. But his big sister 
took his hand and said, Don’t worry, little brother. I promised 
I’d always look after you, and I always will. Whatever 
happens, I’ll always, always take care of you.

After that, the little brother knew there was nothing to be 
afraid of, because his big sister was holding his hand, and 
she would never let him go. Whatever happened, he would 
always be littler than she was, and she would always take 
care of him.
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Chapter Two: Now

“So,” said Donald, reaching for his daughter’s hand. Alicia 
slid her hand in her pocket, then took it out again to pat his 
arm. He tried to be grateful for the pat, rather than hurt by the 
rejection. “Ready for the new term?”

“They’ll all be talking about Newquay. And how good the 
surf was. They stayed up all night and had a barbecue. And 
went swimming by moonlight.”

And went round the bars copping on like they’re all 
eighteen, and Mattie Barker got in a fight and spent the night 
down the nick and was lucky to get off with a stern word, 
thought Donald, who knew the owner of the Kula Shaka and 
had heard the stories the parents weren’t supposed to. If he 
said this out loud, she’d say he was spying. Was he? Possibly, 
but old habits died hard.

Alicia was looking at him sideways. “They’re going again 
at half-term. For Emma’s birthday.”

“No.”
“You don’t have to pay for it.” 
“I know that, thank you.”
“I just meant I’ll do some shifts for you.”
“No.”
“I worked for Emma’s dad at the café all summer.”
“Yes, on the ice-cream stand, in the day. You’re not 

working in the pub in the evenings.”
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She pounced on the opening. “I’ll do weekends then.”
“You work hard at school. Weekends are for having fun.”
When she was angry she looked so much like her mother 

it hurt his heart. “How much fun can I have when they all go 
off without me?”

He didn’t know what to say to that, so he resorted to 
silence. Ellen had always hated that too.

“Anyway,” she said at last. “I’ve got my wages from the 
summer.”

“You’re not spending them on going to Newquay.”
“Why not?”
“Because!” He didn’t quite know where to start. “Because 

it’s full of stags and idiots and you’ll end up getting into 
trouble.”

“I won’t catch idiot off other people.”
“You’re fifteen.”
“Exactly! Fifteen!” And the line that punctuated their 

lives: “I’m not a little kid, you know.”
Oh, Lord, don’t I just know. Ellen, if you’re watching, I’m 

doing my best here, I swear. They’d made it together this far, 
just the two of them. He’d shown up for her, understudied 
for Ellen as best he could. He’d forced himself to learn 
tenderness as well as authority. He’d got them through the 
big milestones – first bra, first body-hair, first period – with 
stoic determination and grim humour. It wasn’t the biology 
but the psychology that baffled him; the discovery that he 
was, once more, living with a woman.

He looked sideways at his daughter, wanting to see her as 
a stranger might. Round innocent face, hazel eyes, long fair 
hair. Pretty the way all young creatures were pretty. Pretty 
despite that absurd hairstyle they all wore, like a cottage-
loaf made out of hair. Long, athletic legs – her best feature. 
The way men looked at her this summer – even the fathers, 
for Christ’s sake – slow sly stares when their wives weren’t 
watching, not with the intention of doing anything, just one 
for the wank-bank later on, but then they weren’t horny 
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teenage surfers or drunken stag-parties… no, he had to stop 
this, just thinking about it made him angry.

“So if I can’t go to Newquay, can I swim here instead?”
He felt his heart contract.
“No.”
“Just until half-term.”
“No.”
“Just when it’s calm.”
“It’s never calm.”
“Just when the waves aren’t too big, then.”
“No.”
“But Dad!”
“You’re not going in the water when the lifeguards aren’t 

here,” he told her. 
“But… ”
“But nothing.”
“Then let me go to Newquay! I don’t want to drink! I just 

want to swim before next Easter!”
“No.”
“Please! I’m not a… ”
“Little kid, I know. You’re still not going.”
“So let me swim here!”
“Will you please stop asking for things you know I’ll say 

no to?”
They strode on together in angry silence.
“Emma didn’t even ask her parents,” Alicia said casually. 

“She just told them she was going away for the last weekend 
of the holidays.” 

Donald swallowed. His hold on her was so fragile. She did 
what he told her because she loved him. How much longer 
could that last?

