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For  Paul
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Often I am permitted to return to a meadow
as if  it were a scene made-up by the mind,
that is not mine, but is a made place,
that is mine, it is so near to the heart

Robert Duncan,  
Often I Am Permitted to Return to a Meadow
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Brixton, London, 2003

Jay is running.
Her long brown hair ribbons out behind her. Che and 

Krystian try to win the ball, but my daughter keeps it under 
control as the boys attack her from both sides. Jay bursts 
through a space between them and shoots low and hard. 
The ball makes a fast scraping sound as it travels over con-
crete and through dry leaves into the makeshift goal.

She’s seven. What’s she thinking as she runs so fast? 
Does she notice the familiar high-sided building enclosing 
her – the blurred iron railings and walkways and arches of  
the flats that look onto the yard and seem to move as she 
moves – or does the certainty of  her home, its always being 
there, permit her not to see or think about it, but to be held 
in an understanding of  its permanence in such a way that 
she is untroubled? Secure. Free. I hope so, it’s what I want 
for her.

Cardinal points are always there, they don’t change. 
You don’t have to think about them until you’re lost.

In autumn sunshine – tawny, soft, faintly edged with 
cold – cats sleep on the walkways, dappled paws and legs 
and tails poking out and twitching between the railings.

I need to tell Jay that I’m not her blood father.
I want her to have a little more time not knowing 

everything, before I take certainty away for ever. This was 
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the world, Jay, now it’s changed. I’m scared that if  I take 
away her dad a black hole will take the place in her heart 
where her love for me is growing now.

That’s what can happen when you don’t know who you 
are. If  you let it, your life’s story becomes about what isn’t 
there, not what is. I have to make a new story – really, it’s 
urgent now. I can’t wait any longer to tell Jay.

She runs in sunshine, close to where I stand watching, Che 
and Krystian on her heels. The boys love her but it’s com-
plicated. She’s a mate, one of  the gang, the best at football 
though Krys won’t admit this. She can run the fastest, beat 
them at any game, but she’s a girl, with long hair falling 
past her waist, and a flawless, heart-shaped brown face and 
bright red lips. The boys love her, even as she races past  
and beats them again. My strong and light-footed daughter 
is full of  grace.

Sometimes Che and Krystian have to have boy talks and 
they exclude her, or meet secretly. When that happens Jay 
sits alone at the top of  the little fort in the communal 
garden and plays on her Game Boy. She doesn’t want to be 
different to them and doesn’t think she is, but the boys feel 
a difference. There are things they won’t do or can’t say in 
front of  her.

I wonder about this. How she outboys the boys. If  she 
was a boy she’d be the leader, but when Krys – a long-
haired, stocky Polish boy who’s a head shorter than Jay 
– comes to call for her, you can see by his mooncalf  gaze 
how her beauty blasts and disturbs him. I don’t think he can 
quite understand how he’s supposed to feel.
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Our ground-floor front door opens to an arch straight onto 
the communal garden. I stand under the arch that is always 
in shadow and watch Jay run. I could watch for ever but it’s 
time for Jay to come in and have a bath with her little sister, 
Rose.

I leap out and grab her around the waist and pick her 
up and swing her. She screams happily. She loves to fight 
me. She likes to see how strong she is – to test herself  and 
test me. I know she thinks that every time we fight is a time 
closer to when she’ll be able to beat me. She’s so good to 
hold and look at.

She struggles to get free and I hold her closer. I breathe 
in her young animal smell. I kiss her neck and blow a rasp-
berry through her hair and against her warm skin.

Arggh! Get off  me Dad!

She’s strong, all long, hard muscled legs and wiry arms.  
It’s all I can do to hold her to me. She wants to get back to 
Che and Krys and the game.

I hold her tighter and she pretends to bite me, snapping 
her teeth at me and being a zombie.

She’s panting.
Hold still Jay.
She has drawings all up her arms. Dolphins and daggers 

(there are dolphins on her T-shirt, too). Her jeans pockets 
are stuffed with Pokemon cards.

