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      PART ONE




      
      
      1

      
      Dawn. Night poured into day, the sun rising quickly until its light crept into even the furthest corners. At the first heat
         the grains of barley in the fields around the farm clicked and cracked as the dew dried, like millions of waking insects.
         Beneath the roof of the milking parlour a quick-eyed wood-pigeon shifted at the change, ruffling her feathers and arranging
         herself closer still over her two eggs. For a time she watched the first flies of the day as they buzzed sleepily around her,
         before tucking her head back in and settling into her own warmth.
      

      
      The children arrived soon after midday. The car that brought them stayed only as long as it took to unload their luggage,
         and of that there was very little: just two identical cases, one for each child. The children were themselves alike. A glance was all that was needed to match the high eyebrows, the sharp noses and chins, the faintly jutting ears and nutmeg
         hair.
      

      
      At first it was only the length of hair that revealed one of them to be a girl. But, if one looked closer, as the old man
         did now, standing in the farmyard with the dust from the departed car settling around them, it was clear to see. Long lashes
         shaded the girl’s eyes, and the shape of her body beneath her clothes gave away the beginnings of womanhood. The girl’s brother,
         meanwhile, showed no signs of an end to childhood. Half a foot shorter than his sister, his face was still all boy, his cheeks
         plump and smooth.
      

      
      Together they stood, nearly touching at the shoulder. The journey had been a long one. They both felt the urge to stretch,
         but neither did so. They understood that, under the eyes of the old man, something like stretching would have been overly
         frivolous for such an occasion. They knew what was expected of them; their roles had been made clear. So, instead of stretching,
         they remained as motionless as possible and awaited instruction.
      

      
      To the east of the farm a brook ran between an expanse of meadows, a silvery hairline crack in the otherwise perfect green.
         Beds of watercress flourished in the margins. Dragonflies flew in tandem as they mated. They paused, then moved on again.
         Back at the farm the old man led the boy and the girl inside, and up to the room that would be theirs.
      

      
      *

      
      
      The boy yawned. He’d slept little the night before, and hardly at all in the car, and he was tired. He rubbed at his right
         hand, which was swollen and flushed a deep and itchy red from carrying his case up the steep flight of stairs.
      

      
      The girl eyed the shut door. Over the years the wooden panels had dried out and cracked, and she could see clear through.
         After the rush of the motorway and the blur of passing hedges everything was very still. She took out her mobile phone and
         when she saw its black screen she remembered. Finding the charger in her bag she plugged it in and turned it on. While she
         waited for it to start up, she listened. The boy was sitting on his bed, moving backwards and forwards and making the springs
         squeak.
      

      
      ‘Shush a second, would you?’

      
      He stopped and looked at her. ‘Why?’

      
      She gestured vaguely at the window. ‘Just listen.’

      
      ‘It’s birds,’ said the boy matter-of-factly after a few seconds. ‘It’s birds tweeting.’

      
      The greeting tone sounded from the mobile. The girl looked at the brightly lit screen, waiting for it to find a signal.

      
      ‘It’s birds and your phone,’ said the boy, ‘both of them tweeting.’
      

      
      ‘Be quiet, would you, Billy?’ She looked again at the screen.

      
      The boy’s face changed. Billy was his mother’s nickname for him. Recently Grace had started to use it too, and when she did it made him feel funny, like his stomach and all his insides were pushing upwards into his chest.
      

      
      He’s right, thought Grace, there’s nothing but birds. And then she realised that it was exactly this that she had heard, this
         lack of anything else. No cars, no buses, no sirens; not even the distant hum of a passing plane. She gave her phone one last
         hopeful look. Her heart sank.
      

      
      She lifted her case onto the sun-bleached blanket on the bed. The catch snapped open, and there were her things. They were
         so abruptly familiar that it made her want to cry.
      

      
      ‘Why are you doing that?’ asked Billy.

      
      She flicked her hair from her face and looked at him.

      
      ‘Because we need to unpack our things. This is—’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Not that – I know that. I mean why are you calling me Billy? You never did before.’

      
      She hesitated, feeling her own stomach starting to push upwards. She thought for a while for something to tell him, something
         helpful. When that didn’t work she tried to imagine what her mother would say. In the end she shrugged and said, ‘I don’t
         know.’ But she did know, and she suddenly felt bad for lying to her little brother, so she added, ‘I suppose I just like saying
         it,’ which was at least true.
      

