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        These things you keep
you better throw them away
turn your back
on your soulless days
once you were tethered
now you are free
once you were tethered
now you are free
that was the river
this is the sea.

        Mike Scott
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        I got surfer’s feet from my mother, and a fear of meat by-products. I got blue eyes and thin hair from her. I took a photograph of her and Dad on a Cornish beach from Marcus and Susan’s photo album. Marcus and Susan, my uncle and aunt. I get a postcard from my mother every birthday, always from somewhere different, never more than two dozen words, never addressed. My room’s at the back of the house, over the kitchen. There’s surfing stuff on the walls: a wide shot of the Portuguese wave called Supertubes, stills from Endless Summer, Wingnut Weaver smiling on a Hawaiian beach, Tom Curren ripping Waimea Bay.

        For my nineteenth birthday I was given a hundred quid, blank tapes, strawberry Sex Wax, a leash, my mother’s postcard and I got the mistake she had to make. She had left the postcard for her hotel to post, and they had franked it RIVER COVE HOTEL, ST IVES, CORNWALL. I was shocked when I read this. Over breakfast I said, ‘I think I’ll go to Porthleven for a few days.’

        ‘OK,’ said Susan.

        ‘Maybe a week.’

        ‘Have you got enough money?’

        Marcus already had his hand in his wallet. ‘Here,’ he said, and he passed me another fifty. ‘Don’t run out of petrol.’

        ‘Thanks.’

        ‘Don’t thank me,’ he said.

        ‘Who should I thank?’

        Marcus looked at Susan, Susan lowered her eyes and her face turned the colour of rain. She stood up and carried her cereal bowl to the sink. ‘I’m not saying,’ she said to the window, and her garden.

        My Dad died when I was ten, in an accident at a pie factory. Someone somewhere ate part of my Dad, and that would have pleased him, because he was a generous man.

        My mother couldn’t cope with the nightmares that followed, shopping, other people’s kitchens or me; she left me with her sister Susan and her husband Marcus, and their two children, and disappeared off the face of the earth. She has never been spoken about, it is as if she died and the postcard comes from beyond the grave. Smelling of damp, wormed earth, propelled through sulphurous air, over mountains and valleys I only know the names of, dropped on the doormat, lying face down. Maybe my mother is a ghost, maybe she always was. My nineteeth-birthday card was of a surfer slashing up on Fistral beach, and read, ‘I always think of you when I’m in Cornwall. Happy Birthday, with all your mother’s love.’

        Once we were a happy family in Margate. We went on holiday twice a year, we lived in a big terraced house with a long garden, a view of the sea and more bedrooms than we needed, and we ate grapefruit and hot rolls for Sunday breakfast. We used to take evening walks along the promenade and sit outside a pub for a drink. Mother would howl with laughter at something Dad said, and he’d buy me two bags of crisps. He’d see people he knew and they’d wave as they passed, she’d admire his profile, and forgive his habit of looking at the waxy bits he found in his ears. He had big ears, and they were very hairy. Mother had ears like the little whorls you see on iced cakes, and thin lips that used to make me think of gardening. They were crinkled like the edge of rose petals, damp after a heavy dew. She had trouble with her hair; she never knew what to do with it. One week it was up and brown, the next it was down and coloured a lighter shade. Then she had it cut off and wore it like a man; tired of that she didn’t go near a hairdresser for six months, letting it grow long again. Then, at the first opportunity, she had it permed. I think different hair kept Dad excited, not knowing what sort of head he was going to wake up to next. Maybe remembering one and then finding another; who knows now?

        Apart from the hair and its changes, my memories of my mother are broken in pieces, so when I recall them, I see only edges of the complete picture. Here are her whorly ears, and here’s the edge of her voice, telling me to eat cabbage. And here is the edge of her dress, curling over me. The edge of her touch, my head folding into her, or her hands on my back. The scent of Peau d’Espagne on her neck blowing towards me on a steady onshore wind. A knowing look on her long, thin face. Some surfers search for the perfect ride on an empty wave that runs for ever, barrelling over a smooth and kind reef, but I search for my mother. Here is her hand, raised and waving from a beach, and here her back at a kitchen sink, and me ready for school. There’s a curl of black hair, or is it russet, or blonde? I’m pulling it out of a plate of macaroni cheese and dropping it quietly on the floor.