If  I don’t do it now it’ll be full of  knots later – then it’ll 
be ten times as bad.

Lemme go Dad!
I pick her up and turn her upside down. A Pikachu card 
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falls from her pocket. She screams and grabs for it but I 
hold her higher so she can’t reach. Her hair falls in a shining 
cascade to the ground. I pretend to beat her with the plastic 
back of  the hairbrush. I turn her the right way up. Hair 
covers her face and she’s laughing all the time. She parts the 
curtain of  hair and sticks her tongue out at me, shrieks and 
closes the curtain.

She stands in front of  me all hunched up, her arms 
raised in a monster pose, panting and laughing at the same 
time.

Come on Bear Bum, I say, I really need to do this now.
Something in my voice makes her snap to attention.
Sir! Yessir! she says.
She stands straight as a knife, arms by her side. She’s 

trying to keep a straight face.
I put one hand on her chest to keep her still. Her heart 

is thumping. The fingers of  my other hand harrow through 
her hair, looking for the worst of  the knots. When I find 
them, I gently try to untangle them with my fingers and 
then brush the hair.

Jay tries not to cry out when I find a knot. When her 
mother does this, Jay screams the place down. With me 
she’s trying to be a good soldier. More than this, she knows 
the boys pretending not to watch will tease her if  she 
makes a fuss.

She pushes her body out until it makes a bow.
She makes animal shapes with her fingers, and then 

reaches back to attack me.
OK stand still Bear.
I begin to brush Jay’s hair. From the top of  her head, I 
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push the brush all the way down to past her waist. Static 
electricity makes her hair start to frizz out, and wild fila-
ments are softly illuminated by the last of  the sunshine. 
She’s quiet now, tracing on the arm that holds her the  
patterns of  my tattoos. I’m humming as I pass the brush 
through her hair over and over.

She’s a kid. She’s used to being acted upon, to having 
her life paused and controlled. I hope and feel she’s being 
soothed by her dad brushing her hair, but mostly she is 
waiting to be released.

I think of  Gary Snyder’s poem ‘Axe Handles’. Snyder teach-
ing his son, Kai, how to shape wood into an axe handle. 
Look, the poet says to the boy, we’ll shape the handle by 
checking the handle of  the axe we cut with. Snyder remem-
bers the Chinese saying, centuries old: when making an axe 
handle the pattern is not far off.

Shaped and shaper, what kind of  axe am I?

Che and Krystian carry on playing but their hearts aren’t  
in it. They’re arguing about whose turn it is to go in goal. 
They need their Jay back, especially Krys.

Carefully, I separate Jay’s hair into three thick and 
roughly equal parts. I place one strand over each narrow 
shoulder. The central strand hangs down her back. It’s too 
thin, and I borrow hair from the outside until I’m satisfied 
the parts are equal in thickness. I start brushing again and 
Jay sighs and kind of  softly deflates.

Hang on, I say, won’t be long now.
Jay slowly raises her left leg and holds it raised, lifts her 
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arms, holds them raised, her hands joined together and 
pointing downwards. She makes a squawking noise.

A crane? I say, braiding her hair, pulling the braids tight 
against one another.

Hah, she says quietly, good Dadda.
She puffs out her cheeks. Sticks her belly out. Makes 

little ears out of  her closed fists and puts them by the side 
of  her head. She growls.

A bear?
Course, she says.
It’s now – her young heart beating hard against my 

hand – that Jay, beyond everything else she is, feels most 
strongly like a gift.

What comes to me as I stand brushing Jay’s hair is that 
because there is no shared blood, the strength or otherwise 
of  the connection between us will always rely on love and 
love only. The love I show to Jay and her two sisters and to 
their mother will always come back to me amplified.

