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This is dedicated to Colin’s children, grandchildren, great grandchildren, and many nieces and nephews. He must be up there – with his brothers Alf, Stan, Gordon and Eric, and wife Kathleen – smiling down on us all.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Truth inspires all stories. A memoir is a true account of the author’s experience. A biography is a true account of another person’s life. A novel is fiction but it dares to explore the truth more deeply than any other form.

This book is all of the above. Rose and Natalie are based on my own time with a newly diabetic child. The lifeboat story of my grandfather, Colin Armitage, took place in 1943, mostly as is described here. But it was my imagination – merged with memories, newspaper articles, letters, and family accounts – that brought these stories to life.

Sometimes all we can ever know is what probably happened, and that is the truth.



 


 


‘The sea has neither meaning nor pity’

Anton Chekhov




1

A SORT OF RECOVERY POSITION

Still two of us left but we are getting very weak. Can’t stand up now. We will stick it to the end.

K.C.’s log


There were two of us that night.

Outside, the autumn dark whispered to me. Halloween’s here already, it said. The pumpkins are glowing, smell the whiff of old leaves, of bonfires coming, of changes, of winter, of endings. But I wasn’t listening because inside the house my daughter Rose was whispering aloud the words in my current paperback, slowly forming each vowel and consonant as she kicked my kitchen cupboard and twirled her hair about her finger.

‘“Vases of jasmine and…”’ she began. ‘How do you say that? “Vases of jasmine and
s-t-a-r-g-a-z-e-r
lilies barely dispel the urine aroma” … urine, is that
wee
? “Framed pictures of cities accen– How do you say
that
? A-c-c-e-n-t-u-a-t-e…”’

‘Don’t read that,’ I snapped, taking the book from Rose and putting it in the drawer. ‘It’s not suitable for nine-year-olds. It’s got bad words in it.’ To myself I said, ‘Plus it’s not very good.’ 

‘So why are you reading it?’

‘I’m not. I’m going to give it to the charity shop.’

Rose opened and shut the drawer, over and over, until I stopped her. She was wearing a cat costume, with silky velvet gloves and ears, pencil whiskers and a smudge of black polish on her nose. ‘You always think I’m stupid,’ she said.

‘I don’t. You’re not.’

‘I understand adult books, you know,’ she pouted. ‘I read
Jane Eyre
. I can do
all
the words.’

‘I’m sure you can.’

‘And
you
say bad words all the time.’

I couldn’t argue with that.

She slammed the drawer one last time. ‘I’m thirsty,’ she said.

‘You know where the tap is.’

I was grumpy from spending three hours gutting and carving a face into a lopsided pumpkin. Rose had wanted to make a
Despicable Me
minion, but I’d insisted I hadn’t the skill. She hadn’t argued, so I’d gone ahead and cut a grinning face, all wonky, with one eye bigger than the other. I swore when I cut the end of my finger, and Rose had said
language
and told me I was a wuss. The blood dripped onto our pumpkin, leaving him with two lines of auburn hair.

‘The words were jumping,’ Rose said, gasping from having downed the glass of water in one go.

‘What words?’

‘The bad ones in your book.’ She kicked at the kitchen cupboard. Charcoal leggings had ridden up her legs, exposing matchstick ankles. When had they got so thin? Her reddish blonde hair needed washing but I didn’t want her going out in the chill air with damp curls.

‘Don’t kick my doors,’ I said.

‘Bad words, swearwords, bad words, bastards.’

‘Rose!’ I touched her clammy forehead. ‘Are you feeling okay? You must eat something if you’re going out trick-or-treating with Hannah and Jade. What do you want? Beans on toast?’

‘Swearwords,’ Rose said defiantly, and pushed me away.

I rummaged in the fridge for something that might tempt her to eat, and perhaps behave better. Cold noodles, some tuna, half a tin of beans, custard. That would do it; the magic of cake and custard.

When I turned, the world had changed. It was quiet, slow. There were no whispers, no bad words or swearwords, only Rose falling, her mouth moving, as if she were reading in our book nook. I couldn’t hear the swirl of syllables, yet something in their rhythm gave me déjà vu. I tried to read her lips;
What are you telling me?
I wanted to scream.

But I was silent as I watched her fall – down, down, down – and I couldn’t move. Couldn’t save her.