“If you went off without telling me,” he declared, “I’d 
come after you.”

“What if you couldn’t find me?”
“I’d bloody well look until I did.”
She looked at him reproachfully. “Don’t swear.”
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“You’re not the boss of me.” That made her smile a bit. 
“I’d go to the front desk of every hotel in Newquay, and I’d 
ask every single receptionist, ‘Have you got a young woman 
called Alicia Emory staying here?’ And I’d come up to your 
room dressed in my very worst dad clothes and I’d say, ‘Sorry 
to disturb you children, but Alicia didn’t tidy her room before 
she left so I’m afraid she’s going to have to come home.’ And 
you’d be so embarrassed you’d die of shame and never want 
to see any of them again.”

She was trying not to give in, but he could see the corners 
of her mouth twitching. “We might be at the beach.”

“Oh, even better. I’d come down to the beach wearing tiny 
little Speedos with my big fat gut hanging out over them.”

She took his arm and cradled it protectively.
“You haven’t got a big fat gut.”
“Yes, I have.” He stuck it out proudly. “Look at that. Great 

big wobbly publican’s gut. Disgusting. You don’t want your 
mates seeing that, do you?”

“Anyway,” she told him, “you haven’t got any Speedos.”
“I’d buy some specially.” He could feel her softening, 

relenting, and it evoked an answering tenderness in him. 
“Look, I’ll think about it, okay? Maybe next spring.”

She was on it like a cat on a mouse. “Or maybe this 
October.”

“I only said… ”
“Thanks, Dad. You’re brilliant.” She kissed his cheek, 

then dropped his arm and ran away before he could get in the 
crucial last words, ‘I only said I’d think about it.’ 

Her footprints were already disappearing as she ran down 
to the waterline. This close to the ocean, nothing left an 
impression for long. He was about to follow her when he was 
distracted by two thin, wavering tracks meandering towards 
the dunes, like badly-laid tramlines, or sled-tracks in snow. 
Following them, he found a trolley stacked with planks and his 
friend George building – what was he building? – something, 
in a small sheltered spot between two tall sandbanks.
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“Now then,” Donald said to George’s back.
George looked around, and nodded. “Hello,” he said, and 

turned back to his task.
George had built what looked like a very small boardwalk, 

flat boards on stilts sunk deep into the sand. Donald knew 
without asking that George would have driven the stilts deeply 
and carefully enough to ensure the boards were perfectly 
flat and even. His meticulously drawn plans lay beside him, 
weighted with pebbles.

Donald had often thought he’d like to have some of 
George’s drawings framed and hung on the pub wall. He 
asked once if he could buy some, but George had replied, 
‘No’, no equivocation, no explanation, just a simple flat ‘No’, 
and then a minute later, ‘Can I have a bottle of Heineken and 
a packet of pork scratchings, please’, which was the thing 
George always asked for, and which he always consumed 
sitting in the same chair, at the same table. Donald glanced 
at the plans.

It looks perfect, Alicia thought longingly, watching the foamy 
wave spill over and crash against itself. So perfect. And it’s 
bloody months until Easter. And he hasn’t really said yes to 
Newquay yet. All I can do until next year is bloody paddle. 
It’s not fair. 

She sat down on the sand and tugged crossly at the laces 
on her trainers. Why was he so paranoid about her? Was it a 
dad thing? Or just a her-dad thing? Was it because he’d been 
a police officer? Or was it because she was all he had? 

It’s not like I want to do anything he wouldn’t approve 
of. Alicia considered this for a minute, then conscientiously 
amended it: It’s not like I haven’t been doing plenty of stuff 
he wouldn’t approve of right here. Her summer had passed in 
a haze of guilt and bliss and thievery. If her father ever found 
out…

She stood up to let the sea wash over her toes and wondered 
how her life would be different if her mother was still alive.
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“George,” said Donald, “this looks like a beach hut.”
“It is a beach hut,” said George.
“But – why are you building a beach hut?”
“I saw this television programme,” said George. “A sort 

of kit you could order. I’ve been looking for a chance to try 
it out.”

“You bought a kit? You did? I don’t believe you.”
“No,” said George, patiently. “I made one of the kits. It’s 

a very clever system.”
“You can’t build stuff on a public beach without 

permission.” 
“Look,” said George, offering a long slab of wood. “You 

take out the groove on the bottom, then the tongue on the top. 
They stack onto the corner posts.”

