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Preface
You will find herein notes I have written of stories I tell myself and others. I would like to expand them to be less about the stories and more about the thoughts they germinated. Unfortunately I am writing to a deadline set by the self-publishing platform, Storyworth. I am unprepared and far too stingy to stump up another year of subscription fees. Instead I have spent the past couple of weekends putting together my own writing platform. It is a work in progress like my old Tregeagle blog. I hope I will be able to continue to work on these stories and more.
If you have any questions, criticisms or good recipes do not hesitate to drop me a line.
Ruben Hillier
ruben@tregeagle.com

Rocky Lane
Carthvean was a solid granite and slate house. Half of the building was used for livestock. My father excavated a tunnel through the five foot thick wall and claimed that half as our sitting room and the feed store as his stale tobacco smelling study. Like a granite tor the house sat on a low hill swept by the winter Atlantic rains and gales. Our ten acres were bounded on three sides by our neighbours the Parkers, Temby’s and Kitto’s; to the east was Porkellis Moors.
We always called our parents by their first names, Zaida and John. One morning Zaida took my brothers over the hedge to visit the Parkers, Reg and Val. I was had been trying to learn to ride a bicycle. I knew I had nearly got the hang of it but Zaida had ran out of patience and left me to try on my own. I pushed the rusty steel bike to the corner of the house.
[image: ]The rocky lane in the summer of 1976
On the rocky lane outside the coal-shed the dirt was smooth for a few metres and sloped slightly down. A good place to try and ride the oversized bicycle. Hopping on my toes, my other leg hooked up and over the crossbar I jumped up and pushed on the pedal. My balls mashed painfully on the crossbar before falling in a crashing heap again and again. My knees and shins collected grazes and bruises from each fall.
The bicycle rolled with increasing deliberation on the gentle hill away from Carthvean. The rusty handlebars were heavy to steer and each time I made a start it ended with a veering unbalancing and some awkward hopping and falling. I had to pick up the bike and wheel it back to the starting point each time I fell. The bike rolled a little further I felt a surge of exhilaration. My legs and elbows bleeding and burning with the grazes. I was ready to give up with tears of frustration but just could not.
Then I began to roll and reached the critical speed needed to balance. Carried down the gentle slope I clenched onto the handlebars trying to control the veering. The front wheel bucked through a dry rocky puddle almost shaking the handlebars from my hands. I stopped pedaling. I grappled and then realised my hands where too small to reach the brakes. My heart was pounding in my chest, eyes wide and mouth dry.
All my concentration and strength was on not-falling-off. Brief snatches of smooth ground increased my speed increasing my panic. Still I could not reach the brake levers. Ahead was a slight bend in the road, a puddle and the bottom of the gentle hill. I had to make it around the corner avoid the rocks and the puddle. Then somehow reach the brake handles and slow down. I looked ahead working it out.
[image: ]a motorbike I drew once
I got around the corner. I veered, unbalanced performed some awkward hops and fell onto the rocks. It was magnificent. I had not died. Victory blood oozed from my grazes. The lane then stretched out flat ahead of me and I had cracked it.
I rode on to Reg and Val’s where the final steep hill down into their yard beat me. I finally and completely lost control of the bicycle as it bounced down their lane. Jolting over the rocks unable to pull on the brakes. Maybe I would have made it had Reg not parked his tractor outside the kitchen window blocking the final corner.
I smashed into the grill of Reg’s rusty red Massey Ferguson. I slid under the front wheels in screaming terror, twisting my thumb as I fell. Reg picked me up and carried me bawling into the kitchen. Despite the grazes to my knees, my raw elbows and the mangled thumb I was hooked.

Porkellis Mines
[image: ]Carthvean, our homeAfter I learned to ride a bicycle my horizon expanded. I was soon pedaling the all the way to the bus stop without stopping to touch the ground. Riding my bike was as close as I could get to flying.
At school I had learned that the Mongolian horsemen lived in the saddle when they rode to war and would even pee whilst riding. I practiced peeing sideways whilst cycling down the grassy lane. I wanted to be just like those Mongolian warriors.
My brother Dan and I rode to Carnkie one Saturday. We got a bit lost and discovered that there was two towns called Carnkie. We were gone most of the day. My little yellow bike at the time only had back pedal brakes and tiny wheels.
I rode to school as soon as I had a bike with proper working brakes. After that I would ride to visit my friends Jan Trathen, Jonathan Nichols, Edward Collins and Alamo Spaargaren. In later years I would pedal to Andrew Chapmans place in Porkellis to play Dungeons and Dragons with Andrew, his brother and Alamo. I remember loving D&D so much that I rode there in a snow storm.
My two older brothers, Charlie and Danny, and our mates Heath Hornsby, Chris Sparks, Alamo and me would drag our bicycles across the boggy Porkellis moors. We had to watch out for old Arthur Temby when we crossed the moors. Arthur once caught my brother Dan and was threatening to beat him with a metal fence post before Dan made a break for it.
Our journeys across the moors became a kind of magical rite. We would always stamp our feet in the same puddle or try not to touch the same bit of ground as we hopped across fallen trees. We had names and stories for different parts of the bog and would recite them as we traveled through. Years later I read Bruce Chatwins, Songlines and thought of our bog stamping days. I live now in the Australian outback and walking over the cracked dry rubble the magical journey’s continue to follow me.
On the other side of the moors was the old Porkellis tin mine workings. We would ride our bikes swooping up and sliding over the red clay hummocks with tufty grass. People often used the mines to dump their rubbish which littered the place. We would build Evel Knieval jumps out of old fridges, car bonnets and rotten scraps of wood. We never went home without grazes or bruises from our epic crashes.
[image: ]An old OS map of Porkellis Moors
The Porkellis mine was a strange place. Odd wild haired men would lurch through the gorse bushes glancing our way with wild eyes. Rabbits would sit and nervously watch. We caught lizards and had peeing contests across the river Cobar. We had been told to avoid the mine-shafts. This of course meant we had to find as many mine-shafts as we could. We found all types of junk discarded down in the dark soft earth, never a bicycle though.
For most of the year we would watch a flock of homing pigeons regularly circling the moors. When they were gone I would imagine they were racing home through Atlantic storms. In the autumn flocks of innumerable starlings would astonish us with their susurrations. During the winter the rain would create a shallow lake. One frozen Easter we found the lake had transformed into a cold hard sheet of ice.
John forbade us from going on the dangerous ice and told us of the dangers. He was not there and so we ignored his good advice. After tentatively testing the edges we grew braver and before long we were taking running leaps, spinning and sliding across. We got braver and braver launching ourselves headlong to hurtle across the lake. Of course it ended when the ice cracked and we fell through into waist deep mud slush. I could barely hold my handlebars with my frozen fingers and chattering teeth on the way home.

Dilliodums & Dogs
[image: ]Helston School Photo (1981-2?)
A school photo at Helston Comprehensive School I wore a striped jumper. I was friends with Mark McKee and later Robbie Boreham. We would hang out in the concrete ‘quad’ or tarmac tennis courts inventing things to do on our lunch breaks. We were not adept at kicking a football, listing the latest models of tractor or holding our corner in an argument on why Massey Ferguson’s were better. This difference was enough to make us targets for the ball and tractor orientated students. And so we concentrated on interests relating to avoiding confrontations.
One interest involved small scraps of pinewood taken from woodworking class. We walked around and around the concrete walls of the tennis court dragging the scraps of wood against the wall to sculpt model boats or space rockets. The result was not very impressive and they probably looked like crappy wooden dildos. The activity kept us busy, close to the wall with our eyes down. This mostly avoided any contretemps with the bored boys who enjoyed hitting us. Eventually a suspicious teacher confiscated our bits of wood and told us to go and play football.
Playing football would involve standing awkwardly on the edge of the playing field watching a chaotic group careening about the pitch. When we attempted to play we would inevitably be tripped, punched and told to fuck off. We really were a bunch of wimps. After some time we sidled back to the ‘Quad’.
[image: ]Wood Lice knew how to survive at Helston School
The Quad was a particularly boring part of the school. A concrete square with paving stones, gravel and half dead plants. It’s main advantage being no football and fewer punchy fellow students. It was however very boring. Until one day Mark Mckee and I discovered a city of wood lice amongst the gravel, dirt and paving stones. It’s a testament to how bored we were that these tiny creatures kept us entertained.
I wished I could roll into an armoured ball like these robust little things. I looked them up in a book in the library. Wood Lice also known as Pill Bugs some had some latin names depending on genus but the one that stuck with me was, Armadillidium. I shortened it in my head to Dilliodum. I discovered they were like crabs, a type of terrestrial crustacean. On my next break I put some in a puddle and was amazed to see they did not drown or even seem to mind. I loved swimming and snorkeling and would often dream of being able to dive freely around in the underwater world. These Dilliodums had everything I wanted! If only I could roll up into an armoured ball and live beneath the waves.