        My memories of my Dad are fixed, frozen in places; on a beach in Cornwall, in a guest house that smelt of lard, steadying a ladder he was climbing, passing him an oil can when he was trying to fix a squeaky kitchen stool, walking the cliffs, at home watching telly, him coming home from work with flowers and a book for Mother. Him pushing me out on my first board — a log — one he made from a door.

        There’s not much surf at Margate, but down the road, at Joss Bay, the waves are the best in Kent. I saw my first big wave there. It was short but it tubed perfectly, and as I watched it someone I hadn’t noticed suddenly appeared. A surfer.

        He was awesome, dressed in a plain black wet-suit, riding an orange and white thruster. He lived inside each wave he caught, low and perfectly balanced for each radical manoeuvre. He spoke to the water and it talked back to him. The sun was hot and the sea was blue. Seagulls drifted above him, inclining their heads, riding the thermals, adjusting their positions with small movements of their tails. The surfer pumped down on his board and turned around on his waves. As he approached the shore he died as the surf died, disappearing beneath it and coming up smiling. His smile was small and peeped out from his mouth like carefully considered words. ‘I want to do that,’ I said. That was the only excuse Dad needed.

        Dad let the car stand out all winter while he made the board in the garage. First, he beat the door to death with a claw-hammer, then unscrewed the hinges, the lock and the handles, and sawed the panel to a rough shape. He took a plane and began to shave the edges; he was a perfectionist, and spent weeks getting the shape just right. And when it was exactly right, he bought a can of varnish the size of a grown man’s head and gave the board four coats. He sanded between each coat; my Dad’s board was heavy, and its balance was screwed from the moment it stopped being a door, but I used it for three seasons and it never maxed me out.

        The holidays were always spent by the sea. Weymouth, Dawlish, Newquay, Porthleven, St Ives, Salcombe, Sennen Cove, Bude, Exmouth; we stayed in all these places, usually in bed-and-breakfast houses run by middle-aged women and their pets.

        I was seven when the board was made, and we tried it first at Bude. I paddled out over sluggish breaks until I was caught by a mellow that turned me round and the nose of the board up. The board said ‘Go’, and I said ‘Now’. I was instinctive, I wore thick blue trunks, I stood up, grew my first erection and, for five or six seconds, I rode my first wave. I was hooked. I looked towards the beach. My Dad was jumping up and down. My mother waved. She was holding a fat novel in her free hand. I put up my hand. The sun was hot. The board sank.

        I still feel those five or six seconds. As the sea rushed beneath me, I was singing through my feet, and the board amplified my song through the water. The song was from Porgy and Bess, the words were in the sea and the melody was whistled by my Dad, given trills Gershwin had never intended. I don’t know: ‘Summertime’, ‘A woman is a sometime thing’, ‘One of dese mornings you goin’ to rise up singin’? One of these or another? I saw the whole sky shine, and other surfers, riding behind and above me, appeared like members of the chorus. A single gull soared over me, and each cloud hung as if attached by cotton. The sea crested over the nose of the board, and when I shifted my weight forward, I accelerated. I leaned back and slowed, I heard the wake I left; when I focused on the beach, the people there looked as though they were illuminated by spotlights. I felt lit within, I felt immortal; at that time, my mother never had a passion as I had surf. This was her tragedy, and the reason she could not cope. Surf was my salvation. I lost my Dad but found him again in the ocean, and his song was mine, and that song sang from my feet.

        In bed. You haven’t seen your mother for eight years. She left you without explanation. You might meet her the following day. What are you going to ask her? What are you going to tell her? What is she going to say to you? Is she waiting for you? I have been waiting for this moment, and have no answers.

        When I was left with Marcus and Susan, I pushed the shock and misery deep with one thing that could not be taken from me. They live at Norman’s Bay, Sussex, where there is always a good swell, but not always good waves. It’s always enough though, and I became king of the deliberate wipeout, and this took my grief away.

        You wipeout when you fall off your board; I could take a wave and hold it in my hand, I would be able to teach it Greek, introduce it to my Geography teacher, call it names or take it on holiday; I would be able to ride it to shore but instead I’d lean forward, grab the nose and flip the board over my head, falling backwards over the lip and down the back of the wave, out of sight, with nothing but a strip of sky above me and folds of sea on either side. These elements were my clothes, I do not feel the cold. Physical cold is grief’s brother, and my brother is my board. I am not sentimental about my board, my eyes, my balance, my low centre of gravity, my big, wide feet, waves or the combined power of these things.

