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Chapter 1

Getting There
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The side-view’s like the island’s profile
as the boat approaches: that long beak
stretching south to the Rannies and behind it
the abrupt hill with its sycamore wood.

Chris Considine, The Skull



In the January dark, a young man walks slowly into the sea. Navigating by receding street lights, he can just make out the surface of the slope down to the shingle from the road at Hannafore, and then the rough path over the first rocks, but the water itself is unlit. He listens to the heavy sound of his boots through the waves, stumbling to an ungainly fall forwards, noisy splashing, a boot slipping from his foot. As the other fills, he kicks it away, and is swimming, his breath hurting from the cold.

He can’t see where he is going, but he knows the island is calling.

In the hour before dawn, he closes his eyes, and follows the birds. He thinks he might have been swimming for days, in his waterlogged jumper. He knows he is in the right place, that he has done the right thing, following the signals that pointed him to this journey; but perhaps it has no end, only the impersonal suck of the water, and his legs too tired to take him much further. He floats, and touches rock.

Pilgrims took the same route once, perched in perilous boats or wading across a sea floor which was higher, centuries ago, than now. How many monks reached the tiny island chapel where they were sent to worship; how many added their bones to the litter of unmourned graves under the springy grass? Did the little wind-blown cell call to them, or were their eyes fixed from the start on their return journey to the safety of the mainland at Hannafore, the ‘haven afore’? Did they feel the same certainty that Ross does that the island was the place they needed to be, or were they just doing as they were told?

The first building he comes to houses a generator, but his brain is too cold to understand it. The next is an empty cottage, with promisingly soft bin bags. He knows he has come to the right place, that he is expected, when he finds a pair of trousers and a thick, torn sheet.

In the early winter light, our yellow dog gives a cursory bark as he finishes his breakfast.

‘There’s nothing there, Skippy!’ Patrick tells him, as we tell him several times a day in the lonely winters when he hears a sinister sound outside: a wheelbarrow moving in the wind, a cat scratching the doormat. We are alone here on the island from October to January, and Skipp is hyper-alert, knowing he needs to protect us.

‘Look!’ Patrick opens the front door to demonstrate – and a large young man with dreadlocks and a matted beard, dressed in a pink sheet and grass-green trousers a foot too short, holds out his hand.

‘Hallo, I’m Ross. Could I possibly have a cup of tea?’

He shouldn’t have survived: January, high tide, full night. The island looks so close to Hannafore, the coastal road from the town which runs out to the west. A few times a year, at the irregular extreme spring tides, you can walk across, and in their time, the ladies of the island handed out daffodils to the traditional Easter walkers. In perfect conditions, if you keep to the perfect route, you barely get your feet wet; if there is a little more movement in the water, or height to the tide, you might find yourself waist deep. Coming to the island on an official boat, you come the long way round: down the river first, then out of the harbour mouth, the rocks of West Looe to starboard and the beach at East Looe to port, before you cross the open sea: an indirect mile from shore to shore. But the land directly opposite the north face of the island appears to be no distance away.

At a full high tide, which might be six metres above the base level, it’s a challenging swim even in summer daylight, undertaken perhaps by a group of swimmers for charity, or an Ironman with a point to prove. In winter, in the dark, it ought to be a death warrant.

We sit Ross in front of the gas fire, wrapped first in a blanket and then in the warmest thermals and jumpers we can find, with a hot-water bottle, a cup of tea and a delighted Labrador. We can’t stop him talking, about the hints and coincidences, the suggestions and alignments, which convinced him he must come to the island. His family live not far away, you can see the island from their house, and he has begun to feel a spiritual pull, a magical power, from this tiny, lonely place. Again and again, he tells us, over the past weeks he’s heard or seen allusions to islands, to ruined chapels, to families who once lived here. He had to come.

Ross, poised in his twenties between the pull of his childhood home and the unknown world, is seeking sanctuary, and we are oddly unsurprised to see him. I would like him to stay for long enough to explore the island, to see if he can find what he came looking for, but Patrick is more practical. Aside from questions of Ross’s safety, his need perhaps for help beyond a cup of tea, we know from past experience that there’s a good chance that someone will have seen him as the sun came up, from one of the many houses which overlook the bay, and reported the body in the water; that the lifeboat will be out in the bay looking for a suicide.