Donald looked. “Lovely, but George, you’re going to get 
into trouble.”

“It’ll be fine,” said George.
“Do you know how hard it is to get permission to put 

anything on this beach? Henry’s spent years trying to get 
permission for a new storeroom at the back of the café, and 
has he got anywhere?”

“He could do it anyway,” George suggested. “Just get on 
with it and see if anyone complains. I could do it for him. I 
was looking at it the other day and I’ve done some plans. I 
know he thinks he wants a new storeroom but he doesn’t. 
What he wants is a sundeck. Then they can read newspapers 
and things, and their pop bottles won’t blow over or get 
sandy, and the women won’t get sand in that oil stuff they put 
on themselves.”

Donald wondered when George had last been to the beach.
“And what would he say when someone asked to see the 

paperwork?” he asked.
“People worry too much about paperwork,” said George, 

wrestling with a heavy wooden slab. He slotted it onto the 
groove of two poles forming the corners of the hut, and 
tapped it down with a rubber mallet. 
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“George, don’t take this the wrong way. It looks brilliant. 
But they’ll make you knock it down. I’m not trying to be 
mean but that’s what’s going to happen.”

“Well, it’s not mine, is it?” said George, picking up the 
next slab.

Cold curls of water kissed Alicia’s ankles. With the season 
over, the beach’s scale was so vast that it simply swallowed its 
few visitors, giving you the impression of being completely 
alone. She took two strides more, then shut her eyes and 
savoured the peace. The waves pawed at her knees and 
snatched at her jeans. She kept wading anyway. 

One day soon, she’d have to leave the beach behind and go 
and find her real life, out in the rest of the world. The beach 
would shrink and fade and become part of her discarded 
childhood. Sometimes she almost wished her father had 
never brought them here to live. Why show her what it was 
like to live in Paradise when her only choice was to leave 
again? 

A tall wave wet her to mid-thigh, and she swore, then 
looked over her shoulder, just in case her father had crept 
within earshot. To her surprise, he wasn’t watching her. She 
shaded her eyes with her hands. She thought she could see 
him climbing into the dunes.

“Why would I want a beach hut?” asked George, laughing. “I 
can’t stand it on the beach.”

“Who’s it for, then?”
George rummaged in his pocket, then held out a folded 

piece of paper. “I had a letter. There was a drawing in it.” As 
if this explained everything, he returned to his building.

Donald unfolded the letter. The writing was spidery and 
excitable, with an excess of punctuation. Occasional words 
leaped out like ambushing soldiers. Dunes, he read. One 
room. Bare. Sea. What was this rubbish? On the back was a 
sketch of what was presumably the finished object. It had a 
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little veranda and a large pot with a climbing plant growing 
out of it.

“You’ll still be in trouble,” said Donald, handing back the 
letter. “You’re local. You ought to know better.”

“It’s not in anyone’s way,” said George. “Look at this 
place, it’s huge. There’s room for one little hut.”

“What if everyone who wanted to just pitched up and built 
their own little hut?”

“But I’m not building a hut for everyone, I’m building a 
hut for just one person. That’s a totally different thing.”

“But it’s really not – look, let me help you with that.” 
Donald put out a hand and helped steady the slab of wood.

“No, it’s all right,” said George. “If you don’t approve, 
you shouldn’t feel like you have to help.”

“You’re my friend. I don’t want you to die building it. Oh, 
hello, pet.” Alicia’s jeans were soaked, salt water wicking 
up the denim. Her trainers hung from her hand and her feet 
were white with cold. “Look at you, you’re sopping. Come 
on. Home.”

Alicia was looking at the beach hut. “What are you 
building?”

“Conversations start with hello,” said Donald wearily.
“It’s a beach hut,” said George.
“Oh my God, really?” Alicia caught her breath. “Are there 

going to be more? Dad, can we get one? Could we sleep in it? 
I’d love that so much – like camping, but not so crap.”

“Just one,” said George. 
“Just one? Why?”
“Because he only asked for one,” said George, who could 

be fearfully literal at times.
“Who did?”
“My client,” said George.
“But who? Who owns it? Was it expensive?”
“Never mind was it expensive,” said Donald. “The 

important question is, has he got permission, and the answer, 
sadly, is no.”
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“Look at this.” Alicia stood on the wooden floor and 
caressed the boards with her foot. “It’s so smooth, no splinters 
or anything.”