Love is the shaping axe.
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Eastbourne, East Sussex, 1970

To the beach, through a galaxy of  daytime stars.
Mum, darkly suntanned, wears a white cheesecloth 

blouse and a pale denim skirt. She’s still in her early twenties 
but her slight, boyish body makes her look even younger. 
She could be our sister. Luke and I wear sunshine-clean 
T-shirts, shorts and sandals. I’m five or six. Luke’s three 
years older than me. Summer brings out the redness in our 
hair. A chestnut wave falls past Mum’s shoulders. My hair is 
copper, like a new penny. Luke has a headful of  fire.

The rising sun hits the houses we walk by, and windows 
are no longer three-dimensional objects solidly contained 
within straight frames, but starbursts of  uncontained light.

Early morning in Eastbourne, on the south coast. We’ve 
been in Sussex for generations, labourers working on the 
land or women in service. Mum’s dad was a soldier. Mum 
broke away when she was sixteen but now she’s back, with 
two young boys.

It’s a conservative town. People are quick to judge. 
Mum is always neat. Chic – this is her life now, before it’s 
really started, but she’s read Russian novels and seen 
Sammy Davis dance at the Talk of  the Town. We are clean, 
polite, well-turned-out boys, but in this town, people who 
don’t know you think they can interfere.

—
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To get to the beach from Churchdale Place – the closed-off 
street where we live – you turn left on to Churchdale Road 
and walk south. If  you turn right you soon come to un- 
developed land – waste ground – where I dig hideouts and 
hunt for olive grass snakes. Mostly I’m alone, sometimes 
with Luke – who keeps his grass snakes in cardboard boxes 
in our room. At least he did once, I’m sure, though Luke 
might not remember. The same way I remember a terrified 
bird, caked with soot so that you could not tell what kind 
of  bird it was, flying into our room from the disused chim-
ney (how did it get caught in there, and fall, a bird?), black 
soot showering from its beating wings as it tried to escape, 
and Luke doesn’t. I don’t remember that, he’ll say, or, 
you’ve got that wrong, that’s not what happened. Black 
marks on the walls and floor. Mum finally getting the bird 
out the open window.

A small caravan of  clouds drifts south, underlit by the rising 
sun.

Does Luke see the novas of  light that were once  
windows in the houses we walk past on our way to the 
beach? My brother walks ahead. He’s protecting us. In  
the winter we watched The Last of  the Mohicans and Luke is 
being Chingachgook, stepping noiselessly and without fear 
through the forest.

Beyond the open space of  wildflowers and dumped rubbish 
are railway tracks. At night I listen to the trains going away 
to London, the fabulous city where Mum lived with Dad 
and Luke until Dad left and Mum had to come back. I listen 
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to the fading click-clack of  the last train and think about my 
father. In the dark I lie awake in clean sheets, as the sound 
of  the going-away train fades to silence, terrified by how 
badly somebody that doesn’t exist can make me feel. My 
small hands turn to fists when I hear the word: Dad.

Mum carries what we need for the beach. She’s so young 
but she remembers everything. Mum says it’s because she’s 
army trained. A neatly packed lunch. Sun oil. A folded grey 
army blanket with a stitched red hem. The army blanket 
had belonged to her dad, and it’s great for the beach 
because it’s worn so smooth the sand just falls away when 
you shake the blanket out at the end of  the day. A book – 
from the library usually. New books cost too much. She 
reads whenever she can.

Luke and I carry rolled towels with our swimming 
shorts wrapped inside. Luke carries the plastic football 
(black and white hexagons).

We moved into the unfurnished, semi-detached house at 
the bottom of  the cul-de-sac when I was four and Luke was 
seven. This was in 1968. Mum was in her mid-twenties, and 
had been on the housing list for four years, ever since she’d 
come back from London with Luke a month before I was 
born. There was no carpet on the stairs going from the 
front door up to the two bedrooms, but it was clean and 
newly painted. Did Mum paint the house before we moved 
in? There was a garden!