        What is this power? It is the power of forgetting, wipeout of the mind. Great surfers have died in wipeout, beaten by the waves, sunk by it and crushed by tons of falling water. The air is stolen from their lungs, they have lost consciousness and slammed into the sea bed and filled with sand. Sometimes their bodies are not found. Fit men with brown bodies and women ashore. The sea is a killer, and feathers and lead. You are in a doctor’s waiting room and a woman comes in. She has a bone to pick with the doctor and shouts at the receptionist for five minutes before sitting down next to you. She’s about twenty-one. She has long, straight blonde hair, and is wearing tiny pearl ear-rings. Her nails are painted pink and beautifully manicured. Her eyes are blue and do not blink. She is carrying a small dog beneath a smart black coat. The dog is beautifully groomed. The waiting room is hot, you feel faint, you have to blow your nose but you haven’t got a tissue. You look at the woman’s knees, then her hands, her arms, her neck, then her face. She is waiting for you to look in her eyes, and when you do she smiles. The smile is an old woman’s smile, her teeth are brown, and she has a diseased tongue. This is the sea.

        Can’t sleep. ‘I always think of you when I’m in Cornwall.’ I wonder if she knew the hotel would frank the card. She could not bring herself to tell me where she was, as she could not bring herself to bring me up alone. The River Cove Hotel had to tell me, people I have never met. She makes me angry, and I can’t get the anger out of my head. It picks at my mind and strips it of reason; I turned on the light, sat up and studied her handwriting. Was there something in the slope of her letters that gave me another clue, or the way she dots her i’s? The dots appear over the letter in front, like spume flying off the crest of a wave, though the waves pull against the current. Is she sad or is she threatened?

        I couldn’t sleep, so I dressed and crept out of the house. Marcus was snoring lightly in his bedroom, Susan was still up. As I passed her room, she came to the door and said, ‘Can’t sleep?’ It was as if she had been waiting for me.

        ‘No.’

        ‘Going to the beach?’

        ‘Yeah,’ I said.

        ‘Want some company?’ She reached out and touched my hand. She was cold.

        ‘Dunno.’

        ‘Come on,’ she said.

        ‘OK.’

        Susan and I walked together in the moonlight. It was a still night, warm, and it smelt of sugar. Sugar in molten columns that rose from the earth and pierced the sky. Susan took my arm, and we walked slowly from the house to the beach.

        Susan has never told a lie. She and Marcus are honest, they never fooled themselves into loving me as their own. Their children — my cousins — are older and different to me. Ronald is a doctor in Australia, Isabel is in Manchester and works in retail sales. Marcus is in insurance, and his hobby is insurance. Susan’s passion is her garden, more sand and pebbles than flowers, but she grows huge potatoes and onions the size of footballs.

        ‘Duncan?’ she said.

        ‘Yeah?’

        ‘I saw the card.’

        ‘Did you?’

        ‘When you go down, are you going to try and see her?’

        ‘Yeah.’ I coughed and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. ‘If she’s there.’

        ‘If you do,’ she said, and she turned towards me so the moon haloed behind her head, ‘give her my love.’

        ‘Of course. Anything else?’

        She looked into my eyes, and there was no doubting them. ‘I never told you before, maybe it’s time to,’ she said. She swallowed. Her eyes looked cast in steel, and glittered at their corners. The sea dragged the beach to itself, and threw what it didn’t want back. It sounded as if it was unwrapping parcels of china and bells in front of a crackling fire.

        ‘Told me what?’ I said.

        ‘I was sworn,’ she stuttered, ‘to secrecy.’

        ‘Told me what?’

        She held my eyes and did not flinch. ‘I’ve never broken an oath,’ she said.

        ‘Are you going to now?’

        ‘I think...’ she faltered.

        ‘You think?’

        ‘It’s a big thing for me...’

        ‘What?’

        ‘...but I think it’s more important that I break this one than keep it.’

        ‘What is it, Susan?’

        ‘Diana.’

        Diana is my mother. ‘What about her?’

        ‘For the last eight years, she’s sent me money for you. That fifty this morning; that was from her. And the money for your car. Most of that came from her.’

        ‘You’ve known where she was?’