“Three different grades of sandpaper,” said George.
“It feels gorgeous.” She ran her fingers over the half-built 

walls.
“It won’t last,” said Donald. “Salt water rots wood.”
“He said he wanted it left unfinished so he could paint it,” 

said George. 
“Can I help build it?” Alicia hopped out from behind the 

half-built walls and tugged at the trolley. 
“I don’t think George needs any help,” said Donald.
“It’ll go quicker with two people,” said George.
“We need to get back,” said Donald.
“Why?” Alicia was wrestling with a long plank. George 

took the other end and showed her how to lift it.
“I need to open up.”
“You said weekends were for having fun.” Alicia blew 

a strand of hair out of her mouth. “I’ve been working all 
summer.”

“Mike called in sick this morning,” he lied.
“But you said you didn’t want me working behind the 

bar,” said Alicia. “So I can’t help, can I?”
Oh, for God’s sake, thought Donald. When did she get so 

ruthless? Is this what it’s going to be like from now on?
“I want you back for lunch.”
“We’ll be done in a couple of hours,” said George. Donald 

swallowed the urge to hit him over the head with the rubber 
mallet.

“Come home for twelve,” he said.
“Bye, Dad.” Alicia was already reaching for the mallet.
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“What time did I say?”
“Twelve.” Alicia favoured him with a brief, brilliant smile. 

“Bye.”
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The trudge back up the beach seemed considerably longer. 
He had plenty of time to examine the anger that boiled within 
him. Why did he even care about the damn beach hut? He’d 
retired. It wasn’t his job to keep people honest any more. And 
besides, it wasn’t as if he was the only person who was going 
to notice. Plenty of people crossed the beach every hour. 

(Although, now he thought about it, it was very well-
positioned. It nestled into the dunes as if it had always been 
there. It would be out of reach of the highest spring tides, 
sheltered from the fiercest October storms. Had George 
chosen the spot, or was it buried somewhere in the letter?)

Who did they think they were, flouting the rules like this? 
What made them think they were so special that the law 
didn’t apply to them?

He glanced at his wrist. God, ten to eleven. Mike would 
have been waiting since half-past ten. First weekend of the 
autumn staffing rota. Just three of them on today, including 
him. Trade would be a fifth of what it had been a month ago, 
but the weather and the waves would bring the surfers far into 
the autumn, even without the lifeguards. Alicia could plead 
all she wanted, but her board was in the back of the cupboard 
along with her wetsuit and they both knew it was staying 
there. He could relax until Easter Day next year. Mike was 
standing on the steps.

“Sorry.” Donald fumbled with the keys. “Lost track of 
time. You won’t believe what George is doing this time.”

“He’s not started on that sundeck for the café, has he?” 
asked Mike.

“He told you about that too?”
“Oh, you know George,” said Mike gloomily. “Once he 

gets an idea in his head… he came in the other day looking 
for Henry, but Henry wasn’t around and he was in the mood 
to tell someone, so I copped for the lot. Mind you,” he added, 
“it’s quite a good idea. But I could have done without hearing 
about it for three hours solid.”

“Sorry about that.”
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“S’all right. He’s always been like it. We’re all used to 
him by now.”

We, thought Donald, smiling to himself as he turned on 
lights and laid out clean towels. How long do I have to live 
here before I get to be we? It wasn’t that he hadn’t been made 
welcome. He was well-liked and respected, his daughter 
was popular and happy. But after nearly a decade, they still 
weren’t part of the landscape. 

He himself had no chance. If he lived here until the day 
he died, the opening words of his funeral oration would be, 
“Donald Emory wasn’t born here, but… ” Alicia was a hybrid 
– capable of fooling tourists, but still slightly foreign to the 
locals, a visitor who might or might not choose to remain. 
Maybe if she married a local man and had a child, their child 
would belong, or perhaps her grandchild… although even 
then, he could imagine any mild aberration being explained 
by the sage observation, ‘Well, his grandmother wasn’t from 
round here, you know.’ He opened the cellar door and turned 
on the pumps.