Before Mum got the house, we’d lived with her mum 
and dad in a small cottage right by the railway line. For 
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those four years Mum and Nan shared a bed. I must have 
been in there with them at first. Then Luke and I shared  
the bed in the other room (I don’t remember anything 
about living there, really, except for Stevie, the dark, short-
haired tomboy in jeans who lived next door and who let  
me play with her sometimes). All that time, my Grandad 
Jim – a hard, kind, wooden-faced man with a large port-
wine stain on his cheek who had been invalided out of  the 
Royal Artillery a year after being rescued from the beach  
at Dunkirk – slept on a made-up bed on the kitchen floor.

I did not know, until nearly thirty years after he died, 
that Jim had never known his father – a stable hand who 
rented a room in the house Jim’s mum lived in with her 
parents.

Jim joined the Royal Artillery as soon as he could. He 
may have lied about his age – the records, his discharge 
papers, are confusing – and gone in when he was just fif-
teen. Did he join the artillery because of  the horses? The 
boy in his rough tunic, learning how to wash and soothe 
the horses. Transmissions of  belonging and need passing 
between boy and horse.

Did the work feel like something remembered?
So gentle when I knew him, and Nan so sweet. Look, 

here are some animals. From her large black purse she gives 
Luke a polar bear, me a sea lion.

Towards the sea, everything is open light. Luke’s eyes are 
wide with excitement. He’s happiest when he’s moving 
towards free space.

I can taste salt and hear gulls.
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The warmth of  the sun is too good. It’s almost more 
than I can stand.

I am excited by everything I see, I can’t help it: jet trails, 
the daylight moon. A jewel-like spider web suspended 
between the railings of  an iron gate. At the centre of  the 
web the dark spider is huge and terrifying, so big I think 
that I could disappear inside its moving black mouth.

I run to a house where the front garden is full of  sun-
flowers.

It’s the only house in the street with sunflowers. They 
have grown tall, and crowns of  yellow flowers float high 
above my head. Sometimes I hear music coming from the 
house and one morning a girl and a boy – long-haired, 
barefoot, not much younger than Mum – were sitting out-
side reading and drinking wine.

A sunflower stretches the full length of  itself  in light. I 
stand hypnotized, feeling big and small at the same time. I 
say anything that comes into my head:

Ha, look at the sunflowers!
I really want Mum and Luke to look into the garden, 

and see what I see.
Mum’s calling me. Her voice brings me back to an 

understanding of  what is expected of  me and how I should 
behave. My world re-forms and my place in it, my status as 
the youngest, the baby, becomes familiar once more.

I can’t wait to get to the beach. At low tide, Luke will 
play football with me on the wet sand. There will be rock 
pools to look into, full of  strawberry anemones and  
red-eyed velvet swimming crabs. Starfish and limpets. A 
different world beneath the breeze-riffled surface water. If  
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the tide’s in we’ll swim straight away, and spend the morn-
ing bodysurfing on waves speeding to the shore.

I can’t stop thinking about the sunflowers.
When I catch up to Mum she takes my hand, and we 

walk to the beach.
More than anything it’s joy I want to put on her face 

and why I want her to look at the sunflowers.

Policemen live in specially allocated housing on Church-
dale Road.

There are fewer police houses the closer you get to the 
beach, but I always feel like there’s a policeman close by.

We leave the house and walk south together on 
Churchdale Road in the cool of  early morning, the scent of  
honeysuckle and roses coming from the gardens, and leave 
the police houses behind. To get to the beach, we continue 
walking until we come to Seaside Road, by the Archery 
Tavern. Seaside Road is the way in and out of  town. If  you 
turn right here, and walk far enough, you come to the 
Regal Arcade and the Painted Wagon close to the town 
centre, where all the tough-behaving boys who live east  
of  the Pier hang around on summer nights, smoking and 
spitting on the ground, waiting for something to happen. 
In a few years Luke will be one of  the toughest boys in 
town. I’ll only ever pretend to be tough.

I stand in front of  flowers daydreaming, tell stories 
about things I haven’t done. I do these things knowing they 
are wrong and hating myself  for doing them, but unable to 
stop.