Common sense dictates that we contact Dave, the lifeboat coxswain, straight away, and although Ross doesn’t want to cause trouble, insists that an uncle could collect him, Dave tells us firmly, ‘We’ll come right out,’ and Ross’s island trip is over.

We pack him off on to the lifeboat, where he seems suddenly fragile in a life jacket, and the attendant paramedic diagnoses hypothermia and dispatches him straight to hospital.

Attie, the last owner of the house and fifteen years dead when Ross arrives on the doorstep, would have been thrilled by his pilgrimage. The Atkins sisters owned the island for forty years, coming to Cornwall from Surrey, middle-aged, unmarried. Attie, just retired, believed passionately that the island had the power to draw people to it; that she and her sister Babs, for instance, were meant to buy it. It could also, she insisted, reject you: occasionally a day visitor arrives on the island but cannot bring themselves to advance beyond the landing beach, huddling there until a boat can take them back to the world. Attie was convinced that the place could inspire, heal, give those who came to it the thing they were looking for. Terrifying, irresistible even in her eighties, she would have glowed at Ross, bewitched him; she would not have rung the coastguard. She would also have had no doubt that he would come back, be compelled to come back, but we aren’t sure whether we will ever see Patrick’s second-best jumper again.

Twenty-two acres, a mile round, the island could just be a large field, were it not for the steep hill at the west, the darkness of the woodland to the north, the distinct areas of grassland and shingle, gardens and cliffs, beaches and buildings – and the wide moat of sea. Because of that, that isolation, it is automatically romantic, fat with legend and history: the child Christ playing on the beach; the ley lines which meet at the standing stone above it; the ancient chapel now buried under the hill, and the centuries of bones beneath; ghosts, and treasure. For the monks who kept the chapel here, for the free traders hiding smuggled brandy beneath the false floors of old barns, for Ross, for the Atkins sisters and for us, it is a tiny world where the wider one barely, sometimes, seems to exist. There is no traffic, no commerce; no mains water, electricity or broadband, and often no other people. Life is dictated by the seasons: drinking water might completely run out in a dry summer; you are only warm in the winter if you bring in wood and stoke the fires continually; if the generator isn’t maintained, there is no light when the sun goes down. If you argue with your partner, there is nowhere to escape.

‘This is not a place to run away to,’ we are warned, just before we move into Island House. ‘This is not an easy place.’ Patrick’s friends stage an intervention at our leaving party from London. ‘Don’t go,’ they tell him. ‘It’s cold, it’s isolated, the internet will be rubbish.’ But the island has been my sanctuary all my life, or for as long as I can remember, unchanging, unchangeable, part of myself, and now it has started to talk to Patrick too, of practical solutions to practical problems, but also of the light on the water, the intricacies of wind and tide, the lament of the gulls.

So, by the time Ross arrives, we are entering our fifth year in Island House, set only yards back from low cliffs on either side, with its high Victorian gables and its white sides flashing in the low sun. We have made our home here, only a mile or so from the bucket-and-spade resort of Looe, with its sandy beach and pasty shops, but this is a different world, a different time.

The way to the island boat – if you have planned and booked your crossing, if you are driving respectably down to your family summer holiday – winds through Looe’s narrow streets. These were never designed for cars and have been triumphantly reclaimed by the slow feet of tourists, scarlet from the sun. You squeeze between shops selling Cornish fudge and ice cream, little changed over fifty years or more, into shrinking widths of tarmac, sweating your slow way at walking pace with a car full of children, tins of oxtail soup, bags of powdered milk. At last, fraught with the pressures of kamikaze tourists, carsick passengers and the retreating tide, you find yourself driving straight towards the river. When you stop with the car peering over the edge, you see a throng of boats and think, panicking: ‘Which one?’

