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Light is energy, making visible anything that produces it;
also anything that receives and is illuminated by it, such as the moon
and virtually any other object we see.


The Remarkable thing about this morning was not that it was Grace’s birthday; after all, that occurred once a year so by the time you got to forty you should have ceased to be surprised. Nor was there much to say about the day itself; she walked down Kensington High Street to get the paper and it was muggy and overcast, the air so heavy with pollution you felt like offering it a hand to rise.

Back home, there was nothing odd about the toaster malfunctioning, Grace’s two slices of white bread getting caught and having to be prised out piece by piece, nor about the tea turning cold before she remembered to remove the teabag. And she had expected cards; she had friends, after all, and Mrs Shield. No, what gave the day its unusual quality was that the postman, when he arrived, handed her a present from her dead lover.


She tore open the tattered brown paper parcel with its US stamps, thinking it might be a present from her Aunt Kathleen. Inside was a picture. She lifted it out and turned it the right way, gazing at the painting as if she had found a pink, breathing baby beneath a heap of rags. Outdoors, it was murky; leaden sky, charcoal asphalt, and the dirty white of the 1960s concrete building opposite. Indoors, the picture brought its own light.

There was an envelope hidden in a pocket of the wrapping. It had been opened and sealed again with a couple of bits of tape. On it was written simply Grace. It was his writing. She put the envelope down on the table, shook herself and then she looked again. It was still his writing. She picked the envelope up and tore it open. Her heart was hammering in her chest as she read on, but her hands remained steady; it was her training.

My darling Grace,

I came across this painting on my walk this morning. You were working and I was strolling through Chelsea, frightening passers-by with the stupid grin on my face as I thought of seeing you in just a little while. I found it at the back of a small antiques shop and I knew you would love it. I was told it wasn’t for sale. I thought I recognised the building in the background and when I saw Northbourne House actually written next to the signature I knew I had to have it. Don’t ask me how I managed to talk them round, but I did.

And don’t ask me what the sea is doing not far from that house – artistic licence, obviously – but I wonder if the figure at the edge of the painting is your ‘ghost’.

I’ll send the painting to you when we are far apart, as an emissary of my love. Poor ghost, I know how he feels as he gazes at the girl on the beach; I know how he longs to be with her.

I love you, always and for ever,

J.

She read the letter three times and with each reading her heart beat faster and she grew dizzy and short of breath and had to sit down. She was in her kitchen, surrounded by familiar things; the sky-blue painted cupboards and the old gas cooker that she never got round to replacing because there always seemed to be something more urgent, or at least more interesting, to do with the money. There was the small tray with bottles of olive oil and vinegar, the jars of different teabags, her pot of honey. In front of her was the battered oak table that was too big for the room and on the wall behind hung the double row of black and white photographs, each of the same forlorn seascape, each taken at a different time with the sea in a different mood. She looked at it all, disconnected, floating like a leftover balloon in a factory sky.

The painting was the kind of gift – remarkable and utterly right – that he would send her; but two years after his death? Grace was not one of those people who discounted miracles; she just didn’t think them likely. He was dead and, this being life, there would be no resurrection.

She propped the picture up against the back of one of the kitchen chairs. She looked at what he had looked at; there was a time lag of over two years, but they were sharing a view: the house brooding in the background, the dark-haired girl seated by the water’s edge, the figure gazing at her with such longing, and all washed in a light so clear it might have been sieved through a fine muslin cloth. The sea was playing in shades of blue and, beyond, the horizon was endless. Grace had seen such light and such horizons in the past, in other places, but never from a window at Northbourne House. And A.L. Forbes, who was he? She had never heard of a painter of that name, yet this was not some amateur effort but the work of a true artist.

She turned the letter over in her hand and it was then she noticed the scribble on the back.

Well, Grace, I found this touching little note and the accompanying ‘artwork’ while going through the last of his stuff. As I can’t believe even the thrift shop will want it, I am passing it on to you. Maybe he had second thoughts about giving it to you; an unexpected lapse into good taste, perhaps. But that we’ll never know now, will we? I wish you joy of it.

Sincerely yours,

Cherry McGraw (Mrs)


Grace arrived at her stepmother’s in time for tea. Mrs Shield said, ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ Grace laughed so loudly and for so long that Mrs Shield decided her stepdaughter must finally be having that nervous breakdown.

They went for a walk in the grounds, Mrs Shield casting little searching glances in Grace’s direction. Mrs Shield could not stand being left out. And Grace was trying to think of a way of telling her about the painting without getting emotional. It was not that Mrs Shield would not understand, because she would. She would cluck and pat and fuss and fret and put the kettle back on, and that was all right for a bashed toe or a mislaid wallet but not for the really serious stuff; for that you needed space and time and silence. So Grace said nothing and Mrs Shield was left to worry as the sun shone across the lawns where rabbits played, not just at dusk but in the middle of the day, in broad daylight.