Years later I read ‘The Box of Delights’ by John Masefield to my kids and recognised that longing in the following passage,
They flew higher and higher in great sweeps, and, presently, they saw the sea like the dark blue on a map. Then they made a sweeping circle and there was the pool once more, blue like the sky. “Now for the plunge,” Herne cried, and instantly they were surging down swiftly and still more swiftly, and the pool was rushing up at them, and they all went skimming into it with a long, scuttering, rippling splash. And there they all were paddling together, happy to be in water again.
“How beautiful the water is,” Kay said. Indeed it was beautiful, clear hill-water, with little fish darting this way and that and the weeds waving, and sometimes he saw that the waving weeds were really fish. “Would you like to be a fish, Kay?” Herne asked.
And, next to being a jockey, a stag and a wild duck, Kay had always longed to be a fish. And then, instantly, Kay was a fish. He and Herne were there in the coolness and dimness, wavering as the water wavered, and feeling a cold spring gurgling up just underneath them and tickling their tummies.
Despite looking amongst the wet hedgerows on my way home from school I never found Herne or any magical Green Men who could transform me away from myself. I remained solidly in my life.
I started drawing cities of Dilliodums in my roughbook. Obsessive abstract circles piled together blocking out pages. In my day to day job nowadays I think of my odd little doodles every-time I explain the Gleason score to one of my patients.
[image: ]A histopathologic measure of prostate cancer.
Like irregular cells my armies of Dilliodums evolved, mostly in my head. They became a tool to make it look like I was studiously writing. A distraction from the homework I was supposed to be doing. The repetitive circles were a holding pattern for my mind as the rest of the world intruded.
And here the rest of the world intruded. I just remembered I intended to write about pets. I thought I would start off with the Dilliodums just to be obtuse. I could just as easily written about the tiny red ants that lived under rocks on the hedgerows. They would go into a frenzy of egg hiding when disturbed. Or, the red spider mites that crawled on the slate roof tiles on the sunny side of the barn. I had a pen-microscope through which I would be fascinated that they could exist in such a tiny yet complex alien life form. None of these creatures were pets though. All of them wild common-place tiny creatures which led their own lives. None were entwined in our family life like Minta.
I have vague memories (which I may have imagined) of waiting in the car as Zaida went into a house enveloped by tussocky grass and weeds. There were a few rough empty wire-fenced enclosures. She came out with a dog in a box and we drove home. I thought this happened in Kent and the next memory was in Cornwall. The dog was named Minta and suddenly she was already familiar bobbing along next to me down the rocky lane or splashing into the Helford Estuary down at Durgan. Minta was always around and had an aura of loving sensibleness. She loved being stroked and having her naked pinkish grey belly rubbed. I used to be fascinated by her manifold nipples. When young she would always be there on any wild excursions across Porkellis Moors or to the Dump-down-the-lane. As she got older the sensibleness took over. I remember trying to take her for a walk and she would plant her bum on the ground and refuse to move. If I did somehow drag her away from the house she would take the first opportunity to slip her collar and bolt home. I would find her back warming herself by the Aga.
[image: ]Minta
Minta had an affair with a neighbouring farmers dog, a mongrel Cornish Lurcher. I can see now that Zaida quite liked the idea of fancy dog-breeds, this affair produced anything but. Minta had a bunch of puppies which we gave away. We kept the runt, a soft bundle of black fur, who was named Butch. Butch grew into a more solid and stupider version of his mother. As Minta’s feathery grey hair thinned Butch grew a thatch of thick black hair. After Butch joined us I forget which one of this indomitable duo was responsible for the many escapades they got up to.
[image: ]Butch
Was it Minta or Butch that chewed that indestructible tortoise of Georgies? Which one was it that stole the 5kg block of cheddar cheese - a dog after my own heart. Cholesterol be buggered. It was definitely Minta who got ran over by a transit Van on Lowertown Hill. She was so deeply asleep in the middle of the road she did not notice until after we all ran out yelling as the van sped away - she was safe, supine on the road between the wheels. It was also Minta who followed the young bullocks around eating the ringed testicles as they dropped off and sprouted black curly hair the following month. To be honest Butch always played second fiddle to Minta. She had all the personality while Butch… well Butch was a kindly chunk of bone, muscle and dim awareness.
[image: ]Scampi and Pippy
I have since had a few dogs of my own. Scampi was our family dog who grew up with Evan. I really loved her. She was a smart athletic Kelpie cross. Evan trained her to climb trees, he was a bit of a dog whisperer. When my marriage was on the rocks she used to stick with me like glue on 30km runs. Until one day she could not. I remember carrying her home because she could no longer walk, I felt awful. She recovered but was never the same. Her eyesight went and she was miserable. I still remember holding her when the vet euthanised her. Dear Scampi.
[image: ]Winnie
Nowadays we have Winnie the dog, Jimmy the cat and Hank the turtle. I love them all, but I do occasionally think it is immoral to keep pets. I was watching Hank exploring the house this morning. I had just been tidying up in preparation to vacuum the house. As I watched Hank I saw our house from his perspective. No dank ponds or puddles, no tasty insects or worms wriggling in the mossy undergrowth. No other turtles for Hank to befriend. Just a human house with great stonking humans stomping around in what for a turtle must be alarming ways. If only we could all transform like Master Kaye from time to time.
Zaida Bullock
Great story m’boy. Makes me fish up all sorts of memories. The infestation of fleas that poor Minta endured and mange which finished Butch. Makes me fairly diligent in administering the preventative potions now available. Xx
Rosie Hillier
Love this Rubes, I also remember being fascinated with Woodlice. X

Brittany
A big trip? It is all about scale is it not? My first big trip was from Kent to Cornwall when I was four.
[image: ]Poplars
Fleeting memories. ‘Poplars’ was the name of this empty house. Today was moving day the furniture was gone and the rooms echoed. Little me standing halfway down the stairs. I have a memory of watching the interplay of morning sunlight on the roof from the big bay window. Outside was the driveway where I used to excitedly watch the dustmen drive up and empty our tin bins. They would have broken toys and grubby dolls tied to their lorry. Women’s voices called, I was picked up and carried off. It seemed a moment later I was cold and awake as the car lurched down a rocky dark lane. Our new home ‘Carthvean’ was cavernous and damp. I was not to go upstairs it was dangerous, the roof had partially collapsed. Zaida was furious with John for taking us here.
[image: ]Carthvean, some years later after repairs.
We had lots more trips up and down the country from Cornwall over the years. It was ten years later when I finally visited a foreign country. For some reason my older brother Charlie got roped into taking me on our bicycles to Brittany. Perhaps he was trying to prove himself against our brother Dan who, at 13, had heroically ridden his bicycle 350 miles to Kent.
I would like to say I was prepared for international travel. Mrs Hake had tried to teach me French and Cornish at Helston Comprehensive School. I learned that much of the Cornish language was related to the Breton language. I also learned that Mrs Hake thought I was terrible at French and Cornish. I was to discover that she was not wrong.
I remember picking up my ‘BVP’, the British Visitors Passport on a grey afternoon. A simple brown card with two folds. My passport photo stamped by the clerk at the Falmouth Post Office. We strapped a tent, sleeping bags, a cooking stove, maps and some extra socks and undies on the back of our bicycles. We cycled to Redruth Station and caught a train to Plymouth. With the help of a map we found our way to the ferry port.
[image: ]I took this photo the second time I went to Roscoff. When it was not raining.
I don’t remember the crossing. Only pushing our bicycles onto and off the ramps. Stepping foot in a foreign land was not as exciting as I expected. We were lashed with cold rain as we pushed our bicycles up the concrete dock into the town of Roscoff. Charlie was older than me and much more sensible. I wanted to get back on the ferry. He led the way into the town.
The rain was horizontal and the wind blustered at our blue anoraks. We found shelter in a little shop and went inside for a look. It was warm inside. The shopkeeper was a stout dark haired lady who scowled at our British “Bonjours”. We bought some chocolate bars and a bottle of red wine with a plastic top. The chocolate bars were the more expensive items.
We went to leave but the rain was really lashing down so we retreated back into the shop. The shopkeeper refreshed her scowl and snapped something neither of us understood. Smiling wetly we made conciliatory gestures. I had noticed a section at the back of the shop with what looked like comics and magazines. On further inspection it was magazines of a more adult nature. Surely the French had their version of the Beano or Whizzer and Chips? I bravely persevered and found a comic book with a scribbly drawn cover of an angry looking man. I picked it up and it immediately fell open on a drawing of the angry man now relaxed. His soggy wet balls took centre stage as he and a disheveled woman lay on a crumpled bed puffing cigarettes. The shopkeeper took this moment to come out from behind her counter angrily berating us in unintelligible Breton. So we left.