        ‘Not all the time. She’s moved a lot.’ She coughed to clear her throat. ‘She’s never told me exactly what she’s been doing, but I can read between the lines.’

        ‘And?’ I’m not angry, but I’m amazed. I understand that Susan took an oath, and how she must feel now. I feel that I’m about to catch a wave the size of a street.

        ‘And she’s found a man.’

        ‘A man?’ The wave lifted me up and I rose with it, climbing the water as if it was rock and I was wearing suckers on my feet.

        ‘A man.’

        ‘Who?’

        ‘I don’t know his name,’ she said. ‘I don’t know anything about him.’

        ‘No?’ The wave was solid but moved as if it was water, flecked with spit and blood.

        ‘No.’

        ‘Oh,’ I whispered.

        ‘I’m sorry.’

        ‘Why?’ The wave began to curl above me and barrel behind; the faster I moved the faster it moved, and I heard it whispering about dealing with me. I kicked up and back, flew into the air and dropped down behind it. ‘You don’t have to be,’ I said.

        ‘No,’ she said.

        How do I feel? I expected this day, so I did not force it. I am patient. Surf teaches patience, anticipation and faith. It displays calm in fury. Below us, as we walked, the sea swept on to the beach in long, shallow sets. Fairy’s surf. When the moonlight hit the lip of each wave it flashed along its length, unravelling into the night. Gobs of spume flew up and disappeared into the dark. I tasted salt in my mouth and my ears began to ring. Night surfing, I break the rules. The ringing stopped. ‘Come on,’ she said, and she took my arm again, and we walked across the pebbles to the tide-line.

        A fisherman was sitting on a stool, six feet from the water’s edge, his unshaven face lit by a hissing gas lamp. As we passed, he didn’t take his eyes from the top of his rod. His line was taut, and dissolved into the dark, then the sea, weighted and baited at the end. The fisherman held a dead cigarette between his teeth. A miasma of guts and luncheon meat hung around him. He had erected a canvas wind-break, and wore a heavy waterproof cape. His rod was supported by a cradle, but he kept his hands on it. His fingers clasped and unclasped, otherwise he was motionless. He had a box of food on the beach beside him and a flask. The wind-break cracked in the breeze, and his line whistled softly.

        ‘She told you about him in a letter?’ I said.

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘Where from?’

        ‘Essex,’ she said. ‘I think he was working there.’

        ‘You said you didn’t know anything about him.’

        ‘I don’t, Duncan. I was just reading between the lines.’

        ‘Do you remember how the lines went?’

        ‘No. Not precisely.’

        ‘Imprecisely?’

        ‘No, Duncan. I’ve already told you too much…’

        ‘That means you haven’t told me everything.’

        Susan stopped walking. ‘She told me,’ she took a deep breath, ‘that she loved him. That’s it.’

        Essex. There’re waves there, but they’re broken things, fragile, dead-blown, that lapse towards the shore, insecure and paranoid. Those shores are lost to me. They are starved, thin as cats, grey and cold; if you offered them love they would spit it back in your face. I would not take my board to Essex, but I would follow my mother there. If she is being hassled I will be there.

        ‘She was staying in Southend. Remember? We went there.’

        I remember. How could I forget Southend v. York at Roots Hall, where the birds fly upside down because there’s nowt worth shitting on. The sight of a Southend striker bearing down on goal, three boys and an old man standing by the hot-dog stall at the back of the empty terrace, the cheers of thirty dedicated supporters rattling the loose rivets that held up the roof. Marcus took me to the match. We were walking past the ground when the gates opened, and the gateman pleaded with us to buy tickets. Marcus takes pity easily; he said, ‘OK,’ and offered the bloke a twenty-quid note for two on the home terrace. ‘No,’ said the gateman, looking at the note, ‘I only wanted you to buy a couple of tickets, not the whole club.’

        Half-way through the match it began to rain, and it rained in solid sheets and pooled on the pitch. The ball skidded and stopped as it was passed, so men who had not expected to find it at their feet found it at their feet and were forced to do something about it. Ball games give the player too much time to think, the best decisions are made without the luxury of time. Team games give the player too many chances to make excuses. Those Southend footballers did not like the conditions, they ran from them and lost 5–0.

        ‘What was she doing there?’ I said.

        ‘She didn’t say.’