Evangeline Shield had only recently moved back to Northbourne and the purpose-built development on the edge of the village. The change had been prompted by her discovery, one spring morning, that her windows were a disgrace. The final decision to move had been taken when, at their usual Tuesday bridge tea, her dear friend Marjory pointed out that the little black grains in the cake were not cardamom but mouse droppings. Soon afterwards, Mrs Shield became a resident of the newly opened Northbourne Gardens, modelled on the Golden Agers Village in Florida. What were now sixteen small flats and twelve purpose-built bungalows, all so bright you could smell the paint, and set in grounds as stiffly immaculate as a dowager’s bouffant, had once been the home of the Glastonbury family, the stately Northbourne Manor with its stables and extensive grounds. The Glastonburys had departed in a hurry long before Grace was born and for years the once-magnificent house had been left to decay, its famous gardens turned into thorny wilderness. But now it was all part of what the new owners described as Dedicated Living for Active Seniors. Apart from the actual accommodation, there was a cafeteria-style restaurant in the main building for those days when you’re too busy enjoying life to cook, a swimming-pool, a gym, an arts centre, the village hall and a village store selling food staples, stamps, newspapers and support hosiery.

Mrs Shield had said to Grace at the time of her move, ‘As you can see, it’s a world away from one of those old people’s places.’

Now she said, ‘The gardens are looking wonderful, don’t you think?’ gesticulating at the neatly undulating borders of asters and tea roses. ‘Quite restored, they say.’ But she still kept her eyes on Grace.

The next morning however, Mrs Shield forgot all about Grace’s ‘queer look’ as she opened the Sunday papers. ‘Oh my goodness! Really, I never thought anything would come out of it.’

Grace vaguely registered her stepmother speaking from behind the arts supplement, but it was the fifth time in as many minutes that Mrs Shield had muttered some comment or other so she paid little attention. Mrs Shield, never a respecter of other people’s space, reached forward and gave Grace a sharp poke with the index finger of her good hand. ‘Grace, you’re not listening. Where Are You Now?’

Grace assumed a look of infinite patience; she had not realised how old her stepmother was getting. ‘I’m here, Evie; right opposite you.’

‘Don’t be daft, Grace. I know where you are. It’s this.’ She slapped Grace on the knee with the paper. ‘There, see for yourself. Blighted promise: the heavy prize of success. Prize with a z; it’s a pun, I think.’

Grace took the paper. ‘Thank you, Evie, for explaining that.’

The shortlist for Britain’s biggest photography prize, the Unibank Award, had just been announced and the newspaper’s arts editor, Nell Gordon, was taking a look. The prize, awarded every two years and worth thirty thousand pounds, was said to make a photographer’s career. Other than in the case of the last recipient, Grace Shield. It’s true that for the couple of weeks that constitutes an eternity in the world of the media, Grace Shield had been everywhere and called everything from shutter babe to voyeur, from remarkable talentto exploitative pervert. But after that nothing was heard of her. So whatever happened to all that controversial talent? Let’s do a profile, try to find out. August was the silly season. A chunk of misery, a hint of scandal and some promise lost must have seemed like a godsend. It was not as if Grace was entirely unprepared for the attention; she had been contacted by the paper a few days earlier, but she had believed that her short polite, ‘I have nothing to say, but thank you for asking,’ would be the end of it.

‘At least it’s a serious paper,’ Mrs Shield said. ‘That’s what I thought when they called. As long as it isn’t one of those dreadful tabloids, I’m quite happy to help. And they had talked to your cousin Patricia in Ireland already – fancy going to all that trouble – and all sorts of other people. I said to them, “Of course, I know Grace is very clever, but I didn’t appreciate that she was this important.”’

‘You talked to them. This … this rubbish is your doing?’ Grace felt a sudden urge to leap at Mrs Shield like a rabid monkey and grab her plump neck and squeeze. Instead she took three deep breaths: in through the nose, out through the mouth. Mrs Shield, a large woman with tiny features assembled close together in the middle of a moon-face, shrank and her pale blue eyes filled with tears as she twisted her broad hands in her lap. ‘I’m sorry, dear.’

Grace looked at her and sighed. ‘No, I’m sorry, Evie. I didn’t mean to be nasty. I just hate it all being raked up again. I can’t tell you how much I hate it.’

‘I don’t think it’s at all unkind. It’s quite sympathetic, actually. I don’t know where she got all the information from because I certainly didn’t say much.’ Mrs Shield paused to blow her nose in a pink tissue she had pulled out from her sleeve. ‘Oh Grace, I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘It didn’t occur to you to check with me first?’

‘I was worried you might be … difficult about it.’

‘How right you were,’ Grace said.

‘And I thought a little encouragement, a little push, might help you get started again.’