When her head hit the tiles with a thick crack the spell broke too. I dropped the bowl of custard and ran to her. I shook her limp shoulders and called ‘Rose, Rose, Rose’ – not what you’re supposed to do in an emergency, no sort of recovery position or mouth-to-mouth wake-up kiss, just what comes naturally when you want your child back.

‘Jake,’ I cried. ‘Help me!’ But of course he was far away and wouldn’t be back for months. ‘Help me!’ I screamed into the night. ‘Somebody – help me!’

The candle in our skewed, grinning pumpkin danced as though mocking Rose’s lifelessness – but where had the draught come from? I felt it on my face too. Had a door opened somewhere? Had someone heard me?

‘Who’s there?’ I called.

But no one answered; it was just us.

And then we were surrounded by the smell of the sea – salty, potent, fresh. I’d been smelling it randomly for days. We live on the Humber Estuary but we’re still twenty-five miles inland; yet somehow it had found me; the sea. I’d been getting out of bed at dawn and a briny breeze would greet me, as though wafting up from the bedclothes. I’d hang out wet clothes and it would float down from the trees, the clouds, somewhere.

It faded. So I sniffed Rose’s cheek.

I found comfort in her powerful perfume; it calmed my panic a little. Often when she joins me on the sofa for a film I deeply inhale the top of her head, absorbing the hint of school classrooms and sleep and breath. She asks why and shoos me off, but I can’t resist. Smelling a new baby is the next thing you do after studying them; so as Rose lay on the floor by the washing machine I breathed in her scent as though it would sustain me through what might come.

Then I dialled 999 and we waited.



An ambulance siren heralded two paramedics. All I can remember about them is that they were male. They came into the kitchen and bent down to check Rose and asked questions and made smudgy footprints like preschool paintings and listened to her heart and took her pulse. We must have looked a curious picture in our Halloween costumes, me wearing a pale-blue nurse’s dress stained with beetroot juice and Rose in her black cat suit.

They asked more questions.

So I told them in a tumble of words, ‘One minute we were making our pumpkin and then she was talking about naughty words in my book and then I looked for custard and then suddenly she went down, cold. She plays tricks on me all the time, but this wasn’t mischief.’

The paramedics gently lifted Rose onto a stretcher, covered her with a red blanket and wheeled her to the ambulance. I followed. Our neighbour, April, came up the path with what looked like a severed head in her hand – ‘a pumpkin,’ my future, looking-back self would say, ‘it was Halloween, remember, and you were going to let Rose go with her friends to the town square, carrying skeleton bags to beg for sweets, you made them promise to stay together.’

I noticed our rhododendron bush needed trimming but remembered the shears were broken; the thought came and went like a rescue flare at sea, flashing and then dying. I climbed into the ambulance after Rose. April was still on our path, so I smiled at her, and was not sure why. Perhaps it was to say I was fine, we were fine, it would all be fine. One of her fingers was hooked through the pumpkin’s cut-out eye.

I didn’t hear the ambulance engine rev up or the doors close or the sirens start, but I do now, long afterwards, when I think of it in the dark. The world lost its sound again and it was just us two.

I removed Rose’s glove and held a cool hand in mine. It fit perfectly, like they were two warped jigsaw pieces that make sense when joined. I studied her fine lines and traced the scar from when she fell off the shed roof and pressed my nose against her skin. She wouldn’t let me hold her hand anymore, and a part of me was glad of unconsciousness, of the chance to kiss it like I had when she was first born.

Then I’d willed her small fingers to be kind, to be gifted, to be brave. To hold a pen or guitar or paintbrush. Now I willed them to ball into fists and push me away – to
wake up
.

At Accident and Emergency I had to let go and Rose was wheeled straight to a private bed area, black tail dangling from the trolley. I hovered by the curtain, not wanting to be a bother. My relief that these medics acted so quickly and knew what to do and did it without pause kept me from absolute panic; alarm at why they needed to never surfaced.

A nurse called Gill took me aside, asking for details and if she could call anyone. Her untidy red hair suggested a long shift. I managed to give our names and tell her there wasn’t anyone near enough that I wanted.

‘Has Rose had any symptoms?’ she asked.

In the din I thought for a second she’d asked if Rose had had any
sympathies
and felt a curious guilt that I apparently had none.

‘She’s only nine,’ I said.