I want other boys to like me because that might give 
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the lie to what I know about myself. That I am worthless. 
That’s why my dad left. If  it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t 
have left Mum and Luke and they’d still be happy. Dad 
knew about me before I was born. I wasn’t worth sticking 
around for.

Near where we cross Seaside Road to get to Channel 
View Road is the hardware shop where one day I will steal 
a large, heavy knife with a big serrated blade and a black 
rubber handle that is sticky in my hand. Mum was paying 
for something she needed at the counter and the man 
wasn’t thinking about me. Mum was good looking and the 
town, our part of  it anyway, was the kind of  place where 
everybody knew she was on her own.

I was so scared of  being caught with the knife I stole  
– of  a policeman leaving his house across the street from 
ours and, tucking in his white shirt as he walked, opening 
our gate and walking up the short path, maybe smelling 
Mum’s roses while he waited for somebody to open the 
door, feeling sorry for Mum because she was young and 
pretty and kept nice roses and didn’t deserve a son like  
me – that I threw the knife away before I could cut myself  
with it.

There are palm trees on Channel View Road. I love the soft 
whispering sound the high, green, feather-shaped leaves 
make when they move on the sea breeze. The breeze an 
ozonic perfume that always makes me joyous. As we get 
closer to the beach I begin to really taste the salt on the  
air, and hear the cries of  countless gulls, wheeling now in 
snowy parabolas against the paling sky.
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We always stay east of  the Pier. We never go to the tour-
ist beaches in town. Before the town existed, the beaches 
where we live were part of  a fishing settlement called Sea 
Houses. There’s still a small working fishing fleet, and I can 
hear the constant sweet chiming made by the rigging of  the 
boats, and the sharp metallic scent of  the fish stores.

I love the sound beach stones make under my feet. 
Sunlight on the limitless water suspends me, and the black 
hole I can feel growing inside, in a luminous gauze.

We look for a good place to put the blanket down. The 
beach at this early hour is almost deserted, but Mum’s wor-
ried about boat tar and dog shit. Luke finds a clean place by 
the wooden groyne. We’ll dive from the groyne later. Luke 
will go first so I know it’s safe. The narrow beam beneath 
my feet will be slippery with green seaweed, the sun’s heat 
sharp between my shoulder blades. Luke’s back is dark in 
the same place, his wet head is sleek. I disappear into the 
space my brother makes in the water.

Part of  me wants to have had the day already. I love 
going home in fading light, with the sun and salt on my 
skin so that I feel I am made from the beach. I need to get 
to that part of  the day without anybody becoming unhappy. 
To be home having done nothing to be ashamed of  and not 
having upset Mum.

This blanket is my sea house. Beyond it, the canted 
shingle beach, the cool clay-like sand at the shoreline, the 
foaming surf  and water to the horizon, everything is free 
space that is permanently here and is mine to explore. I am 
a concentrate of  sunlight, moving from rock pool to sand 
to water, the soft eternal waves fuzzing in my ears.
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The sun’s rise and fall changes the colour of  the sky: the 
morning’s fragile rose turns first to beaten gold and then to 
an almost transparently pale blue. More jet trails appear as 
rips in the sky before softly blossoming and then, slowly, 
disappearing.

We eat wrapped in towels. Shivering from the sea and 
warm at the same time, salt softening our skin, hair drip-
ping with seawater. We don’t talk much, just stare at the 
endless silver field of  water, studded with slowly cresting, 
slowly falling points of  light. Mum and Luke smile at me 
and I grin back (the sandy black and white football in my 
brother’s lap).