        ‘What’s she been doing since she left me?’

        ‘I don’t know. She had some compensation, and she sold the house, so she had some money. She travelled a lot. I had cards from lots of different places. Spain, Ireland, Canada, New Zealand. I think she was trying to lose herself, or find herself. I never knew which.’

        I never knew which. Susan’s straight, she doesn’t worry herself. Other people mostly baffle her. She doesn’t smoke and she rarely drinks, she eats plain food and never wears patterned clothes. Her bafflement has bred the ability to cut to the heart of some things; I was in a pub with her, and two blokes were steaming. They had insulted the barmaid, they had broken glasses, and were fooling around on the tables. No one was going to sort them out, so Susan stood up and forced herself between them and demanded to know why they were ruining everyone else’s evening. For a moment, they were transfixed, amazed that anyone should ask them the question. And a middle-aged woman in plain brown clothes with a handbag in her hand. She wore no jewellery, she wore flat shoes, and no make-up. One of the blokes turned to his mate and said, ‘What’s the boiler on about?’ Susan did not flinch. She said, ‘I beg your pardon?’ God, the two blokes laughed, then they dropped their laughs like stones and looked serious. Mean. Time in the pub was caught like a breath, or like the moment before a fast wave breaks and you have no time to stretch from prone to standing; the sea is roaring but you hear nothing. ‘I beg your pardon?’ one bloke mouthed. ‘I beg your pardon?’ said the other. They banged their heads together and then turned to stare at Susan. She stared back, put her hand to her shoulder and flicked away a ball of fluff. ‘You’re annoying people,’ she said, and now she leant towards them and said, ‘Nobody wants you here, so I think you’d better leave.’ All the people in the pub stiffened, the stiffening could be felt in the air, the barman stepped from behind the bar with a baseball bat. Susan looked at him, then at her feet, then tapped her handbag with the palm of her hand and came back to where I was sitting. Susan drinks tonic water with a slice of lemon and sucks the slice dry when she’s finished. The blokes left, promising to be back, but they never were.

        I have never thought of her as my mother, just the woman I stayed with until I found my mother. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I broke my promise to Diana, and I’m afraid for you.’

        ‘Why?’

        ‘I can’t say. It’s between you and her; I’ve got nothing to do with it.’

        ‘Only that you looked after me ten years.’

        ‘Your mother suffered ten years, more than I know. She always did, even when she was a baby…’

        ‘Everyone suffers.’

        ‘Everyone can hear,’ said Susan, ‘but some can’t enjoy music. They actually don’t understand it. Can you believe that?’

        ‘What’s that got to do with Mother?’

        ‘I’ve never heard you call her Mum.’

        ‘I can’t,’ I said.

        ‘That’s it?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘Yes...’

        ‘Did you ever think about telling me all this before?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘Why didn’t you?’

        ‘I promised her...’

        ‘You’ve broken it now.’

        ‘I had to one day; the time had to be right for you. I think she knows it too, and knew the hotel would stamp the card. She couldn’t tell you herself, and at this moment she’s sitting in her room, knowing we’re having this conversation, knowing she’s going to have to face you.’

        ‘You think so?’

        ‘It’s possible. Anything’s possible with Diana. She’s never done the expected.’

        ‘Maybe the expected never happened to her. Dad going like that…’

        ‘The expected rarely happens to anyone,’ said Susan.

        ‘And I want her.’
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        I want my mother, but I also want to find a particular woman. She’s got flesh, and this shows in wavy folds of skin, especially concentrated around her waist and stomach. A woman with a low centre of gravity, small feet, brown eyes and large breasts. I don’t mind underarm hair and I don’t mind big hands, but they must be soft. Pale, moist lips would be nice, and a big voice. I don’t want shouting but I want lots of grunting and moaning. I’ll grunt and I’ll moan, and I’ll sing through my feet.

        I want to surf a woman. I want to be able to lose sight of my feet in her flesh, I want to try forward bottom turns, backhands off the lips, backhand re-entries and long, dangerous tube rides. I want bounce and I want slapping. I don’t want it at any cost, or in the dark. I want to disappear as I do it and come out the other side with my arms up, perfectly balanced. I want rushing in my ears, damp hair and big, fat, hard nipples. I do not want to be blinded by sex, I want to be wiped out. Flattened by it for a moment, then I could flip back, stand again and catch another wave. I want sweat in her creases, I want damp hair, I want thighs like a meal and I know what I don’t want. I don’t want some redheads, some blondes, some Australians, most women who show any interest in team sports, or some African witch-doctor’s daughters. Girls with cruel eyes who work in chemist’s shops, girls with bitten fingernails who work in petrol stations. Nurses with no breasts and goat’s eyes at drunk parties; chain-smoking students with short hair and a ticket to fourteen inland European cities. Girls on juice with yellow hair and quiet voices. Pass the tissues.