Then again, if Alicia did stay, what kind of life would she 
have? Mike was a roofer by trade, his wife Anna was a nurse. 
Two skilled workers. But Mike couldn’t get enough work 
locally and Anna’s wage wouldn’t cover a shift-worker’s 
childcare if he worked away, so two years ago Mike had 
taken Donald’s offer of head barman – flat-out with ten part-
timers under him in the season just compensating for erratic 
shifts with casual extras in the off – and now he and Anna 
were clinging on by their fingernails. What would Alicia do 
for a job? The pub kept one adult and one child in modest 
comfort but it couldn’t do more. And besides, he didn’t want 
her to work in a pub.

“Blimey,” said Mike, from by the door. “They get better 
every year.”

“What get better every year?”
“The camper vans.”
Donald carried the blackboard out and watched the van 
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pull into the beachside car park. Psychedelic flowers and 
mystic swirls, executed not with the smooth nasty airbrushing 
that always made him think of fairground rides, but with what 
looked like ordinary brushstrokes. The van even had a name: 
The Jolly Deathtrap of Doom and Loveliness. It was against 
the unwritten Code Of Being Local to stare, but he watched 
anyway.

The first person out was a man, tall and brown with a mop 
of wild curls. His jeans looked expensive, something which 
mystified Donald; how was it possible to make a pair of jeans 
so artfully that even a middle-aged publican could tell their 
value at fifty paces? His t-shirt had clearly been painted by 
whoever had done the van.

His companion was his shadowy feminine copy. Her hair 
was long and brown and wavy and her skin was pale, but 
they had the same-shaped face, the same wide eyes, the same 
build. Surely they couldn’t be a couple. No-one could be 
that in love with their own appearance. Brother and sister, 
maybe? The woman’s white peasant blouse blew in the wind. 
Her hair got into her mouth and she clawed it out impatiently. 
Then they both turned to face the beach and let the wind blow 
through them, holding their arms out to embrace it. Pair of 
oddballs. He realised he was staring, and went back inside.

 As he turned the key in the till and emptied out coin-bags, 
two voices drifted through the open door.

“It looks just the same.” A man’s voice, not local.
“We’re actually here!” They sounded like siblings as well 

as looking like it. “I wish the wind was in a different direction 
though. Damn it… ”

“Have you got hair in your mouth again?” 
“Yep.” 
“Do you remember the time you were unpacking that 

trolley in the supermarket?”
She began to laugh. “And I breathed in a big mouthful of 

hair… ”
“And you were trying to claw it out and hawk it up at the 
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same time… ”
“And you wrote to the supermarket afterwards and asked if 

they’d captured it on CCTV, and they actually wrote back… ”
They stood just inside the pub doorway, leaning against 

each other, speechless with laughter. Was there anything 
more irritating than other people laughing at something that 
wasn’t funny? The woman had little bells sewn on the frayed 
bottom of her jeans. What was the matter with him, that he 
was suddenly taking such a vast interest in other people’s 
clothes?

“I’m still disappointed they didn’t send it,” the man said. 
“What shall we do now?”

“It’s lunchtime,” said the woman, with great authority.
“Is it? Hooray. What shall we have?”
“Let’s get pasties and eat them on the wall.”
“And Mr Kipling French Fancies.” They were turning 

away now, their voices getting fainter.
“Oh, yes! Do they still make them?”
“Course they do. And then afterwards we can walk down 

and see… ”
Their voices were fading as they disappeared down the 

street. They were going to the Oggy Oggy Pasty Shop. The 
Mr Kipling cakes they’d have to buy at the Londis next door.

“Fuck,” said Donald out loud.
“What’s up?” Mike’s head popped round the door to the 

lounge-bar.
“Doesn’t matter,” said Donald.
“I could do with some pound coins if you’ve got them.”
Donald fumbled for an unopened bag, tossed it over to 

Mike. 
“Twenty enough?”
“Plenty. Do you want a note back?” Donald shook his 

head.
Mike disappeared. Donald stared madly into space, 

chewing his thumbnail. He guessed – no, the hell with 
guessing, he knew, with the bone-deep certainty of infallible 
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intuition – that the brother and sister with their ridiculous 
clothes and their strange hilarity and their plan to buy pasties 
and Mr Kipling French Fancies were the people who had 
commissioned George to build the beach hut down in the 
dunes. Which meant that, however much he’d liked their 
camper van, they were now his implacable enemies.
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Chapter Three: 1983

Finn was lying quietly under the blanket staring at the ceiling 
when he heard the soft click of the door opening. He sat up 
at once.