Later, as late as possible, we will leave the beach under 
a sky becoming violet, the darkening sea at our backs.
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Eastbourne, East Sussex, 1971

A big, suntanned man sleeps alone in Mum’s bed. His hair 
fans out across her pillow. From a poster on Mum’s wall 
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid watch over the man 
as he sleeps. I hug the handle and the frame of  the door and 
swing noiselessly into the room. The man in Mum’s bed 
looks a lot like Sundance. Just like the Kid, the man’s full 
sideburns and moustache are darker – red almost – than his 
fair hair. His sandy shoulders are splashed with freckles, 
like Luke’s, like mine.

A summer morning, or the weekend. Either way I’m 
not at school. It’s sunny. I run into Mum’s room to see if  
we can go to the beach, but she’s not there. When I see the 
man in the bed I want to curl up next to him.

Have I switched lives with another boy? Standing in 
honeyed light, Butch and Sundance smile down at me. 
They look the same as always, armed and dusty and cool, 
but there must be lots of  people with that poster, even in 
this town. It’s true Mum’s is the most unfamiliar room  
in the house, the least known. I’m in all the other spaces, 
all the time, Luke too. Mum always tries to quiet us but our 
crashing progress through the house is uncontained. We fill 
the place up with our becoming, our undeniable boyhood. 
Mum’s room is a made-space that’s hers, and not to be 
tramped through by her sons. By its unfamiliarity I know 
it’s hers.
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But a man in Mum’s bed, sleeping in the morning  
like it’s the most natural thing in the world. There’s never 
been a man in her bed before. Mum cared too much for us 
and worked too hard for love. I can hear her making break-
fast in the kitchen, singing along to the soft pop music 
coming from her radio. It’s great she’s happy. I stare at the 
man. He has long eyelashes. He’s big. I haven’t been this 
close to a man before. He is breathing softly, and looks 
peaceful, like this is home. I am washed by the light where 
I stand. I can’t speak. There’s only one word I want to say 
and I can’t say it.

I don’t know how to act around men. Once a year or so, 
Luke’s godfather visits with his wife and son. Gough had 
been my dad’s best friend but I don’t think they see each 
other any more. Gough’s married to a Spanish woman, 
Alejandra, and they live in Madrid. Their son, Mark, is my 
age. A pale, quiet boy haloed with long blonde hair, who 
sits close by his dad. Mark thinks he’s better than us. I don’t 
like him.

Gough’s a dark, squat, powerful man. Bearded, black 
haired. He has a black belt in karate, and once he gave Luke 
a Polaroid of  himself  in a fighting stance on a flat terracotta 
roof  – I guess his apartment – under a blue Mediterranean 
sky. I try hard to be noticed and liked but mostly Gough 
seems indifferent to me. I was jealous of  Luke.

I don’t know where my dad is. Jason – even the name’s 
unfamiliar. I wonder if  I have half-brothers and sisters 
somewhere. The mystery of  shared blood and that there 
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could be people living who look like you and are maybe 
even like you but you’ll never know or meet them. Say he 
has another son – it’s almost as if  this other boy is me, in 
another world. Did my dad love him? And why was he with 
him and not me? Dad doesn’t exist, but I fill my life with 
thinking about him.

I’ve heard nothing that will help me find him, which I’m 
constantly dreaming about. Mum’s friend Viv, her blonde 
daughter Sally and their pug dog Dreamboat sometimes 
come around – the dog panting as he comes up the path. Viv 
floats up to our house. She’s a welcome blast of  noise and 
glamour. Viv’s on her own, too, but she seems happy about 
it. Mum laughs more than usual when Viv visits, and some-
times has a drink and smokes a cigarette. They come to the 
beach with us sometimes. I like how Sally looks in her 
swimsuit. The blonde hair on her toffee-coloured arms. 
When Viv comes over Mum sometimes talks about Jason, 
and I sit quietly and try not to be noticed. The stories are all 
about his weakness. In his absence it’s his insubstantiality 
that’s talked about and reinforced for me. He lived on air 
and charm, Mum says.

I look into every man’s face. Every man I meet could be 
him. I worry that we might walk past one another without 
realizing. If  I miss him I might never get another chance.