        Norman’s Bay at six in the morning. The sun rose from the sea and lit a heavy, broken swell. The sea was grey and cold, the waves were choppy, gulls dipped over a pair of fishing boats, the wind was a stiff onshore, the Beetle started first time.

        When you sit in a Beetle, you wear it. Volkswagen built them to fit, and you can hear them coming for miles. This suited me. I wanted to give my mother plenty of warning, but I didn’t phone, and I made Susan promise not to phone, or tell Marcus what I was doing. I thought: she’s broken one promise, maybe she enjoyed the feeling and wants to do it again. Within weeks she’ll be shoplifting, then she’ll be having an affair, then she’ll murder. Or not. Maybe. Who knows.

        Marcus was asleep when I left the house, but Susan was up, and made me promise to ring when I got to River Cove. She worries. Promises, promises, so many promises. Possibilities, possibilities, there are too many possibilities, and they all converge at death wearing their best clothes, smiling.

        ‘Don’t forget,’ said Susan.

        ‘I won’t.’

        ‘And don’t tell her that I broke my promise...’

        ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. I kissed Susan on the cheek. She never wears scent. She patted my shoulder and stood at the gate to watch me drive away, her hand in the air until I was out of sight, and probably long after I had disappeared around the corner and down the road that runs alongside the railway line.

        A Beetle’s roof could have been designed to carry surfboards, and as I drove mine hummed to itself as it cut through the air. It’s a six-foot, six-inch, three-finned Hot Tuna thruster, off the peg, medium weight. It’s not the board that does the surfing, it’s the surfer; a blend of balance and feet, waves and swell. I don’t believe that a custom-made board gives the man the edge; a bad man has no edge, he just lacks skill. Skill is learnt but talent is bred; Hot Tuna of Australia make the boards for me, as if they knew who I was. I buy them off the rack; the last one I got at the Low Pressure shop in Notting Hill. I’m not sentimental about it, I haven’t given it a name. It’s a lump of cloth and resin-covered foam, pointed at both ends, with a big yellow and pink gaping fish decal at the nose.

        I had breakfast at Bosham, Sussex, at a café on the front, with the sea washing the road beneath me, and an old woman opposite getting her milk bottles off the step before they disappeared. Bosham is flooded by high tides; there is no surf there, but it’s a pretty place, with an ancient church and narrow streets of old houses. Here, King Canute tried to turn back the tide, persuaded by his men that he had the power, but he hadn’t. His throne was carried to the beach, he was sat down, he was made a fool. I ate toast and marmalade, drank orange juice and two cups of coffee. There is no truth in the rumour that coffee destroys the vitamin C content of orange juice.

        No surf at Bosham, but it’s a beautiful, calm place, especially early in the morning. Wading birds patrol the mud-flats, dinghies bob at their moorings, retired men in big shorts row out in tenders to their cruisers. A pair of canoeists paddled down the estuary and turned into a hidden inlet. I asked for more coffee, and the waitress filled my cup without charge. She was my age and though she had some rolls around her waist, it wasn’t enough. It was nothing; the slim waves that run along the shore on a still day. Nothing at all.

        Dad, my mother and I never holidayed at Bosham, but we did visit Weymouth. I stopped at Weymouth for more coffee as I drove to meet my mother. I found a café we had visited, but I didn’t recognise anyone from that time. The place had been redecorated, but the tables and chairs were the same. I sat by a window and watched fishermen mending their nets. The beach is clean, there are quayside attractions, a Punch and Judy, big hotels, lines of deckchairs along the front, and a statue of King George III, erected by grateful citizens of the town. People were reading books, eating ice-creams, or watching board-sailors.

        There is some surf at Weymouth, but it’s weak; the bay is a board-sailor’s domain. I watched them for a while, and thought about the size of a fish’s brain and the stuff in mine.