Up behind the town we found a campsite. A wet field with a few sad, empty looking caravans. We put up our tent and crawled inside for the afternoon. We wrapped our sleeping bags about us, ate our chocolate bars and drank the wine. After a few swigs I was thoroughly drunk. We decided to go and find a bar that might serve children.
I do not remember if we found a bar which probably means we did. I lost Charlie on the way back to the campsite. We were taking a shortcut across a pitch black field of carrots. We only knew they were carrots from the smell of the leaves. I stopped to fumble in the darkness and pull one out of the mud. It was the biggest carrot I had ever encountered. Charlie called them Horse Carrots. I was ravenously hungry having only eaten a chocolate bar and drank some wine that day. I squatted in the wet mud and ate half the muddy carrot before realising Charlie had gone.
The heavy clouds blocked out the night stars leaving me disorientated. After a moment of panic I became aware of some light from the houses of Roscoff. I put it behind me and stumped through the clag until I found a caravan. On a hump of grass outside I finished my huge carrot. I peered through the window wondering if it was empty. It might be warmer than our tent. The windows of the caravan suddenly lit up. The occupant must have had quite a fright hearing me gnawing at something and then the damp mud smeared face pressed against their window. I rapidly squelched off guiltily towards our cold tent.
The next morning we lit the stove to cook up porridge with condensed milk and hot cups of tea. The rain eased so we packed our gear using copious bungy straps and bailing twine. We pedaled off to continue our adventure. Whilst the weather improved our luck did not…
Zaida Bullock
We did not mean to be so cruel, still it did not deter you from adventurous travel xxx I am sorry

Lesneven
[image: ]Looking at a map of Brittany I have a vague sense of where we went after Roscoff. We followed the coast westwards for a while through the flat dunelands. The houses and placenames were much like the ones from home. It may have been Plage de Keremma where we saw the rock that had been painted red to resemble a giant cock? Growing up in Cornwall we were used to seeing the granite menhirs and monoliths. The wind was bitter and we were unimpressed by the coast so, we turned inland toward Brest. We did not ride far each day but meandered along the back roads looking for cafes or shelter from the weather. I was disappointed when Charlie decided to turn back at the outskirts of Brest. He was anxious about our dwindling money and the expense of the town.
Charlie had borrowed Danny’s bike for the trip. The purple frame was built with legendary Reynolds 531 tubing and it had narrow aluminium wheels. Danny had bought it after his ride to Kent. I could only dream of such an awesome bike. My heavy Raleigh Arena required a bit more effort to keep up and to stop. When wet the brakes would slip and jam on the steel chrome wheels. I coveted the purple bike, it stopped in the wet and powered up the hills ahead of me. It had only been a few days when I trailed after Charlie, turning for home.
It was somewhere on the road to Lesneven when the purple bike broke. The bottom bracket fell apart. The thread was gone and we could not repair it. We pushed and freewheeled to the next village and through much gesticulation and limited french found a tall fellow in a cloth cap with a toolshed. He kindly had a look at it. There was much talk of ‘gauche et droite’. It appeared that French revolutionary history had affected the bicycle mechanicals as well as their politics. The thread on French bottom brackets went left but ours went right. Fixing it was impossible. Despondent, we pushed our bikes to a campsite.
Sitting in our tent we discussed what to do. I was for pushing and freewheeling our bikes back to Roscoff but Charlie was not,
‘That’ll take days. We could dump both bikes and hitch-hike?’
‘No’ - I said, ‘there is nothing wrong with my bike.’
Frustrated Charlie left the tent and stumped off in the rain. The responsibility sat heavy with him. I had a book, “The Trouble with Lichen” which I lay and read - it had no solutions for us.
As it was getting dark Charlie returned. He had a plan. I could tell he was nervous and he swore me to absolute secrecy. As we fried sausages and heated our baked beans he told me.
While out he had spotted a camper-van nearby with two bicycles strapped to the back. He would take one in the night and hide it up the hill outside of town. We would leave early in the morning pushing and freewheeling our own bikes. Then he could swap the bikes leaving the broken purple bike hidden in the hedgerow. At first I did not understand,
‘Would we leave them the purple bike in exchange?’
‘ No’ - Charlie patiently explained -
‘That would give them a clue who stole their bike, it would be evidence against us. We will hide the purple bike.’
Danny loved the purple bike, I loved the purple bike how could we just dump it? And steal a bike. This idea appalled and terrified me. Laurie Lee would never have done such a thing. We would be arrested and put in a French gaol for the rest of our lives. What about the people in the camper-van? ‘Why not just ask them for a lift to Roscoff’ I asked but Charlie had made up his mind. He had walked up the hill earlier and found the spot to hide the bike. He had checked that the bikes were not locked, it was all planned.
We both hardly slept that night.
It has been 42 years and I have forgotten much of that trip but I still remember the long night and leaving that cold campsite. Charlie said, ‘Wait’. He pulled on his shoes and silently left the tent. I lay awake listening to the night silence. Time hung in the air like a rock.
A footfall and the tent flap opened,
‘Let’s go’
I rolled up our sleeping packs and pulled on my shoes. We took down the dew soaked tent in silence and strapped the gear to our bikes. A streetlight illuminated one side of the camper-van as we crept out of the silent campsite.
The sky glimmered between the hedgerows as we reached the top of the hill.
‘It’s here, look out for cars’, said Charlie.
He lay the purple bike against the hedge and unstrapped the gear. Listening for cars we lifted the bike over the hedge. Charlie was standing on the hedge when a car suddenly veered around the corner. Charlie jumped over and hid. I stood awkwardly, guiltily imagining it was the plain clothes gendarme coming for us. A small brown car rattled past and was gone.
Charlie passed the stolen bike to me over the hedge. The rear carrier could not take all the gear so we had to redistribute our loads. My head thrummed. We fumbled and hurried - we just wanted to be gone from this place. Finally we were off, pedaling back to Roscoff. Every time I heard an engine I imagined it was the camper-van looking for their stolen bike or, the gendarme searching for us.
We got home, it was not a heroic misadventure like The Italian Job. I felt ashamed for my part and was sad to have left behind the purple bike. I could not talk to Danny about it. I often wonder if I could find his bike again behind that hedge. The rusty skeleton of our guilty past.
Zaida Bullock
Bad but understandable. Difficult circumstances demand difficult remedies. You both got home safely. Xx

Negev Moshav
[image: ]I visited the Camel Market in Cairo after leaving the NegevThe sky was being filled in with blue purple bruises, thunder clouds emitting a presence. Silently, thin electric legs began to step across the desert, titanic rumbles and crashes rolled across the expanse of broken flint. Without pause the swollen clouds stepped over us on razor legs, spiders from the gods. I watched from the broken shell of an ancient coach. Light flickered through the smashed windows, shifting shadows on the pocked orange rusty metal. A raindrop touched my cheek and a light pattering sound rang off the roof. The clouds, like a prophecy, began to gather along the ridge of the distant mountains.
The mountains stretched along the border between us and the Jordanians. The mass of power gathered and grew, spiraling up high. The sound was immense. The sun set and the storm was unleashed, like a volcano dropping from the sky. Supernatural arcs of light interected the clouds. Woven balls of light flickered within the writing cloud. I expected something to be created out of the maelstrom. Did the Canaanites see a storm like this when Abraham came to erase them from history?
[image: ]1990 - The Polytunnels of Moshav Zofar in the Negev
Two days earlier I had been sitting on the sand in the polytunnel tying up and pruning tomato plants. The heat was dry and my throat parched. My hands resembled crocodile skin, green with tomato sap and encrusted with dust. I stood up and rubbed my legs. Back-stepping to protect my face over the rows and through the strings of plants. My boss, Gabby was waiting beside his plastic orange Citroën Méhari with five ripe melons. Yousef and Hassan were already squatting around the gas stove with the long-handled pot of sweet coffee. Yousef grinned at me as he cut into the melon and passed around slices. The juice ran down our chins onto the sand.
“Tomorrow it is winter” said Gabby as he threw a melon skin towards the tomatoes in the polytunnel.
“Tomorrow?!” I looked at him quizzically as I wiped melon juice off my chin.
He nodded and swallowed, “October the twenty seventh for the past four years, winters begins - you will see” he smiled and finished his melon and walked to the hose to wash.
The next day I sat among the tomatoes looping their stems round and snapping off the extra shoots. Outside a dust devil began to spin toward me. Before it could raise itself to any height it dropped against the polytunnel. A wave rolled the length of the roof and gracefully lifted the polythene to a crest and let it drop in a rumpled mess which slid to the ground. There was no-one to exclaim to, nothing else happened. I continued with my work until lunch when I drove back to the Moshav. As I stood telling Gabby his eyes lifted toward the mountains on the eastern horizon. His gaze strengthened, I turned to see. It was not immediately obvious that the sky was turning yellow ochre, reflecting the desert.