“Ava?”
He could see her by the light in the corridor, tall and thin 

and pretty, her long hair tousled, flapping frantically at him 
to be quiet.

“Sorry,” he whispered. She rolled her eyes and put her 
finger to her lips. “What?”

“Shh! The house mothers are going to hear you!”
“I’m whispering! This is as quiet as I can be!”
She scurried into his room, pushed the door shut and sat 

on the narrow bed.
“You’ve got the loudest whisper of anyone I know,” she 

told him. “I bet there are people who can’t shout as loud as 
you can whisper. Can I get in with you? My feet are freezing.”

Finn obligingly held the covers open for her and she slid 
in beneath the sheets.

“What did you have for tea?” Ava asked.
“Fish fingers.”
“With chips?”
“Jacket potato. And baked beans. And ice-cream with 

sauce on afterwards. How about you?”
“Stew.” 
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“Was it nice?”
“No. The meat was grey and the dumplings were chewy. 

When we live by ourselves, I won’t ever make dumplings. 
They’re horrible and unnecessary. And when I make stew, it 
won’t have grey meat, it’ll be all pink and tender inside.”

“And no carrots.”
“You need carrots to be healthy.”
“Can’t I eat an apple instead?”
“I don’t think it works like – oh, all right. No carrots.”
“You’re brilliant.”
“But you’ve got to eat some vegetables. You’ve got to 

eat broccoli at least once a week, all right? Finn? Are you 
listening?”

Finn moved closer to Ava and put his head against her 
shoulder. She winced and pushed his chin into a more 
comfortable position.

“Your chin’s bony,” she told him.
“So’s yours.”
“Yes, but I’m not digging it into you.”
“Dig it into my head. I want to see what it’s like.”
“No, it’ll hurt.”
“Please. I’ll be quiet.”
“But why – oh, all right then – ” She jabbed hard at the 

top of his curly head with the point of her chin. Finn jabbed 
her shoulder in return. They smothered their giggles in the 
pillow.

“I was asleep before you came in,” said Finn, when their 
laughter subsided.

“No you weren’t, you saw me outside.”
“No, before that. I woke up because I had the dream.”
“The dream about the beach?”
“Yes.”
“Did the wave get you?”
“It never gets me. You always come. Then I woke up and 

I knew you’d come and see me. You always do that too. Are 
you all right?” Ava swallowed hard and scrubbed at her nose 
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with the back of her hand. “Why are you crying? Are you 
thinking about… ”

“No, don’t. And I’m not. I’m not crying.”
“Can’t we ever talk about it?” 
“We agreed, remember?” said Ava. “It’s easier if we never 

do.”
“We could pretend something. We could pretend they’re 

on a long journey. Sailing over the ocean in a little boat.”
“Like Moominpappa?”
“Yes.”
“That woman they made us see said that’s a bad idea,” 

said Ava. “Making stuff up, I mean. We’re supposed to accept 
the reality.” Finn shrugged. “I know you don’t like her but 
we’ve got to look like we’re listening and paying attention or 
they won’t… ”

“Ever let us live by ourselves,” Finn said with her.
“I’m really sorry we ended up here.” Ava thumped Finn’s 

pillow into shape and lay back down. “Why do they call it a 
home, anyway? It’s like the opposite of a home.”

They lay quietly for a while and watched the pattern made 
by the headlights of passing cars moving over the ceiling. 
The curtains were a little too short for the high window, the 
fabric a little too thin to shut out the street lights outside.

“What did you have for breakfast?” asked Ava.
“Toast and cornflakes.”
“And a glass of milk?”
“No, just water.”
“You’re supposed to have milk every day,” said Ava. “It’s 

good for you.”
“I had milk on my cornflakes.”
“That’s not enough.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do,” said Ava. 
“I don’t like milk just to drink. Anyway, you have to wait 

for milk. I wanted to do some more drawing.” He reached 
under his bed and scrabbled for a piece of paper.
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“What’s that?” Ava turned the paper into the orangey light 
so she could see it better. “Is it a jellyfish? It’s really good.”