My dreams are about finding him. About his restoration 
to me. The only thing better than finding him would be him 
coming for me. Lifting me up high onto his shoulders.

I hate my dad and love him and if  he comes for me I 
will take his hand and go with him unquestioningly.

—
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The man in the bed makes a soft sighing sound but does 
not move. Wake up, I think, wake up.

We’d been to see Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid for 
my birthday a couple of  weeks before (or was it Luke’s 
birthday?). I liked how Butch and Sundance were tough 
outlaws but everybody loved them, and how sunny it 
always seemed wherever they were. I wanted to live in their 
world and be like them. I thought my dad might be like 
Sundance.

When we played Butch and Sundance, Luke was always 
Butch because he got to choose, but I’d have been Sun-
dance anyhow. The Kid was flash in the way he dressed – in 
Mum’s poster he wears a dark suit and wide-brimmed dark 
hat, a leather waistcoat, an open-necked shirt. The dust on 
the suit tells you he’s the real thing – he’s not afraid to get 
dirty but he’ll look good doing it. He makes his way 
through the world with a fast hand and a gun. The Kid’s 
elegant stance is all challenge and dust and reality. Men just 
have to look at him and they put their guns away. The girl 
in the film looked like Mum.

Luke could make me cry by telling me that Butch gets 
away but Sundance dies at the end. I knew it wasn’t true – 
that either they both died or they both got away, but Luke 
could make me believe anything. It was around then that I 
started telling people I was American. Boys who punched 
me and called me names. Get up you bastard.

I’d spit blood into the dust and look up at the ugly ring 
of  faces and tell them my dad was coming for me soon. My 
dad was somebody who would help me and show me what 
to do, so that the black hole inside would be filled with 
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clear light. I’d live in America with him and we would ride 
horses.

For a few more seconds I stand looking at the man who 
looks like the Sundance Kid, and then I run downstairs to 
find Mum and Luke.

fathers & sons V4.indd   20 02/12/2016   10:56



21

The Sundance Kid drove us on the coast road west to the 
Cuckmere River valley. We travelled in a wash of  southern 
light that filled the car and seemed to push at and past the 
edges of  the world. The unfolding road flat then rising then 
falling through glossy green downland. To the south the 
sea shone like stamped tin.

We would have looked good in that car. A young hand-
some suntanned family. The big young man confident 
behind the wheel. The pretty dark-haired woman next to 
him. Two cute boys in the back. If  there had been a dog,  
a blond Lab, sticking his head out the window, we would 
have looked perfect. People would have said: I want to be 
part of  that family. I liked the idea of  people watching us 
drive past but on that road there was nobody to see.

Luke was cool. He kept his distance. Because of  this 
coolness the man talked to Luke like an equal. Men always 
did.

Any car would have seemed fast. If  I’d been in a car 
before I don’t remember it – but I’m sure the red car was a 
sports car, and that the Sundance Kid drove fast, and carried 
on driving fast and laughing with Mum until I asked him to 
stop so that I could be sick.

I was sick before he stopped. I got sick the way a young 
dog gets sick or wets itself  from excitement. I couldn’t wait 
for the man to stop the car. When he did, near the beach, 
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Mum got me out of  my clothes and wrapped me in her 
dad’s old grey blanket. Luke and the Kid walked across the 
road to the beach and threw stones into the sea.
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Eastbourne, East Sussex, 1975

Ready? Luke says.
This high up, I can see as far as Beachy Head. The  

chalk cliffs are distant, peachy slabs in the afternoon light. 
I’m above the tourist beaches, the seafront gardens full  
of  blooms and the white hotels. Summer crowds fill the 
beaches and the terraced promenade. A seagull, shockingly 
large, coasts past and seems to look at me. More gulls ride 
the thermals. The railing is cold against my back. I press my 
bare heels so hard to the Pier’s edge I can feel the indenta-
tions the stubbly concrete makes on my skin. My toes stick 
over the edge. I lean back against the rail. There’s nothing 
but sun-warmed, empty space in front of  me.