The experience advertised in the Farm Holiday Guide of 1979 sounded idyllic, irresistible: ‘Privately owned island with natural rock swimming pool’. There were only three houses there, my mother learned from the guidebook, and two beaches; no roads, no shops, the most primitive sanitation, but palm trees and sea thrift, oystercatchers, sandpipers and seals. It would be worth the effort of bullying my father into going away for what she must have suspected might be our last holiday together as a family; worth the car-sickness and long, hot hours of his nervous driving, to come to this isolation, this peace. My grandparents had warned her about marrying my father, a brilliant, penniless academic with a restless Irish yearning for something he never found, something that might satisfy some insatiable hunger: religion, perhaps; scholarship; romantic love. This holiday, she wanted something for herself.

As we spilled on to the quay with our baggage, my mother began the search for the appointed boatman while my father set off back through the crowded streets to find a car park. ‘Does anyone know where I can find Tony Pengelly?’ she called to men on boats, one stern eye on her three children: John, bookish and aloof at twelve; Paul, ten and naughty; and me, a timid seven-year-old wondering why we couldn’t just have gone to Norfolk as usual, half the drive and a known end to the journey.

Everyone, we discovered, knew Tony Pengelly. A striking figure with his black beard, and a stuffed felt seagull sewn on to his red baseball cap, he was cheerful and impatient, with his boat Nicola Jayne already half full of people waiting for an afternoon trip to the island. When my mother confessed that we were incomplete, that my father was still parking the car, Tony headed out to sea without us, the boat disappearing as it turned at the mouth of the river.

We perched on the railings at the top of the steps, my mother silent, scanning the streets, not sure how long the crossing would take, how soon the boat might be back for us. Watching the sea to the left of us for boats, and the town behind for my father, none of us was ready for the plaintive shout straight ahead.

Looe is split into two towns, divided by historic rivalry and a broad river. Small boats run across the river at certain tides, but the ferry steps where passengers are collected and decanted are upriver from the flight we had settled at, and the tide was too far out for them to be working. Further up again, there is a bridge, but although my father must have driven over it, none of us had quite grasped that key element of the geography. As instructed, he had succeeded in finding a car park and parking the car, but then become quite disorientated, helpless on the west side of the river while we waited on the east.

Tony had returned from his trip, packed the other four of us and our luggage on to the boat, and run out of jokes by the time my father found his way round on foot. My mother still said nothing.

We set out to the harbour mouth, to the sea, and the air freshened. Over the low wooden side of the boat, I could trail my hand in the water, heavy as the boat cut into it. We left the shops behind, the lifeboat station, the beach; a white-painted rock marking the dangers on our right, and the pier, ending in its navigation lamp post, on our left. As you swing to the west, with a whole new shore at Hannafore opening up to one side, you don’t easily notice the first sign of the island, an innocuous line of land sputtering out to rocks, and the bulk of it is sudden, a sleight of hand, your attention misdirected elsewhere.

It is a long, slow moment of dark green, from the first realisation to the full view. It is a turtle, a whale; a dark hump with a low spit of land – a finger, a toe, a tail – pointing eastwards. You can see white houses, a pale beach; and then trees, a ‘No Landing’ sign, and tiny people, perhaps, waiting on the beach to meet you.

Only Tony, the professional raconteur, and my brother Paul, who is incorrigible, broke the silence on the crossing, as my mother waited for her blood pressure to subside. My father’s brain was brilliant, and his heart was full, but he was not a steady helpmeet. He was always, without exception, late. He stopped watches – he seemed to generate some odd kind of electricity which meant he could never wear one. He was always in love, and not always only with my mother. I adored him, then and always, but this was our last holiday with both our parents: the following year, my mother, my brothers and I came alone.

Thirty-five years later, as the boat cuts its way out over the harbour bar to open water, the island still takes us by surprise. For the first few minutes, it is invisible, hidden, no more than a possibility. We strain as always to catch the first glimpse of rock and salted grass stretching out into the sea, the white buildings, the dark hump of hill. The water is dark around us, but vivid with shadow and movement; ahead, where it meets a sandbank, it is a lucid pale green. Ernie, one-time trawlerman and Tony’s winter boss, navigates us towards a sunset which transforms sky and sea into an ecstasy of light. ‘Magical,’ he says.

He is taking us home.
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