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If the cold made an impression on her, she did not show it. Nor the prospect of the drop. The tide was at its lowest. No water awaited her down there, only black sand. 

I have often wondered what she thought of in those last moments. I like to believe that if she thought of anything, it was of my land, of the overwhelming beauty of it from the lip. And then I hope she thought of nothing at all. Because there is peace in that.

I had no time to shout. I was halfway across the road when I realised. By my next step, she had jumped. I watched her disappear out of sight beneath the lip and, still, I did not shout. I wanted to, I wanted to scream, but something stopped me. I did not know what it was at the time, but I do now. It was already too late. She had left, her action irreversible, and the last thing she needed to hear on the drop was my scream. Then she would have known that I had seen her. Seen it. I could not give her that as a final thought. I wanted peace for her.

I did not shout but I did run. Her footprints remained in the grass at the lip and I nestled my own feet into them. I looked. 

She lay face down on the black sand.
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This is all I have. 

Few ever get to see it as I do now: bathed by the rising sun behind, immaculate in this crisp morning air. There are no silhouettes in these conditions, only long shadows. The clarity is resounding. My land, my world, can be seen and absorbed in one long swoop. 

There is no better place.

It starts from the coast path signpost: the pitted wooden needle which pierces the horizon-hanging clouds, rock steady on the western headland. And then it arcs, a jagged but perfectly curved lip, swinging back from the signpost until it reaches dead centre and then out and on again with the same slow bend, past the warning sign and towards the eastern headland, where the lip crumbles and the coast path has no barrier to separate it from the edge. That toppled into the ocean during last winter’s storms. The lip forms the boundary of my land outwards but not downwards, where it continues, including the chop of Atlantic below, the sheer cliff face which rises from it, lonely Gull Rock a few metres out, standing tall and serene. And then behind, behind the lip, behind me, this field of untamed grass which swells towards the road, ends, and then surfaces again on the far side, circling the Cafy and streaming towards the woods. 

All of this is Bones Break. 

All of this is mine.

I know every inch of it; I know it as intimately as the seagulls. I stand at dead centre, my feet teetering on the edge of the lip. Below, the thundering tattoo of waves on rock. Wind catches the tips of my hair, lifting them above my ribs: less force than it takes to knock me down; enough to make me right myself with a step to the left, and then another back again. Here on the lip, it is vital to know where my feet are. They must have the same distance from each other as they have from the edge. For this is how she stood, nothing before her but clean and open air, her shoulders back, her bare feet flattening the blades of grass. 

This is as close to her as I can get. Time and feeling separate us now, but I will not let distance do the same. I remove my sandals and picture her here. The ocean view, the sharp tang of brine at the back of the throat, the wet grass and wetter earth beneath it. 

I breathe it all in, long and deep.
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The swells are offshore and the wind rushes out towards the horizon, taking dawn’s last clouds with it. The sun rose from behind the woods less than an hour ago: low enough to cast its river of gold across the ocean surface; high enough to begin to warm the air. The weather today will be better. That in itself is a relief.

It has been a dreadful year, worse even than what Dad called the Year of Living Dangerously. I sometimes wonder what he would have called this year, and have thought about giving it a name myself, but there is no inclination. Naming something gives it form and existence, makes it memorable. This is a year I would rather forget.

So a warm and clear day, as this morning promises, would be welcome. The cormorants are already here, jostling for position above the break line. They come when there is enough sunshine bouncing from the surface of the water to dry their outstretched wings and warm their chests. Mum once told me she found that cormorant pose ‘magisterial’, ‘self-assured’, and years later, remembering her words, I tried to imitate it on a hot day, sitting out here on the lip, cross-legged, my arms held out wide. I did not last long. Bones Break crawled with emmets that day, emmets hiking in the heat, who stopped, laughed, and pointed their fingers.

The cormorants also signal the receding of the tide: they only come when it is on its way out, exposing the rocks at the foot of the cliff face. Before long, the zawn – the tiny beach which exists at the base of Bones Break for just a few hours each day when the tide is lowest – will be visible. 

This is my favourite beach in the world. The sand is black, volcanic, the same colour as the cliff face it swirls out from, and so unlike the white sand of Lantoweth further west along the coast. It astonishes me that it never washes away, is never dragged out to sea, but sits, remains, with implacable grace. I am grateful for it. It makes my zawn all the more unusual, and all the more beautiful.

That it is undisturbed is its greatest attribute. No footprints muddy the sand’s perfect swirls for there is no road or path down; no boats linger at the zawn’s fringes, blotting the seascape, for navigating the submerged rocks which stretch out from Bones Break would be an act of madness. It is my favourite beach because it is untouched, it is pure, and it is mine.

But if you have the stomach for it, there is a way down to the zawn, a way down which does not involve jumping. I have done it. Once. I intend never to do it again.
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I come out here, to the lip, to visit the zawn as often as its rare appearances allow. I wish I could visit my second favourite beach, Porthmadden, again, but I have not been there since my eighteenth birthday. It lies far down the coast, beyond the estuary, and the trips Mum and I took down there on the morning of each of my birthdays did not recur this year.

The first was my tenth, two years before the Year of Living Dangerously. Mum woke me while it was still dark with a kiss, a smile and a promise – that this would be my best birthday present ever. We crept down the stairs so as not to wake Dad, who had stayed late at the Cafy the night before, let ourselves out of the house and climbed into the car. I remember the strange mixture of excitement and apprehension which prickled my skin as we drove out of St Petroc and towards the ocean, turning east on the coast road and passing but not stopping at the Cafy.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked, but Mum did not reply. Her silence only fuelled my conflicting emotions – even by the age of ten, I knew what Mum was capable of, how enlivening or terrifying she could be depending on the circumstances – and I found myself reluctant to ask again, matching her silence with mine as we crossed the estuary and then rejoined the coast road, passing through sleeping villages and around imposing moors, the sun still not yet risen. 