“Quick, we must shut the polytunnels or the dust storm will cover the plants”
We drove out and lowered the polythene. Gabby looked anxiously at the torn roof section as the dust began to distort the sunlight.
“You see? Here is the winter. Soon, it will flood”
And it did.

Madiera
In 1991 I sailed across the Atlantic as crew. At first with the uncommunicative Carsten on his uncomfortable sub 26 footer and then the opinionated William on his comfortable 40 footer. It was only a few short months but it has stayed with me ever since. After making landfall on the island of Porto Santo in the Madiera Island group I took the dinghy and spent a few hours exploring the caves around the bay we found ourselves in. I still remember enjoying the solitude after a few weeks aboard a tiny boat with Carsten. I would desperately like to rewrite it but have left it, for now, as wrote it back then warts and all.
[image: ]Our boat Freya, at anchor.
Caves
Above the water the rocks had an exquisite range of colours and patterns. Delicately layered upon the rounded irregular hollows and ridges there was a deep rich green moss. It clung to the contours and looked like the most precious velvet brushed in whichever way the sea had left it. Then all around was a pale purple lichen looking like so many islands and continents on a map. When the water within the cave rose in a swell it engulfed the prismatic colours in its cool liquid light. The lichen changed dramatically from pale purple to a cold electric green shimmering through the surface. the sea moss became a burning blackness pulling in your glance, a tiny hole of immeasurable depth.
The swell came rolling along the dripping rock walls. Stomach dropping, boat rising, touching the roof of the cave boat droppingas a sudden blast of brine roared out from the dark recesses of the stone. My hair curled and was damp my lips tasted of salt, I clung to the bruised rocks above me. Sitting down, sitting up with the succeeding waves. Gasping in the onslaught of spray and adrenalin.
Into the large rock hallway, slurping water pushed up and dropped away. Into the narrow pulling in the oars. I put my hands on either wall, up and down. All my senses straining ahead into the dark, hands slipping on slimy rocks. A sudden snort from the echoes as water drops only to immediately rise rapidly. Hands losing holds and the boat bumps against the walls, edging forward. Upwards at speed a cough of brine in my face and down thrusting forward. And forwards. The dark all around deep and cold. Scrabbling at the wet dark solidity toward the light.
Wide and low, streams of drips. Gently thecrest touches the top, recedes and surges out and down. A sharp pull on the oars sliding beneath low hanging ceiling droplets wetting my hair. Pull aghain to crack against the subterranean beach, stones clacking and popping. Jumping ashore clutching the line, breathing the sweet odours of seaweed and salt. Barefoot feet sliding on the large smooth stones, swell heaving itself inwards leaving the boat ashore.
[image: ]I could draw boats forever
I squat on my haunches and look back as a wave rolls toward me. My balance falters. I breath in. The wave is pulled away from underneath and drops slowly on the pebbles with a roar and graon followed by the stones applauding the receding water. I glance toward something behind me, it was nothing, it is dark. It is pitch dark and a feeling of presence pervades. I edge away and look at the light. Cannot see the opening as a wave rears up to touch the ceiling. A rippling ice blue light flickers across the rock before the wave drops.
Breathing hard and putting out my hand for balance. Feeling cold wet rock, hard and smooth. The waves foundation pops the stones, roaring and receding, leaving the crest to gently lay itself upon the shore in soft white foam. Making a long low ‘hush’ it faded out of the shadow.

Canaries
I have a terrible habit of writing letters only to decide not to send them. In a similar vein I often write blog posts, replies to emails or comments and on completion I discard them. I have probably written a few books of words and sent them all to null. Now that I am getting old I should probably try not to do that anymore. The following letter (written when I was 22!) may or may not have been sent. I’m not sure. I will transcribe it here.
11th September 1991
Graciosa
Well this voyage seems to be taking quite a while. It is getting more enjoyable as the latitudes slip by.
After leaving Falmouth the weather was foul and the sea choppy. I hadn’t got enough waterproofs or warm clothes. To top it all I got sea sick for the first time in my life, luckily only for the first two days. Getting into the routine of 3 hour shifts to keep watch was very difficult and I was constantly tired. I think the sea air and constant movement of the boat to contend with did not help much. All through this I was trying to be polite and friendly to the skipper, Karsten, and trying to get to know him. He does not talk much but seems to enjoy my cooking which is lucky! As the cooker and me have become inseparable chums.
As the boat continued south the climate became slowly warmer and the sea a little calmer. We saw dolphins which played around the boat and cheered us up. Then I caught a tuna fish which was delicious. Karsten was very jealous because I think he considers himself an excellent angler but he enjoyed it all the same. Soon after we spotted some flying fish. One night of the southern coast of Portugal I was just starting my night watch reading a horror story under torch light it was getting very spooky. The book had just to a very tense scene by a large river, water lopping, wind was still and stars clear and bright. I was jumping at every ripple. Then behind me 10 or 15 feet away (150 miles from the nearest land) I heard a tremendously loud, “HONK!”. I almost dropped dead from shock! Dropping the book and spinning around, straining my eyes in the dark, saw nothing. A few minutes later another honk and another. They began to sound suspiciously like whales to me, very big ones but I could not see them. They stayed with us fortunately until sunrise and were revealed to be 8 black finned mink whales. Then as if they were happy we had now at least seen them they honked off westwards leaving us alone once more.
After I caught one more tuna we finally reached Porto Santo, a tiny island near Madiera. A desert with volcanic mountains and one lovely long sandy beach in full use by the Portuguese tourists. Three days were long relaxing and a little boring. So off we went to Madeira for a 10 day stay. Funchal, the capital, was busy with package tourists. It had the usual things tramps, markets, cars and bustle. The marina we moored in was very dirty but quite picturesque. I visited a Malmsey or Madeira Wine Museum and the Jardin Botanique where I scrumped some bananas and chilli. One day feeling lethargic and lazy, due to the humid heat, I went for a run to the local ‘Lido-sol’. An inland sea water pool everyone goes to swim in because Madeira has no decent beaches. As they were charging an entrance fee, I being a wily dodger (with no money), swam around from the neighbouring beach for a look. Not my kind of place but I was curious. It was packed with young schoolkids on their holidays. So I swam out to a mass of volcanic rock covered in rock crabs. Eventually I swam and ran back feeling very healthy. For the rest of the days on Madeira I normally took a run somewhere just to combat the humidity - it was like a lethargy drug.
[image: ]1991 - Funchal, MadieraBefore leaving Madeira we stayed in a secluded anchorage on the northern tip. The rocky beach was lined with wreckages of many fishing boats. I spent my time exporing the beautiful caves and digging around the high-water junk. After the second day I found a strong bamboo cane which I used as a fishing rod. Fortunately for the fish they all got away except for one tiny poisonous pink spiny thing.
We set sail early in the morning and almost immediately saw a group of large, languid dolphins. I climbed the mast to watch them pass, arcing their shiny bodies in an out of the water. Then I looked around the horizon and my eye just caught a large white whale at the height of a leap. It seemed to fall in slow motion and the distant splash was silent, as too was the following spurt and spume. The whale came, as indeed did the whole pod and passed us by. My view was stupendous. They eventually swung over the horizon leaving us alone for a 3 day trip to Graciosa. The wind was unfortunately blowing us totally the wrong direction. So we had to use the engine for two days (Karsten is not a sailing purist). Graciosa is a miniscule island off Lanzerote in the Canaries, about 3km by 6km, with one small fishing village.
We stayed for 3 days in which time I fully explored the tiny island. It was totally barren except for lizards, kestrels, seagulls and insects. The village, La Sociede, was very strange. It reminded me of the Moshav in Israel. Surrounded by desert and volcanic hills, the cube houses built in a seemingly random fashion which became slightly more ordered around the harbour. I shopped for some supplies in the only supermercado, all the fruit, vegetables and meats were going distinctly off! Lots of flys. The shelves were mainly stocked with tins of corned beef and rice. I realized later the occupants of Graciosa obviously lived mainly on fish. As I sat on the harbour wall I watched a young boy cleaning tuna. I did not buy any because Carsten and I were over-confident of catching some, we didn’t. After a lot of idyllic walking and swimming in Graciosa we sailed for Lanzerote to register with Spanish Customs. I got my first passport stamp in Accerife. A very dirty town, the planners had made the mistake of putting the fish factories and fishing wharves upwind of the town. I explored Accerife and saw the only tourist attractions a rather disappointing Spanish fort and a block of flats - tallest on the island. We grabbed some supplies and got out.