It’s high tide, and all along the length of  the Pier there 
are kids – boys mostly but some girls – diving and jumping 
into the sea. Local kids – you can tell us by how dark we 
are. There’s Gary Angelino – without his skateboard – 
monkey-faced, headful of  blond curls, jumping with a yell 
and disappearing into the water.

The sky is thick with falling kids and white birds.
Far below me the sea sucks at the pylons. Luke reckons 

it’s at least a sixty-foot drop. There are goosebumps on my 
arms and chest but I can’t see any on Luke’s smooth, sun- 
darkened skin.

More gulls float past. Warm air or not, I’m shivering.
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What’s beyond the curved horizon?
Luke looks at me. Splash of  freckles across his dark 

face. He’s thirteen – he’ll be fourteen later this month. I’m 
just eleven. It’s at this time of  year – just after my birthday 
in May and before Luke’s in July – that I feel closest to him. 
I’m already as tall as he is and I know that soon I’ll be taller, 
but I always think he’s bigger than me.

You’ve done it before. Right?
We are barefoot, wearing cut off-jeans, hair to our 

shoulders.
Loads of  times. That’s what you told Gaz.
I can’t remember what my brother’s voice sounded like 

before it broke.
I have.
Come on then.

Luke is the son Jason left. He hadn’t left me, I didn’t exist. 
Secretly I always worry that one day my brother will blame 
me for Dad leaving. Luke doesn’t talk about how he feels 
(and he’s got an overbite that makes him look like he’s hold-
ing on to what he’s really thinking). The more important 
something is to him the less likely he is to talk about it. We 
never talk about Dad. Maybe we don’t need to. Luke’s the 
only one who knows what I feel. He never complains about 
having to look after me when Mum’s at work. At home 
later, he’ll let me lie down with my head in his lap while we 
watch TV.

Mostly though, I just want to be like him. I want to do 
what he does.

—
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The kids already in the sea are looking up at those of  us at 
the rail and shouting and making wanker signs. My heart’s 
thumping so loudly I can’t hear what they’re saying. Either 
side of  us at the rail more kids jump, dark falling shapes 
against the pale sky. They smash into the water far below. 
Each entry point becomes a crown of  rising water. A boy 
called Donny lands on his back and screams and the other 
kids laugh at him. Steve, a big-eared kid I go to school and 
play football with, throws a huge black inner tube over the 
side and then jumps after it. If  I don’t jump everybody will 
know. Luke will understand but he’ll be ashamed.

Luke smiles at me. He is full of  joy – for his life, for this 
moment, this shared and taught action. His smile trans-
forms his face that is most often watchful. The face of  a 
boy with secret plans he’s not going to tell you about.

Don’t think about it, he says, just jump. Keep your feet 
together so your balls don’t hit the water.

This is before the police start coming to the house at night 
looking for him. When he hadn’t come home and his bed 
was empty I was scared he’d been taken away. Who’d look 
after me then?

I’d listen for the gate. If  I fell asleep without hearing it 
open, I knew I’d wake up to find Luke in bed. We could 
both open the gate without making a sound. If  I heard the 
gate late at night, if  the sound of  it opening woke me, I’d 
know it was the police.

The second time I was arrested – Luke had left for India 
by then – a policeman wearing a thick uniform that smelled 
of  sweat said: Aren’t you Luke’s brother? When I said yes 
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he looked pleased with himself. The cell was painted the 
same grey colour as the thin blanket on the cot. A thousand 
boys had carved their names into the walls. I looked for 
Luke’s name, but it wasn’t there.

I remember Luke’s eyes shining when he came back 
from India for the first time. Did he tell me about the  
Hima layan Valley of  Flowers (unending meadows full of  
poppies and orchids, wild bees and clouds of  butterflies)?

I jump a split second after Luke.
With his bright grin, sun-lightened hair and honeyed 

skin he is light falling in light.
I’m falling too, but it’s okay because Luke is with me.
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