      
      The day inched on. In the heat nothing stirred, and it was early evening before the air began to cool, as though even the
         heat was too stifled by itself to move on. In the farmhouse the old man waited for the children to come downstairs. When they didn’t appear he thought to check on them, and he heaved himself to his feet.
      

      
      He was halfway to the door when a memory made him pause. It was of the last time he had heard a child’s voice coming from
         the room above. He stayed as he was, listening as though caught in a daydream, and then he did something he’d only rarely
         done before. Going over to the modest bureau that occupied one corner of the room, he began opening and shutting the drawers.
         It was here that Margaret had used to do the farm accounts; he could still picture her bent over with concentration as first
         she drew the columns and then wrote out the numbers within them. It had been one of the few corners of the farm that had been
         hers alone, and even now, years later, to go through the drawers felt like an intrusion, so he searched quickly.
      

      
      He worked his way from the bottom up, knowing all the while that it was the top drawer he was interested in. A brass keyhole
         sat squarely at its centre, set into the wood, this the only lock there was on the whole bureau. Taking a bunch of keys from
         his pocket he selected one and opened it. From within he lifted out a shallow box made from cardboard.
      

      
      Inside he found what he was looking for: a dozen or so photographs that made his heart feel heavy inside him. He studied one
         after the other, moving the thin pieces of paper from hand to hand before placing them back in the drawer. One, however, he
         kept, and he held it out before him, peering at it through his glasses. The girl in the picture stared back at him. Immediately he wanted go upstairs and hold it up beside the children and compare the likeness. Again he wondered if he
         shouldn’t go up and check on them, and he found himself wishing that Margaret was there to guide him.
      

      
      He walked through to the kitchen. Fetching some bread and butter and a jar of honey from the cupboards, together with some
         plates, he laid everything out on the table. He stood and looked down at it all. He thought to call them, but still he stayed
         as he was, unmoving. There’s no use hurrying them, he told himself. There’s plenty of time for all that.
      

      
      He returned to his chair, which creaked as he settled into it. A small dog, a terrier, waited with him, its one unbroken ear
         pricking at the sounds that came from above. Its coat matched its master’s white hair, and soon after the old man’s head nodded
         and bowed, it stretched out its short legs and invited sleep to take it too.
      

      
      Lynn and Michael Hooper spent the morning of the day it happened buying wetsuits for their two children. It was a trip Michael
         felt they shouldn’t have had to make: having discovered a week beforehand that their local supermarket stocked wetsuits so
         cheap that he was considering buying one for himself, he had seized the opportunity to save yet more money and had taken his
         offspring for some pre-holiday shopping. William was easy: the second suit he tried fitted perfectly. But Grace was another
         matter altogether. After her usual speech about supermarkets being environmentally unfriendly, which she proved by finding the tag (‘See? Made
         in China. By children probably, which is why they’re so cheap.’ ‘Oh come on,’ Michael had replied, rolling his eyes, ‘we’re
         already not going abroad because of you. How about giving it a rest for a minute?’) she then proceeded to struggle in and
         out of six or seven different suits. With the embarrassment of repeatedly standing before her father in such revealing garments
         fast turning to shame, it became apparent that her body occupied precisely that middle ground between girl and woman. It was
         her breasts that were the problem, and for Grace, whose relationship with her body was already under strain thanks to the
         changes that were occurring (some days she struggled to hide her pleasure when she detected the envy in the other girls; on
         other days she just wanted to hide), the sight of herself in the mirror was almost more than she could bear. The suits that
         fitted snugly around her hips made no allowances for what was further up, and when (sometimes it was if) she got the zip done
         up, her two breasts became one, squashed against her ribs in an unsightly lump. Alternatively, those suits whose upper contours
         matched her own sat baggily around her bottom, as though something was missing. There’s no way around it, she thought as she
         looked in the mirror and steeled herself for her father’s clumsily diluted comments, I’m not as I should be. If I was, one
         of these would fit and we could go home, and the shame of all this – of shopping for wetsuits in a supermarket, of standing before my own father again and again in perhaps the most unflattering
         things ever devised – would be over. And more than that, she thought, taking one last glance at her mono-breast, I could still
         look forward to spending a week on a beach learning to surf.
      