We are now in Isla de Lobos between Lanzerote and Fueturaventra. It is, again, volcanic and very much like Graciosa except there is no village just a couple of fisherman huts. The water is unbelievably clear and I have been swimming everywhere. My hands and feet are covered in cuts and grazes from coral. I have been picking periwinkles and limpets with which I intend to make a kind of Seafood Chow-mein, should be interesting.
Fueturaventra in the distance looks very touristy, all I can see is a huge expanse of sand with a large square block of holiday apartments with volcanic mountains in the rear.
[image: ]Flying fish, from my diary at the time.I have just been baking bread and it was a success. Although I think a little under-cooked due to our rather temperamental stove. I attempted a chocolate and coconut cake but it flopped into a sticky brown lump. Carsten still seems to like it though, which makes me wonder about his judgement on the rest of my cooking!
The lagoon I am writing this in is currently packed with daytrippers from Tenerife. They have one lady who must be the tour leader, she seems to be organising lots of ‘fun & games’. It all looks a bit silly really.
4th October 1991
Well since writing all that I’ve phoned you and changed boats. Carsten and I eventually parted amicably in Arguineguin, Gran Canaria. Now I am aboard the ‘Freya’ with W. He is a 55 years old and likes to tell me how he had to work for forty years to get himself where he is. He started as an apprentice engineer and finished as a teacher in a technical college. Using his obvious practical ability he built this boat to a very high standard. He is separated from his wife who has ‘mental problems’ (?) and has two daughters both about my age. One he is obviously quite proud of, has ‘an excellent job at the Paris Salon’.
The best thing about W is that unlike Carsten he can converse. I am now realising how much the voyage depends upon the company. Because I am not constantly trying to communicate I find I am no longer constantly tired as I was previously. W as I have already said was a teacher and luckily for me he enjoys teaching. So I am learning much more than before. I have enough confidence now to decide which sails to raise and work out my course with some rudimentary navigation. This is I am sure due entirely to W’s amazing trust. If you had worked hard for 40 years to build your dreamboat would you let some inexperienced hand learn to sail on it!? Well anyway, I am extremely lucky!

West Africa
W decided to sail for Senegal and the Gambia but before doing so I had to get a yellow fever vaccine. I could not afford the small fee and W would not pay so I called to beg money from my Aunt Joanna. I had first considered the alternative which was to remain on the island and beyond that I had no idea. I was loving the freedom of leaving land to arc off to the unknown. At that point this was all I cared about. I told Joanna of my situation and she assured me she would wire some money for me to collect in Dakar. To this day I cannot remember how this worked. Yet it did.
[image: ]W liked to do a spot of yoga on deck in the mornings
We sailed for Africa. My first encounter of this great continent was ‘a dark and stormy night’ off the coast of Mauritania. W was on watch I had been trying to sleep as I got thrown around my bunk, he called me on deck. It was a dark night with heavy clouds blocking the stars. The sails were flapping and banging in a cool wind from the Atlantic. The sea was chaotic and confused. W was worried his dead reckoning was off, the sea felt wrong. I took the tiller while he went below to look at the chart and try and work out what to do. While he was below I heard a sudden roaring and looking up in the west cried out as I the flash of white foam from a huge breaker bearing down on us.
Several things happened at once. The whole boat tilted alarmingly and shot up and over. The wave gave me a slap of cold water as it passed I held on grimly to the tiller. The stern of our boat swung round into the wind and the sail gybed with a loud crack. Luckily we had lashed down the boom so it was controlled and I managed to get back on course as W scrambled on deck from the disarray below. As he did so I heard another roar but was ready this time and aimed the prow into it as blue water enveloped the foredecks. W said, “We are over some shifting sandbanks”, he showed me some tentative marks on the chart a good distance away from where we thought we were. We had to act quickly and with the wind blowing onshore and shallowing waters, we decided to start the engine.
I remember thinking that the Sahara desert was only a short swim away. I had long been a confident swimmer but I knew I would not make it to the shore.
On starting the engine, it immediately stopped with a nasty grinding noise. William went into troubleshooting mode with the engine. I looked up and saw my tuna line quivering tight over the stern, “It’s the fishing line… around the prop!”. I was practically pushed over the side with a hurriedly tied line around my waist and a knife between my teeth. Wedged between the propeller and rudder in the pitch black sea I began to cut away the line. I could not see what I was doing but could feel a mass of nylon tangled to a tight core around the prop. The steep sea was lifting me bodily out of the water and with each passing wave plunging me deep down. Hacking at the line, holding onto the boat and breathing was quite a struggle. W was hanging over the stern shining a torch. He was cursing me, telling me to hurry and no doubt imagining the end of his retirement cruise thanks to his useless tuna fishing deckhand.
The last bit of line came loose, I shouted up to W, ‘it’s free’. The ignition fired. I kicked free almost losing my hand as the propeller roared into life. Just in time I grabbed the ladder with whitened numb fingers and the boat began to make way. Battered bruised and bleeding I pulled myself aboard as the engine roared and spluttered in and out of the water through the breakers. We thought we were going to hit bottom at any moment.
This was worse than when Carsten and I almost collided with the oil tanker in the Bay of Biscay.
Now we had power, W steered away from the coast. He was adjusting the sails and had slacked off the boom sheet. There was a booming-crack-crack as the sail gybed and immediately gybed back again. W who had been holding the tiller and leaning forward was in the path of the sheet as it pulled tight across his rib cage impacting like a crowbar. He was thrown leeward tumbling across the cockpit and into the sea. Seconds passed like long minutes and my body seemed to be reacting in a sea of treacle. I remember with nightmarish clarity as I lunged to take the tiller and saw W’s hand holding onto the rail. Somehow I dragged him aboard. He was vague and raggedly breathing. I tightened the boom sheet and held on to the tiller. W was in a lot of pain, he had broken at least a couple of ribs. It was only a day or so before we were moored up in Dakar.
[image: ]As we approached the West Coast of Senegal my notebooks filled with doodles of the insects that landed on the boat.
After an afternoon of customs paperwork and a nights rest we set off to explore the city in the early morning light. Everywhere I saw beautiful people, tall blacker than black with bright bold patterned cloth draped around their skinny bodies. Stunning smiles and kind eyes everyone wanted to help us find the bus and help us get to where ever it was we were going. W had some business here and there, we had supplies to buy for the boat. I found a post restaunte for me from my Aunt with instructions to visit a particular bank. I did so and was astonished to receive enough for an airfare home. Unfortunately the bank could only give it to me Senegalese Francs which would be useless outside of Senegal. I had to then change them at an extortionate exchange rate to French Francs. I changed a small amount intending to find a better rate elsewhere. We had to move our boat that afternoon out of the ship harbour and into the Baie de Hann, a safer anchorage for our little boat.
We became acquainted with a french chef moored to neighbouring buoy. His little boat was named, Goldfish, a tatty thing which rattled and clanked in the gentle swell with all the cooking utensils onboard. He invited us onboard for a delicious meal with liberal amounts of wine. During the evening he offered me a place on his boat sailing to the South Pacific. We ate cous cous with a delicious, if spicy, beef ragut. I bit into what I thought was a small whole capsicum pepper but it was a scotch bonnet pepper - my first one. The heat was astonishing to my naive Cornish palate. I tried to sweat it out, then the tears and then the snot. I gave up and rolled off the back of the boat into the sea my mouth wide open swilling sea water to no avail. Of course the fire eventually abated. I don’t remember the name of that french chef but I often wonder what a voyage with him would have entailed.
[image: ]In Senegal and The Gambia we spent many hours in Customs
I stayed onboard to keep an eye on the yacht while W attended to more customs paperwork in the city. There was apparently a problem to be sorted. He returned in a foul mood. We had to leave in 24 hours. Another trip for supplies. In the city I saw lepers begging, showing me stumpy hands and rotting legs. We followed a group of beautiful young nannies pushing pink french babies in prams. In an air-conditioned supermarket I saw fresh cauliflowers flown in from Paris that morning. On our way back musicians played melodic beats on street corners and passers-by sang to the lowering sun. I wanted to stay in this fascinating country and too late I realised I had not exchanged my Senegalese Francs for anything useful.
The next morning we sailed to Banjul at the mouth of the Gambia river. W was writing an article for a Dutch sailing magazine about exploring the river. The customs officials here were less officious than their counterparts in Senegal but they demanded baksheesh. It was almost comedic how they dragged us around to meet various officers with ragged epaulets and larger and larger hast each demanding fees and paperwork which they seemed to make up as they went. Eventually W lost patience and they lost interest. We seemed to be in, so we returned to our boat which was being guarded by two young lads. One offered us cheap diesel but it was only available, ‘after dak’. That night we stealthily punted The Freya over to a barge and siphoned off some diesel for a few dollars. The next morning W was attacked as he went ashore, two men pushed and harried him taking his wristwatch. W was very attached to his watch and pulled out some money and managed to buy it back from his assailants. This was how Banjul was throughout our stay.