        When we were on holiday, and Dad encouraged my surfing from the beach, Mother sat on the beach and read a book, or tanned herself, or paddled in the shallows. She was thin and she was elegant, with high cheek-bones and slim, pencilly fingers. She always wore a black one-piece swimming costume. I never saw her in anything different. She looked cool, quiet and in control. That holiday, I remember, she wore her hair short, it was black and curled down into sideburns, like a man’s. She wore a big straw hat. She disliked newspapers but read classic novels. She annoyed Dad by always doing more crossword clues than he did, and she cooked great omelettes.

        Dawlish Warren in Devon, across the Exe estuary from Exmouth, has good surf when you can catch it, but mostly it’s broken stuff, difficult to catch and fast if you do. There are dangerous and manic rip-currents that burn out from the estuary, and constantly shifting sandbanks that confuse locals. It’s an expert’s sea; I spent my first holiday with a proper board at Dawlish; after three seasons with Dad’s home-made log, I amazed myself. This new board was a Six-Six Hot Tuna, no slouch, half the weight of the log. After basic bottom turns and cutbacks, I taught myself to surf off the lip of fast-breaking rollers, fat waves with dangerous hearts and dead souls. If every beach is a street and every wave a house, every foot of wave is a person. A wave changes every foot, or maybe it doesn’t, depending on the mood, the day or the place. Dawlish is a place where thieves hang out in the water. They will steal your Waterboys tour jacket, but not wear it with pride, they will be happy to pick its seams and then watch as it shreds off their back. Happiness for a Dawlish wave is a dead surfer, belly up, floating the wrong way with a broken leash still attached to his ankle. Bloated belly, crabs at his eyes, purple extremities.

        There is a small amusement park behind the Dawlish dunes; I parked up and wandered down to the shore. I bought a cup of tea and a cheese roll, and sat on the front to eat and watch the rollers break along the beach. There were some surfers out, but they weren’t picking up anything. They dropped in and out like flies; buzzing, persistent and patient. For thirty seconds, one caught a break that carried him long enough for a simple cutback, but then he fell, his board flipped over his head and shot towards the beach. I saw his head go under and then his feet go up; it was a sad day.

        Dad, my mother and I stayed in a small hotel; I remember the same old scene. Dad and I on the beach, mother sitting on a café terrace, reading a long novel about Russia, looking up every now and again to wave to me, but never losing her place in the story.

        I can recall her face, the shape of her body, her lips on my cheek and the smell of her scent, but I cannot recall her exact voice. It was clipped and proper, but there was something else to it. Disillusion? Pain? Loss? As I ate my roll, I listened to voices around me; one high-pitched whine here, a growl there, irritation in another. A mother strolled by, hand in hand with her small son. The child was whimpering, the woman said, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll get it cleaned up.’ The voice was soothing but tinged with panic, the son was bleeding from a cut knee. Had my mother ever spoken to me like that? I couldn’t remember. Had I ever cut my knee? I don’t remember. I think that if I had, Dad would have done the soothing and calming. I remember his voice perfectly; it was always level and always deep. I never heard it raised, he never lost his temper with me. And mother was patient and on holiday, and the memories piled one upon another like a building on the sea, and all the streets around it were empty.

        I didn’t stop again before River Cove, though I drove past other places we had holidayed. Torquay, Looe, then across Cornwall to Newquay. I wanted to stop and check the surf at Fistral, but it was getting late, and I couldn’t wait. The closer I got to my mother, the larger she grew in my head, so the jumbled pieces of her pulled themselves together as images blend in a dream. Here’s her hair, lighter and shorter than ever; here are lines on her face, lines she never had before. Here is the surprise on her face as she sees me coming, and the first answer to my first question. Here she is, introducing me to her man, hoping I’ll like him. Here are my hands, sweaty on the Beetle’s steering-wheel, and a scene from a Marx brother’s film. An elegant woman pulls up outside a hotel in a Beetle, and asks Harpo to bring her luggage up to her room. Harpo opens the boot and shrugs. Cut to Harpo staggering down the hotel corridor, carrying the Beetle’s engine. He enters the bedroom and puts the engine on the woman’s bed. There’s oil and grease everywhere, it’s a laugh. The River Cove Hotel was around the bend. It was set high on the cliff, and raging, unsurfable sea pounded the rocks below every bedroom window.
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