      
      And so when, instead of accepting that the manufacturers simply hadn’t catered for his daughter’s shape, and that there might
         be a reason besides their origins that these wetsuits were so cheap, Michael Hooper cheerfully nodded to indicate that their
         search had been fruitful, Grace said nothing. Back in the changing room she struggled out of the wetsuit, her skin clammy
         from the ordeal and beginning to squeak against the rubber. When she re-emerged her father was trying to persuade William
         to take his wetsuit off; after half an hour his face was starting to go the same shade of red it did on very cold winter mornings.
         This was still going on (‘Yes, but what I’m saying is that I can’t pay for it with you still inside it’ – this from a man clearly used to having to bargain with his
         nine-year-old son – ‘You can put it straight back on when we get home’) when Dan Chapman, a boy in the year above her at St
         Siskins, and so far the only person to have moved her in a way that she couldn’t describe, strolled by. She prayed that the
         sight of her younger brother being peeled out of a wetsuit yards from the bakery section was enough to distract attention
         away from her. For a time it looked hopeful. But five minutes later, with the checkout girl holding the wetsuits aloft for all to see as she hunted about for the barcode, there he was again, this time with two
         friends in tow. Catching sight of her and then the wetsuit (it was as if her own body was being held up for inspection) the
         corners of their mouths turned collectively upwards. Grace stared back at them, and when Dan Chapman turned and said something
         to the others, she felt the heat at her cheeks. As the automatic doors swept open before them the sound of their laughter
         reached her, and the horror was complete.
      

      
      Less than a week later, Grace was once again trying on wetsuits. This time, however, she was a quarter of a mile from the
         sea, and as if to prove it there was sand on the floor beneath her feet. Her mother, a former triathlete – once a county champion
         and twice runner-up – had known exactly what was needed. The shop assistant, a pretty girl whom Grace could tell was more
         used to dealing with a relaxed sort of customer, wisely let this square-shouldered woman take the lead in picking out a wetsuit
         for her daughter, only offering a few choice words of advice when it was asked for. Meanwhile Grace’s father waited outside
         in the car. She knew there had been a row because nothing had been said. She knew what that kind of silence meant.
      

      
      She heard her mother beyond the curtain. ‘Billy, darling, please take those off; they’re much too big for you and you’ll only
         trip and break something.’ There was a shuffling noise (What did he have on? Was it flippers?) followed by the brisk, bright sound of the shop assistant’s flip-flops. The zip slid smoothly up the length of Grace’s back, tracing her spine
         like a finger. She fastened the Velcro tab at her neck and looked in the mirror. It was a perfect fit, so perfect that she
         lingered awhile, turning to look at herself from different angles. Unlike before, the rubber of this suit seemed to be on
         her side, to know instinctively how to make the best of her curves. At five times the price of the one currently lying on
         her bed back at the cottage, it occurred to her that perhaps it was this innate intelligence that you were paying for. She
         turned side-on again. Starting from her feet she ran her eyes up, feeling a prick of pride at where the slenderness gave way
         to shape. She thought of Dan Chapman, and imagined it was his eyes that were seeing this, but even as she tried to picture
         him she found his image was blurred and indistinct. Now that she was here by the sea, where there was sun, sand and boys who
         surfed, Dan Chapman and his laughing friends no longer seemed important.
      

      
      The surfers were generally to be found at Briscombe Bay. No more than a tiny indentation in the coastline, the bay was the
         result of a mix of rock. Over the centuries the softer stone between two headlands of the more resilient sandstone had been
         eroded. Two rocks remained in the bay itself, rearing out of the water a hundred yards offshore, one five times the size of
         the other. Although they looked to be unconnected, and were known locally as David and Goliath, the lowest spring tides revealed
         them to be part of the same reef. It was this that drew the surfers, and in turn had persuaded the Hoopers to rent a cottage just a short walk away through
         sand-dunes prickly with coarse grass.
      

      
      And so it was that an hour later, with the rubbery smell of new wetsuit intensifying around them from the heat of their bodies,
         Grace and William left their parents high up the beach and threaded their way through the other holiday-makers towards the
         sea. Their instructor, a balding man called Tim – who to Grace’s disappointment and her parents’ quiet delight was at least
         forty-five – showed them the basic technique. It was half an hour before they even got wet, but when they did Grace quickly
         discovered a natural aptitude for detecting the moment when the wave took hold of the board and she could spring to her feet;
         with a sense of balance it was generally accepted that she had inherited from her mother, she was soon surfing. I can do it,
         she said to herself with exhilaration after another successful take-off, the taste of salt strong in her mouth, I can surf!
      