We eventually motored up the river. The first village I visited was Tankular the whole population seemed to be laid low with malaria. I met a French anthropologist whilst there who was furious at me for not understanding Africa. I visited a peanut oil factory which was a motley collection of wooden sheds containing machines for beating and crushing ground nuts before steaming the oil out of the pulp. I came back to the boat with a bucket of peanut butter.
Further up the river we anchored for the night. The heat and the mosquitoes were intolerable. At the first glimmer of dawn I was leaping off the bow for a cooling swim. I submerged into the dark muddy water and lay still, the water was blood warm. When I surfaced the stern of The Freya was rapidly retreating away from me. In a panic I struck out against the river current with my best front crawl. I felt my fingers touch the rudder just as my shorts slipped over my hips and for a moment I turned up my toes to try and save them but they went. In disbelief I took a breath and saw the boat retreating again, “Help!” I cried. Tiring now, I kept swimming but the boat kept retreating. The panic subsided and I turned for the shore realising I would have to walk upriver to get back to the boat. Approaching the shore I encountered a dozen small children who watched me wading naked through the mud. After ten minutes or so of wading through mud W gave a hoy. He had started the engine and was pulling up the anchor. I struck out and rejoined him.
Another time at the slack tide I had an idyllic swim in the river. Floating quietly on my back some way from the boat I started to hear some plish plosh noises. I rolled over and saw some distance away two or three hippo’s. How lovely, I thought and considered swimming closer. I thought the better of it and have since learned they are actually wild animals that would have killed me. I was very stupid back then. I continued to be stupid when I found a wild crocodile one afternoon and approached it out of curiosity. It proved to be quite quick with longer legs than a crocodile ought to. It chased me up a tree where I sat for some time before leaping away and running back the way I had come.
In one dank side estuary we found a boat anchored with a young English couple living aboard. They told us how they slept beneath the bow hatch through which they were awoken one night by a lightning bolt which stuck their mast and wrapped the boat in bolts of crackling electricity. As we talked we discovered a mutual friend from Cornwall. I broke the sad news to them of his brutal murder in the Caribbean. It was an odd connection to make in such a place.
Eventually we turned back toward the mouth of the Gambia. I still wanted to return to Dakar to see more of Senegal and the beautiful people. I also really needed to change the Senagalese Francs into a currency I could use. I had one last chance as I left. A Swiss fellow offered me work on his tour boat taking tourists up and down the river. W countered the offer by persuading me somehow that I had already agreed to help him cross the Atlantic. I eventually agreed and we sailed for Cabo Verde.
[image: ]A portrait of young Maria
I will leave you with the only picture I have of Maria. She was a 14 year old girl W took aboard in Cabo Verde. She wanted to go to America and persuaded W to take her. It was only when we were closing in on Barbados that she finally let him see her passport and W discovered her age. This was the reason W unceremoniously dumped us on a Bajan beach just before dawn. Maria and I parted ways the following morning and I often wonder how she went.

Uncle, Dad
While studying Technical Illustration at Camborne Tech (1987) I became friends with a gentle chap with dark curly hair and rosy cheeks. If I remember right his name was Robert. He told me he suffered from bi-polar and suffered from the extremes of bright happiness and crushing depression. The two of us for some reason often talked about what names we would give our children and how we would like to raise them. We had idyllic and immature dreams about the simplicity of raising smaller and better versions of ourselves.
May 1989
A few years later I was depressingly still living at my parents. Georgie and Joe at boarding schools, Charlie in Redruth an my brother Dan with Dot in Lanner. Shortly I would escape to Wales which was not an improvement. Early one grey morning Dan shook me awake. He shone with joy as he told me he and Dot had a little girl born just a few hours ago in Treliske Hospital. Dan was the happiest I had ever seen him. Within minutes I was pulling on my jeans and up. Zaida excitedly hugged Dan as he and I left together. We raced to Treliske as only Dan can race. Danny gabbled at me the whole way, his eyes shining. So excited, you know how he is. He had driven to Lanner to get some clothes but couldn’t resist driving round to our place in Treloquithack to let us know the news. I still remember holding little Rosie for the first time and smelling that baby smell. Dot, so happy, tired and beautiful.
[image: ]Dan, Rosie and Georgie
May 1991
In Kavos, Corfu the tourist season was just starting. I was working in Georgios’ bar and painting bad pictures on fast food sheds and nightclub walls. The pale northern Europeans coming for two weeks on a rotation of sunburn, alcohol, sex and drugs. Usually in that order. As usual, I was penniless, sleeping on the beach or in friendly tourists beds. One late night had ended with Georgios himself shooting a shotgun into the air to encourage the drunken louts to go to bed. I was sharing an apartment with two lovely girls from Bedford and while we were all chuckling about the excitement of the night before I received a letter from Cornwall. I was an Uncle again. Rosie had a sister, Daisy. I was so excited I ran downstairs and told Georgios. He was exuberantly happy for me, “Come we must make a toast for her”. In the bright morning sunshine he took me across to Eugene’s pizza shop and we toasted Daisy with several glasses of Eugene’s homebrew tsipouro. If I had only known she would one day make gin for a living. I sang ‘Daisy Bell” for the rest of the week.
[image: ]Daisy. In the media from an early age.
February 1995
A lot happened for me in the four years after Daisy was born. I sailed to the Caribbean and got bailed out of South America by my parents. I had been deeply depressed living in Wales before I had left and it took a while to claw my way out of that head-space. I survived autumn, winter and summer delivering packages for record companies on a series of dilapidated bicycles. I worked a spring for Eurocamp in France with some cheerful and fun northerners. Back in London I got a job running the despatch for a ‘bucket shop’ travel agent. While there I met Cheri. She came to the 1994 New Years Eve party. Four months later she was pregnant with Evan and we were both terrified.
[image: ]Ruben and Cheri in Kensal Rise
Having a child is a whole chapter with episodes that are tattooed for life. I cannot write about it. There are too many aspects to the story and I do not know where to begin. Perhaps one day I will tackle it but not today. Needless to say Evan was born in Treliske like Rosie before him. I had never loved anyone before as deeply as I did that little chap.
I met Robert my old bi-polar friend again. We were on Meneage St in Helston. He immediately asked if I had children. I told him yes for at the time I had one. He laughed as he pointed out I must have become boring as I had not named my first son, “Moon Unit”. True, I thought but I am neither Frank Zappa nor a patriarch, my wife chose the name.
I emigrated out of Cornwall with Cheri and Evan to Queensland later that year. We were met at the airport by Cheri’s ex-husband Jason.
February 2002
Over the next six years Cheri introduced Jason into our family. Navigating this complication defined the following years. Emrys like his brother was a cesarean baby despite his mother’s best efforts. When he was born I was working for a ‘dot.com’ company and had come into my Grandpa Jocks inheritance. At one point we owned four houses before we threw it all in to move to a fibro shack down the coast. I loved little Emmy and we moved to Sawtell leaving Jason behind in Brisbane to live in and manage the houses.
[image: ]Evan and Emrys up the Samford tree before we moved to Sawtell
November 2006
In Sawtell we lived a 2 minute walk the beach. The boys played in the backyard with chickens and my beloved dog Scampi. After a year Jason joined us. I missed my family back in the UK and channeled my missed connections through email, letters and my Tregeagle blog. An uptick in phone calls and emails as the time got near. Then an excited phone call, I was an uncle once more. The arrival of little Evie was being celebrated back in chilly Croftsway, Newcastle. My little brother Joe emailed to tell me she was “beautiful and soft, pink and milk smelling”. I told anyone who would listen about my new little niece. I wanted to see her and hold her. I had to wait a year until Joe, Jo and Eve came to Australia to visit.
August 2009
We remained settled in Sawtell while our boys grew up. I worked part-time at the local University helping lecturers and students with their computer problems. I tried to freelance but was hopeless at charging people money. I undervalued myself yet built some interesting things for the time. An underwater research tool for collecting data and a map of walks in our local Botanic Gardens. I took Evan to Thailand were we kickboxed and scuba dived. After our return I got a excited jumble of messages forwarded to me. Zaida wrote,
“A caesarian section after 30 hours of labour but all well now. 8lbs 11 oz brown hair and good lungs according to joe!”
When I heard of little Rose coming into the world I had been brewing my own beer. I remember celebrating with a large bottle my Black Rock Miners Stout. I was drinking a little too much at that time in my life but I was happy for my little brother and Jo.