“It’s the cushion,” said Finn reproachfully. “The round 
one with the… ”

“… button in the middle. The one that used to be in the 
middle of the sofa. Sorry, of course it’s the cushion, I can see 
it now. It was just the frill around the edge.”

Finn looked critically at his drawing. “It does look a bit 
like a jellyfish.”

“It doesn’t look anything like a jellyfish. Once you put the 
button on, you’ll see.”

Finn put his drawing back under the bed and looked into 
Ava’s face. “Where do you think the cushion is now?”

Ava looked back at him wordlessly.
“Because I had a dream last night,” he said. “Everything 

from our old house was washed out to sea. A big wave came 
and it went right over the house, and it was all floating away.”

“Was it a frightening dream?”
Finn thought about this. “No,” he said. “I think all our 

stuff was quite happy about it really. It was going on an 
adventure.” He hesitated. “So, maybe one day it can all come 
back to us. Like when things get washed up on the tide. Not 
boring stuff like wardrobes and tables and things. Just – you 
know – the important things.”

“Like the cushion,” said Ava. 
“And the books.”
“And those brown mugs with the white tops.” Ava sighed.
“And the knives with yellow handles.”
“And the biscuit tin.”
“What biscuit tin?”
“You know,” Ava said. “The one with the picture of 

Winston Churchill.”
“I don’t remember that.”
“Yes, you do. It used to be at Gran’s, we got it when she 

died.” Finn looked blank. “It had his picture on the lid, you 
must remember! He’s sort of old, and fat, and bald.”
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“Is that who it was?” said Finn, amazed.
“Gran used to keep mini-rolls in it.”
“I don’t remember that either.”
“Maybe you were too little. But that’s okay,” Ava added 

hastily, seeing his face. “You don’t need to remember 
everything, neither of us do. We’ve got each other. If we each 
remember different things, we won’t ever forget anything 
important.”

“I was thinking,” said Finn. “When we live by ourselves, 
maybe we could live by the sea. Near the beach. Our beach.”

“I don’t know, Finn. They might not let us go that far to 
start with.”

“But in the end.”
“And it’s expensive. Everyone wants to live by the sea, the 

houses are all really… ”
“Could we live in just one room?” asked Finn.
“Could we what?”
“I bet we could live in just one room,” said Finn.
“I don’t think so. You need a kitchen and a bathroom and 

a bedroom each and a living room. That’s five rooms just to 
start with.”

“I bet we could live in a beach hut,” said Finn. 
“A beach hut?”
“We could build it ourselves. It can’t be very hard. They’re 

only made of wood.”
“But… ” Ava sat up and wrapped her arms around her 

knees, pulling the blankets off Finn. “Where would we fit 
everything?”

“We’d have the bunk beds on one side,” said Finn. “That’s 
the bedroom. And a table on the other side. That’s the dining 
room. And a little cooking stove at the back. That’s the 
kitchen. And we can cook outside on the beach whenever it’s 
not raining.”

“But what about the bathroom?” Ava was chewing her 
thumbnail, frowning with concentration.

“We could get one of those toilets they have in caravans 
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and put it in a little tent.”
“They get full up.”
“We could empty it at the toilet-block. You know the one 

at the top of the beach? And we could swim in the sea to get 
clean.”

“What about washing clothes?”
“We could go to one of those places with those massive 

washing machines. You know, the shop ones.”
“Oh my God,” said Ava.
“You’re not supposed to say Oh my God.”
“Oh my bloody sodding God,” said Ava.
“So what do you think?”
 Ava grinned. “We could have bookshelves on the walls.”
“And folding chairs to sit in. And a biscuit tin with only 

nice biscuits in, no malted milks or fruit shortbreads ever.” 
“And we’ll dig a fire-pit and fill it with driftwood and bake 

potatoes in the embers and have them with sausages cooked 
on sticks.”

“And will you go swimming?”
“Yes. Every day and every night.” 
“But won’t it be too dark to see?”
“I’ll swim by moonlight.” Finn shifted restlessly in the 

bed beside her, and she stroked his forehead gently. “And 
when there isn’t any moon you’ll have to come and hold a 
torch so I don’t forget which way the land is.” 

“You promise you won’t drown?”
“I won’t ever drown,” Ava told him. “Promise. Once we 

get our beach hut, we’ll be together for always.”