      
      Her brother found it less easy; his balance just wasn’t there. Lying flat on his front and holding on to the sides of the
         board was the only time he felt remotely secure; the minute he started paddling his little ship lost all stability. Time and
         again he was tipped off the side, first one way, and then as he tried to compensate, the other. Each time he scrambled back
         on, coughing from the water he’d swallowed, his hands soon white again from the effort of holding on.
      

      
      
      The instructor thought he’d give up. When they found it that hard they usually did. But when it became clear that the boy
         was either too determined to admit defeat, or was simply used to finding things difficult, he waved Grace in.
      

      
      ‘Well done – you’re a natural,’ he called out as she approached through the surf, her board tucked under her arm. She smiled
         and glanced up the beach to see if her parents had been watching. Her father waved; next to him her mother made an exaggerated
         clapping motion above her head.
      

      
      ‘I love it,’ she said, still a little out of breath.

      
      ‘You can catch them while they’re still clean if you get further out.’

      
      She looked beyond where the waves broke. Several surfers were out there already, some sitting astride their boards.

      
      ‘Think you can manage it? I need to stay here with your brother.’

      
      Together they watched as a small wave met his board side-on and turned him over only a few feet from them. She nodded.

      
      ‘Okay then. You’ll probably find it a bit tough to go straight out through the breakers, but there’s a small rip that runs
         past the far rock. Walk down there and paddle into it and it’ll take you out – don’t worry, it peters out when it meets the
         deeper water – and then paddle back across to where the others are. Remember, don’t try to fight the water, and if you get dumped,’ he held his hands over his head to demonstrate, ‘watch your head on your board. Those fins are sharp.’
      

      
      She set off down the beach. Knowing her parents would be watching her, for once she enjoyed her self-consciousness. There
         too was the pleasure of discovering that she’d been right, that they didn’t need to go abroad to enjoy their summer holiday.
         She worked it out in her head as she’d already done many times before: they were four people, so that was eight flights in
         all she had prevented. The Hooper family carbon footprint was that much smaller because of her.
      

      
      The sand was hard beneath her feet, and the wetsuit made her body feel taut and powerful. But it was hard going: the wind
         had picked up, and now and then a gust caught the surfboard and nearly spun her around. It was a relief when she waded into
         the sea and was able to lie the board down, beyond the wind’s reach. The rest was easy. The water was strangely calm, and
         as she paddled out she found she had the company of two other surfers. When she reached the rock – David, the smaller one
         – and the current took hold, she was glad of their smiles. The three of them swept along together, heading for the open sea.
      

      
      The instructor was one of the few who saw it coming. In an instant he had the boy lifted out of the shallows and bundled up
         the beach. The first thing most people were aware of was the sound of rushing water; by the time they looked up the reef was already foaming from the first wave. Behind the white water the sea looked deeper and darker than before. What
         happened then was nearly magical. The lightheartedness, the happiness, the relaxation – that sense of ease which is peculiar
         to the seaside in summer, and is evident in everything from the flutter of windbreaks to the sound of children’s voices –
         switched instantly to a sense of fear and panic. The change affected the holiday-makers in different ways: some were immediately
         on their feet, while others appeared frozen by the suddenness of it all. Of all of them Lynn Hooper was first into the water,
         moving with a nearly forgotten speed as she passed the instructor. His shouted warnings went unheard or unheeded, his words
         vanishing into the wall of noise that came from behind him. He even wondered, both then and many times afterwards, if she
         had known he and her young son were there.
      

      
      Grace was lucky. The two surfers with her when it happened were Royal Marines making the most of their otherwise unexciting
         posting at the nearby base. Using their boards as floats, and with Grace held firmly between them, they made it in before
         the second wave came. Standing dripping on the sand, still unsure of what was happening, Grace looked up the beach. Among
         the confusion she picked out her father on the tide line, looking out across the reef. Behind him, some way back, she made
         out the little figure of her brother with their instructor. With her heart gradually slowing, she began to look about for
         her mother. She was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes tracked back down the beach just in time to see her father start to wade into the water – and
         it was then that she realised her mother must already be out there.
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