[image: ]Eve and RoseAugust 2012
I was generally sick of my life as an ethical and therefore poor info-tech worker. The term tech-bro was yet to be coined. Cheri and Jason seemed to be in a honeymoon phase since Jason had switched from cigarettes to vapes. She told me he no longer smelt so bad. I was struggling to see a future in this relationship. I applied for and got a job as a firefighter. The constant late night call outs suited me as I was increasingly unhappy and lonely at home. I enrolled to study a nursing bachelor degree. It was the early September before I heard from my brother Joe about their new baby. He wrote,
Dear Family,
Jo Had a beautiful boy on Friday 31st August at 5.17pm. His name is Rudy Frank Tyler Hillier.
He is a beauty.
I hope you are all well and hope to introduce you to my son soon.
X
Joe, Jo, Eve, Rose and Rudy
[image: ]Little Rudy
The news made me miss home more than ever and I was sad to be so disconnected and distant from my nieces and first little nephew.
July 2016
In 2015 I was in my final year of my nursing studies. Looking back it was a dark time for me. Cheri and Jason were more of a couple than they had ever been and I spent my days working in my tech job at the University, studying full-time for my degree, and responding to fire calls in my firefighter role. I picked up freelance web development work building conference and academic websites. I had taken to long distant running sometimes running over 100km in a week, which was lot with everything else. One day I reached a new low when I lost my license from speeding. The running and cycling became even more central to my everyday. I imagined my life at this time as a circus performer spinning plates balanced on a forest of poles. The more I did the more I found to do, until everything fell in a heap.
[image: ]Me and my study buddies, heading out to Broken Hill in 2015 for a placement
As part of our nursing studies we had to perform scenarios and for the convenience of everyone we were instructed to film them and submit the finished items as coursework. This was deeply unpopular as it seemed to be more about media studies than anything related to health. With my background I ended up helping fellow students with the tech. One day I found myself on a worksite with Dan, Reanne and her 5 year old son Harly. We made a movie involving a forklift accident. This was the first time I had really met Harly. He was a tough little kid who enjoyed pretending to drive the forklift over Dan. Dan had bought his own ketchup for realism. I wish we still had a copy of that movie.
When I finally left Cheri and Jason I missed my two boys. I found myself bursting into tears over the most ridiculous things. The more I tried to remain as their dad the angrier it seemed to make Cheri. Whether intentionally or not she would fuel my boys anger at me. I would receive endless diatribes from them especially poor Emrys. I tried living around the corner for six months but I could no longer financially or emotionally afford Sawtell. In the end I moved to the neighbouring town and things began to settle down. We could have done things differently but I did not know how.
I think back on my old friend Robert. Our idyllic and immature dreams about the simplicity of raising smaller and better versions of ourselves proved to be harder than I thought.

Mundi Mundi
[image: ]A Ute spotted in Broken HillIt is a short drive from Broken Hill westward to the Mundi Mundi Bash. Ten thousand people passed through the small town of Silverton to get there. In Broken Hill there was a great deal of excitement in the months leading up, as the festival organisers prepared. Our hospital executives were invited to inspect the medical facilities which were set up especially for the three days. This was to save our hospital from becoming overwhelmed by the influx of minor complaints. It may have been a little disheartening to see how quickly a fully staffed and equipped world class Emergency Medical Facility along with it’s own government registered airstrip was set up instantly. Something small regional towns can only dream of. Money really does buy anything.
[image: ]I tried to do a panaroma shot of Mundi Plain once.
Music festivals in Australia are very different to the muddy, rain chaos mosh pits from another age and hemisphere. Festivals used to be either cheap or easy to sneak into. This festival was organised with military precision and seemed to be filled with wealthy retiree’s, grey nomads and a sprinkling of bemused proletariat.
The attendees arrived along the famous Silverton Highway in campervans or SUV’s towing caravans. Festival volunteers herded them into vast areas encircling the carefully demarcated seating areas. By the time we arrived the crowds were dragging eskies, collapsible chairs, knitting, tiny pet dogs, slabs of coldies but not many children to claim spaces around the stage.
We joined in and ensconced ourselves in the middle of the silver haired crowd. As the bands began I struggled to recognise the songs. The first half of my life I was Cornish and the second Australian. I did not grow up listening to Aussie BBQ Classics. Later I was to painfully recognise our cursed musical common ground.
I vaguely recognised a few songs by Kate Cebrano and some bloke calling himself Balbi did a set of Bowie’s songs. Russell Morris sang an old Bob Dylan number and a new one to me, Black Dog Blues. It was definitely catering to my generation and older. I wondered off and explored the stalls of salty food and t-shirts.
Have you ever noticed how a few stalls always stand out at festivals? The one that caught me off guard was the pet clothing store. It was inundated. It seems the visiting city dogs had discovered the Three Cornered Jacks, a particularly spiky seed that covered the plain and painfully embeds itself into anything. Concerned dog owners bought the entire stock of padded dog socks within 24 hours.
As the sun went down I made my way back to our spot. A woman in the group behind us had a spotlight strapped to her head so that she could see her knitting.
[image: ]This lady knows how to have fun.
The final act that night was a band called Chocolate Starfish. I heard somebody gleefully exclaim, “Oh they are so great live”. I immediately recognised Carly Simons, “You’re So Vain”. Then like a chorus mixtape of golden hits the songs began to all merge into a wall of demented catch-phrases and ear-worms. Listening to them in this particular milieu was like a delerium.
Perhaps I had food poisoning? I should not have eaten that moist hot dog, I should not have drank that warm box wine from the silver plastic bag. They played cover after cover of popular hits, each song getting shorter and shorter until it became one song. At first I tapped and nodded along but then I began to question if Parkinson’s disease could be inflicted by song.
Chocolate Starfish compressed the catchphrases from every single pop song I have ever heard into a barrage of sound, “I had the time of my life…” jolting into, “Let the rains fall down in Africa” from Toto to Aha, “Take on me” now it is, “Summer of 69”. Decades of conflicting emotions and bittersweet memories ripped up and fire-hosed at my brain.
The lady behind us is waving her knitting in the air her head torch arcing a ray across the night. The Birdy Song gets her flapping her elbows, “A Whole New World” onwards to fucking Disney and without pausing we are doing the Zorba Dance. Can ear-worms combined with mass hysteria metastasize to a chaotic glioblastoma?
“Thank you ladies and gentlemen… You want one more?”
Fuck No
“Yeees!”
The crowd absolutely love this band.
I cannot keep up with the unrelenting pop salad.
I fight through the crowds to head out bush for relief and a piss. Stumbling into the dark, spiny bushes scratch at my legs but I can hear them now and know it’ll end soon.
Jump up, jump, jump…
auld lang syne…
ole ole ole ole-olay
who let the dogs out,
shout shout let it all out,
don’t u want me baby,
I’ve been working as a waitress…
don’t don’t you want me,
nothing compares to u
aayyy adaledala, adawey weya… in the jungle…
country road westvirginia..
hello, hello, hello…. Entertain us.
I would have walked home then if I knew I could have made it.
I had already committed to the final day. Luckily it was really lovely. We had a group of drunken 3rd year junior doctors in our group they were very entertaining. Harly and his mate rode their bicycles around and found a spot to have a sugar rush and goof off.
[image: ]Harly and his mate Lane
Everyone sang along with the old tunes waving their phones and torches in time. Still I did not know many of the songs and felt alone in the crowd. Australian folk and country is much loved in these parts. John Farnham had a great set and made sure he included the Australia’s most popular funeral song, True Blue. I drank too much beer and ate too much dodgy festival food. The sky was piercing blue by day and brilliant with stars as soon as the sun had set.
On cue, in true festival tradition, before the final act of the last day there was a brief but intense downpour. 10,000 people soaked causing brief chaos and hilarity.
April I think is the best month for camping out bush. Less flies, cooler nights but still warm and pleasant during the day. Paul Kelly finished proceedings with instructions on how to make gravy and a reading of Banjo Patersons poem, Clancy of the Overflow.
This verse stayed with me,
And the bush hath friends to meet him, and their kindly voices greet him
In the murmur of the breezes and the river on its bars,
And he sees the vision splendid of the sunlit plains extended,
And at night the wondrous glory of the everlasting stars.

Sunset Strip
[image: ]Life AdviceHelen is our lip-sticked matriarchal stewardess on this Rex flight out of Broken Hill. She sing-song enunciates her words like she is rolling up and over the hills in the land of the Teletubbies.
“En-joy your flight. You may noww_ use your electr-Onic devices”
I am relieved not to be in the Slice’m’Dicem seat. Watching the propeller thrash around inches from my legs outside the window is not my chosen spot.