Dawn had begun to bleach the dark sky by the time we pulled into the empty Porthmadden car park. 

‘Where are we?’ I asked.

‘We’re here,’ Mum said, her smile enigmatic. ‘For your birthday present.’

Before locking the car, she pulled an enormous backpack from the boot. I followed her down on to the beach. Halfway between the car park and the shoreline she stopped, opened the backpack, retrieved a blanket, and the moment she began laying it on to the sand the sun appeared behind us, as if she had choreographed it perfectly. 

‘Sit down, Melody Janie,’ she said. I did as I was told.

And then, with the flourish of a magician, she began to pull out the most magnificent breakfast I had ever seen. Croissants, butter and honey. Fresh scones, a pot of clotted cream, a jar of blackberry jam. Strawberries, apple slices, two separate bunches of grapes – one green, one red – and crescents of watermelon. A carton of pre-chilled orange juice, a flask of hot milky tea, an assortment of crisps so varied I did not know which to choose first. One packet of custard cream biscuits, two bags of jellied sweets and a large tin of chocolates. And then, the final prize, taken from a separate bag I had not even noticed her carrying and laid down in the centre of the banquet, a sponge cake topped by ten candles which spelled the letters M and J. Mum lit them with a box of matches taken from her pocket and said, ‘Happy tenth birthday, Melody Janie. Double figures.’

That was when I started to laugh, started to laugh with so much giddy joy that the wind blew the candles out before I could regain enough breath to do it myself.

It was a school day, and our time was limited there at Porthmadden, but we made the most of it. Mum was electrifying, a never-ending source of jokes and hugs and gentle encouragements to eat more, to try some of that, to just have a bit, go on, why not, it’s your birthday, you’re ten now. When I could eat and drink no more of the feast, I fell back into the sand with a satisfied grunt, the blue sky above laced with streaming cloud formations. 

‘Don’t you just love this?’ Mum murmured from beside me. 

‘My birthday?’

‘Your birthday. You. You and me and the sky and the sea and the beach. We’re so lucky here I sometimes forget it. How lucky we are. How very, very lucky.’

‘I wish we could swim,’ I said.

‘What’s stopping us?’ Mum propped herself up on one elbow.

‘I haven’t got my costume.’

‘Me neither.’ She began to grin. It was mesmerising. ‘It doesn’t matter. There’s no one else here.’

I looked around me. She was right. Aside from us and our decimated picnic breakfast, the beach was deserted. 

‘Can we?’ I said.

‘We can do whatever you want. You’re the birthday girl.’

We stripped to our underwear and sprinted, charged, into the waves. The April sea bit like nettles, but we did not care. We swam and we bodysurfed and we screamed laughter into the surging water and when Mum threw me I sailed high into the air and when I tried to throw her she jumped upwards and pretended it was me who sent her cascading into the bright morning wind. She taught me how to do a handstand by plunging my fingers into the sand and holding on to it like a rope against the currents, our toes pointed at the sky. She showed me how to float on my back, how not to fight the water but let it carry me aloft as if on an outstretched hand. She let me hold on to her waist as she swam us both outback, beyond the waves’ break line, and then she wrapped me in her arms, perched me on her stomach and let the swells take us back in.

Mum drove us home in her underwear. I sat in the passenger seat, enfolded deep within the blanket: sandy, shivering and happy. Back in St Petroc, she dressed quickly in the car and then led me towards the house. I could see her jeans and t-shirt dampening as Dad opened the door for us.

‘Happy birthday, Melody Janie!’ he called, picking me up, blanket and all, and carrying me into the house, up the stairs, to my bedroom, where he finally lowered my feet to the floor. ‘This,’ he exclaimed proudly, ‘is your real birthday present.’

My eyes followed his pointed finger. At the foot of my bed, jutting out a few inches from the wall and sloping dangerously to the left, was a brand-new bookcase, the highest of its four shelves populated with ten books.

‘Ten books for ten years,’ Dad said. ‘Next year we’ll get you eleven. The year after, twelve. And so on. Every year. I promise.’ It was a promise he would not keep. ‘This is your birthday present. Your library. Long may it grow!’

I approached my library. Three of the books I knew from school, four I had read before, three were ones I had never heard of. Though the bookcase looked like it could collapse on to my bed at any moment, it was a wonderful gift.

‘I’m sorry we tricked you, Melody Janie,’ Dad said. ‘But we had to get you out of the house so I could build this thing. We could have done it while you were at school, but we wanted you to have it now, on the morning of your birthday.’

I looked at Mum. She smiled. We both knew which birthday present meant more.

I was late to school that morning, and when I got there no one wished me a happy birthday. But it did not matter, because I had had the best morning of my life.

Mum collected me alone after school because Dad was working at the Cafy. She led me up to my bedroom. The bookcase, my library, no longer slouched to the left. It was as straight and solid as my legs had been that morning, thrust out from the ocean while I performed the perfect handstand that Mum showed me.

‘Don’t tell Dad,’ she said.

We went to Porthmadden every year after that on the morning of my birthday, right up until my eighteenth. Just me and Mum. We missed this year, my nineteenth, but it does not matter. I know Mum will make up for it next year. I know she will not miss my twentieth, our ten-year anniversary.
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