‘Yes – they’re going to look after her. I just need to ask how she’s been in the last few weeks. What kind of…’

And I understood my mistake. ‘Thirst,’ I said.

‘Drinking lots?’ asked Gill.

I nodded. ‘Oh, lots.’

The thirst came first, beginning softly, like a spring shower and building into a force-ten gale. It had all started when Jake left so I’d thought it was psychosomatic or that Rose was seeking attention. I’d brushed off her grumbles at first, suggested she carry a bottle of water with her.

One night she had come to my too-empty bed; I woke to her ghostly presence, standing at my side. She said afterwards that I was always far crabbier than her dad when disturbed and this had made her watch me for ten minutes until I stirred.

‘I’m thirsty,’ she said.

‘What?’

I didn’t turn the light on; when she was a baby I always fed her without one during the night, knowing we’d both stay sleepy that way. It worked and she had been a settled infant. People called me lucky, but I’m just practical. And I like the dark – it’s safe.

‘I’m thirsty,’ Rose repeated, her tone mimicking mine when I feign patience.

‘Get a drink then,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to ask for a drink.’

‘I don’t think a drink will work.’ Even in the dark I knew the corner of her lip was curling up like old paper.

‘Rose, it’s late. Shit, I have to get up early.’

‘
Language
.’

‘I’m allowed to swear when I’m disturbed.’

‘Mum, this thirst, it’s different. Like it’s also
hunger
.’

I sat up. Tried to be kind. ‘Maybe you’re dreaming. Maybe go back to sleep and you’ll wake up fine.’

‘No, mum, I won’t. I had it yesterday and the one before that and it’s totally not going. It’s getting
bigger
.’

I smiled at her childlike description, left the bed’s warmth and put an arm about my daughter’s slight frame. She put her damp head to my shoulder – a place she now reached easily – and her forehead smelt of gravy and her hair tickled my cheek like shampooed spiders and she cried softly, as if I wasn’t even there; as if she were resigned to this everlasting thirst; as if she were whispering to someone far away, from long ago.

We went to the kitchen and I watched her messily glug two glasses of juice, realising she had a book under her arm. Always a book – even in sleep. She’d probably dozed off with a finger between chapters and not let go.

I walked Rose back to bed, covered her up and said, ‘Sleep now.’

‘Still thirsty,’ she muttered, but snuggled down.

‘Stress can do that,’ I said, sudden realisation causing the words to jump from my mouth without analysis. Then, more to myself, I added, ‘Anxiety can make your mouth dry so you
think
you’re thirsty. I had it when … well, when I was anxious.’ Remembering Rose was there I asked, ‘What’s making you worry?’ It was a stupid question, the kind a stupid mother asks of a child whose father has been away for a month. But she was asleep.

Like now.

Gill the nurse listened to my descriptions of excessive juice drinking, resultant frequent toilet visiting and disturbed nights without interrupting me, but with an expression I couldn’t at first decipher. When I finished I realised she was anticipating everything I’d said.

‘I’ve a strong suspicion what caused Rose to collapse,’ she said. ‘It’ll just take a simple blood test to diagnose.’

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘Why don’t you take a seat and we’ll test her now. Then we can either eliminate it or know what we’re dealing with. Treatment is simple if we diagnose her.’

I looked over at the bed – Rose, still in her cat costume, looked too small; almost weightless, as though the mattress had swallowed her. When had she shrunk? Was it baby fat she’d lost? Had she lost it because her father was away? Was it the insatiable thirst and constant hunger and excessive napping after school and at the weekend? Or was it me?

‘Her dad went to Afghanistan four weeks ago,’ I said to Gill. ‘Is that why?’

‘No, no, this condition – well, it happens out of the blue. It’s no one’s fault, I assure you.’

I frowned. ‘You sound so sure she has … what is it you think she has?’

‘Let’s just do the blood test first. Would you like a cup of tea?’

I shook my head. Gill walked away; the back of her dress had creased in a lightning shape.

I sat on a plastic seat between a boy whose nose was split wide, like the pumpkin on our kitchen worktop, and a woman with stitches over her cheek. The automatic doors opened and closed, over and over, admitting the casualties of Halloween.

An old man with a face like crepe paper said to me as he got wheeled past, ‘They should all wear short dresses like yours, it’d keep me happy. But not the blood – it’s like we’re at war again!’
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