[image: ]Hopefully just rolling shutter effect.The twin prop plane bumbles off the dusty runway. A few solitary clouds float behind us in the north. The red earth dominates below us but the recent rains have given it a dusting of grey-green spiky bush. I am expecting a clear view of the lakes when we fly over the Darling basin. It will the first time they have had water in them for many years.
When we first moved to Broken Hill it only took a few months before I drove the 2 hour round trip to Sunset Strip. I was missing the sea and a local who owned a holiday house on the Strip told me the lake was beautiful. On one visit, she told me, her kids had been, “wigged out” by the size of the waves which had been stirred up by the wind.
I thought about building a little sailing dinghy as I drove across the broad flat plain. On arriving I found a lakeside strip of dusty and forlorn sheds. They all faced southward to a vast bowl of dust. A few decrepit tinnies and ancient splintered canoes lay along the edge of what had once been a lake. Dozens of solitary tree’s stood whole and leafless, near dead in the sun surrounded by the stumps of their cousins.
Now, two years later I looked out the window of the little plane hoping to see my first glint of water.

Vanuatu
The forty hours of driving from Broken Hill to the east coast and back felt more adventurous and enjoyable than my sailing trip over the Pacific. On the way out I turned down the Tilpa road which turned out to be a very remote dirt track. I only saw emu’s, roo’s, lizards, snakes and eagles but no other cars or people. After a few hours I began to worry about what I’d do if the car broke down, a very likely scenario given the advanced age of my ute.
[image: ]Then I popped out from a clump of stumpy trees to find a small shed with “Tilpa Hotel - UHF 35” written on the tin roof. There was about 70 or so 4WD’s with various camping trailers and tents all around it and the pub was heaving with uproariously drunk people have a lovely time.
I stopped to figure out what an earth was going on and where they all came from. Apparently it was an annual ‘Back to the Bush’ party and they came from all over Australia to drink the place dry. Despite wanting to I did not stop as I still had a long way to go.
After a night in the pub at Lightning Ridge I drove all the next day to the coast. I visited my kids. Evan on the Sunshine Coast and Zoe in Brisbane.
[image: ]Evan & Abby
I loved seeing Evan again and he was a perfect host. He is deeply invested in the culture of his work with the Army Reserves and ‘Border Force’. He arranged a poolside BBQ with his friends. He has a neat little house which he shares with Abbie. During our afternoon I noticed how he seemed to relish being the most bigoted person in his group. As his Dad I of course love him and told myself he was just being combative and edgy, but I suspect I was just making excuses. I found it difficult to reconcile my understanding of the child he was with who he now is. This must be an eternal parent dilemma. The lyrics to an old song kept popping into my head, “I know politics bore you But I feel like a hypocrite talking to you”.An imperfect fit for that scenario but it kept ringing in my ears.
[image: ]Visiting Zoe
Zoe is very happily trans and lives in a share house full of like-minded kooks. She and her housemates all seem to be really into role-playing games. I only understood about 10% of what they were banging on about. Zoe has told me it all started when I used to invent Dungeons & Dragons games with her when she was little. I am not very patient with the rules so we would spend hours inventing character sheets. I would then just make up stories and let them ramble around in the stories. Their actions limited only by a roll of the dice and hand-drawn dungeon maps. Nowadays they seem to have taken it all to a whole other level, beyond my ken. I love it.
After too short a time I left my old ute in the airport car-park and caught a plane out to Vanuatu.
——-
I flew out of Brisbane to Vanuatu where I met Dan and his nephew, Ethan at the islands airport. Within a couple of hours we were pulling up the anchor leaving again - setting off for a week of sailing.
The boat, a 38 foot Lightwave catamaran known as ‘Muscat 7’, captained and owned by a delightful fellow called Dan had been kitted out with every navigation aide imaginable. It was a bit like a spaceship. We even had Starlink which provided better internet than I get in Broken Hill.
[image: ]Star lit deck on night watch
I had been hoping for a lazy few weeks cruising coral atolls, picking coconuts and swimming with dolphins. I was not prepared for how uncomfortable catamarans are on the open ocean.
Within a day of leaving Vanuatu I was more seasick than I ever remember being. I found the catamaran to be a supremely uncomfortable ocean going vessel. By the 5th day my throat and mouth were burning and foul tasting from the chronic vomiting. Flailing around in my plastic bunk feeling nauseous while listening to podcasts did not fulfill my romantic illusions. I would like to blame the internet for taking away the sense of adventure but the reality was I lost my mojo. I could barely keep down a glass of water, my head thumped from dehydration and I stunk of flop sweat and stale vomit.
——
14th Oct, 24
On the boat, halfway to Bundy. Three more days. Dan, his nephew Ethan and me.
The catamaran is a supremely uncomfortable ocean going vessel. It lurches over the waves in a crabwise fashion - each corner drops and rises in opposition to the other. The waves thud hard into the hull and thunder beneath the bridge. The tables judder and my wife spacious double bunk allows the boats motion to constantly roll me from side to side as I sleep the roils as the waves roar beneath. The spacious salon is just space to flail for handholds as the precipitous lurches occur.
I spent the first 4 days vomiting. I cannot sleep on this boat. I could barely hold down a glass of water for 3 days. Now I have stopped feeling quite as nauseous. My head thumps and I feel drained of any energy. My throat burns from the stomach acid. I feel like I stink of sweat and vomit.
——
Dan is a lovely fellow as is young Ethan. I’m sorry they have to put up with me. I have done my allotted watches but am less engaged in the sailing than them. I have been unable to help much in the galley due to my nausea. I’m not their family and feel like a bit of a ring-in.
I gradually started to feel better as we closed in to the Australian coast. We lurched over lumpy grey seas straight into Bundaberg in just eight days.
I was impressed with the gpx mapping on my cheap phone using OsmAnd. With the maritime plugins enabled it was comparable to the onboard nav. Get it from freedom loving FDroid. I recorded daily progress as we crossed.
That will teach me for romanticising my past sailing exploits.
—-
After landfall and a final meal with Dan and Ethan I flew down from Bundaberg and picked up my ute from the Brisbane airport. It still worked although the spare tyre was flat. I got it fixed by a nice bloke in Buranda. I had time for a couple of quick visits to old friends and Zoe again before setting off out along the Queensland/NSW border.
The road is long and straight and dull. Much of it was pitted and bumpy. My hard working old ute rattled along for hour after hour in the harsh Queensland heat. The day wore on.
A long day of driving ended in pitch dark. I called ahead and booked a motel in Thargomindah. With a name like that and I half expected to run into Conan the Barbarian. In the morning as I drove out of town the tarmac quickly gave way to rough dirt track. It was only later I found out I had taken the less popular route via the Bulloo Overflow. The dirt track petered out and reappeared for the next four hours as I questioned my choices and hung off the GPS for guidance.
I crossed a couple of dried lake beds. The first time the track disappeared entirely sent me scrabbling for ‘OSMAnd’. The brilliant offline mapping app I was using to track my GPS. I am glad it did not rain. My old 2x wheel drive ute would have sunk into the mud without a trace.
[image: ]A Diprotodon Optatum which was found in Eulo, they call it Kenny the giant wombat
After a few hours I passed through Eulo, stopping to take a snap of this statue. Apparently they found a fossil of this giant wombat here, they named it Kenny. An unusual sight in such a remote little town. Such a shame we don’t have giant wombats around anymore.
[image: ]I think this marked the entrance to Tickalara Station.
Another while down the road I stopped for pee by the entrance to this station, marked by a home-made helicopter. Similar in construction to my rusty ute.
Eventually I popped out onto a sealed road at Warri Gate on the NSW border. It was only recently completed. I followed the swooping tarmac into Tibooburra. Visited my colleagues at the Health Centre. It was nice to finally meet them face to face after having emailed and phoned them for the past 5 years.
I stopped once on the 3 hour drive back to Broken Hill on a sand dune looking out over Cobham Lake. I just needed to stretch my legs. I found a gravestone engraved, “To the Memory of Eliza Kennedy”. Such a lonely place to be buried.
Five hundred metres from my home my poor battered ute finally protested. A tyre suddenly burst. I was so exhausted I drove the last block on the flat tyre. As I thumped into the driveway there was a crack from the house and all the power went out.
My arrival home perfectly coincided with Broken Hill being declared a natural disaster zone.
That afternoon the whole town became gripped in a mild panic. The petrol stations were encircled by hordes of angry drivers with empty containers. The shops all closed after having the shelves stripped by desparate shoppers. All the refrigerated goods had to thrown out. There were not enough generators to go around. One was even stolen overnight from the pharmacy meaning they had to discard hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of refrigerated drugs. As the days wore on we found out four electricity pylons in the south had been ripped apart by a cyclone.
If this town is the canary in the coalmine of our future then I think I’ll just go be homeless on a boat, but not a catamaran.
[image: ]Me sailing in Greece
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