‘A little encouragement …’ Grace waved the paper at Mrs Shield. ‘Is that what you call being turned inside out and hung out to dry with your guts flapping? And even if, by some twisted chance, I did find that encouraging, do you really think I’d pick up my camera just like that … after everything that happened?’

‘Grace, please … And the picture is nice.’ Mrs Shield dabbed at her nose with the tissue. ‘I always did like your hair short.’

‘I look like an ageing orphan,’ Grace said, which, come to think of it, was exactly what she was. That black dress with its round neckline and that awful urchin cut and the eyes all wide and tragic; ironically, she had been truly happy that evening. She sighed once more, shaking her head. ‘Evie, don’t you see, I wouldn’t mind unkind. Unkind is fine with me. I’ve made peace with nasty. But pity! That bloody article is holding me up to all the world …’

‘I believe the readership, that is the people actually reading the paper as opposed to the copies purchased, is two and a half million.’

Although tall and agile with strong hands, Grace was not, by and large, an intimidating person, but something in her expression made Mrs Shield decide to say nothing more for a moment or two. When she felt that Grace had calmed down sufficiently, she concluded, ‘At least I’ll have something to stick in my album.’

Mrs Shield was not an imaginative woman, nor was she especially creative, but her scrapbook, bound in burgundy leather, was her flight of fancy. She had begun assembling it soon after her marriage to Grace’s father, Gabriel, starting with a spare invitation to their modest wedding and following with theatre programmes, admission tickets to special events and exhibitions, little notes from her husband and from her stepchildren, Finn and Grace, the odd pressed flower, a menu or two and, eventually, clippings from newspapers and magazines. Lately there had not been much for Mrs Shield’s album.

Grace, having finished reading, folded the paper neatly before getting up and putting it in the bin. Mrs Shield, moving with a speed admirable for a woman her age and weight, retrieved it and clasped it to her chest. Grace looked at her and then she shook her head and went to sit down again. Speaking quietly, she said, ‘I really don’t understand. There’s been sadness, of course there has. But that’s life, any life. Compared to most people on this earth, I’ve been lucky. I am lucky. So what is this?’ She waved in the direction of the paper still clasped to Mrs Shield’s bosom. ‘Tragic, failed relationships, crushed dreams … Well, I ask you, am I the only one? Unfulfilled promise, thwarted desires … that’s what you expect, isn’t it? And what about the rest, the good stuff? I’ve experienced happiness that some go to their graves without ever knowing.’ Grace was not the pleading kind, but the way she looked at Mrs Shield just then, you might think she was.

‘It’s only a newspaper article,’ Mrs Shield said. She returned Grace’s gaze, eyes round and bright, her head cocked to one side. ‘Maybe you’re so upset because you think they might have a point.’

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid!’ Grace leapt from her seat, knocking into the spindly-legged coffee table and upsetting a cup.

Mrs Shield said, the way she had always said to Finn or Grace when they were shouting, ‘Screaming won’t scare the truth away.’

‘Screaming might alert your neighbours to the fact that I’m in the process of killing you,’ Grace replied. Mrs Shield ignored her, brushing some crumbs of toast from her navy cardigan.

‘Anyway, there’s no such thing as “just a newspaper article” these days, Evie. Things are downloaded and stored. They don’t ever go away; oh no, they hibernate somewhere on a disk, and just when you think you’re safe, up they pop, mutated into a columnist’s rant or attached to someone else’s life, but there, never really gone.’

Nell Gordon was a serious journalist writing for a serious paper. Her piece was not ill-informed; it dealt well with many aspects of Grace’s work and when it came to her private life did not rely entirely on gossip. No, the problem was a question of focus, focus and an absence of Grace’s living mind on the bare facts of her life.

Mrs Shield shook her head. ‘Tragedy lurking beneath the successful façade; it’s a common story.’

‘And happiness lurking behind the tragic façade is my story.’

Mrs Shield gave her a long kind look. ‘If you say so, dear. If you say so.’

Grace asked, ‘How did a simple phrase like if you say so come to mean I don’t believe a word you say?’

* * *

On Monday morning Mrs Shield took a tumble as she ran behind the car, waving Grace off.

When she emerged from the surgery an hour later, her voice was small as she told Grace, ‘I’ve cracked three ribs. Oh, I am a silly old woman.’

In the car she said, ‘They can’t do anything, of course; that’s the fashion these days, leaving broken bones just to get on with it, but I will have to keep still. No bending or lifting.’

Back home, she agreed to use the lift. ‘At least you’re in the right place,’ Grace said. ‘You have everything at your fingertips and a resident nurse.’

Mrs Shield put a chubby finger to her lips. ‘The walls have ears.’ Once they had got inside the flat she explained, ‘It’s different when you really need to use it all. It’s not good to be seen to be incapacitated in any way. And I’ve got my commitments. Old Mrs Thompson relies on my Wednesday visits and now I can’t drive. And then there are the Lifeboats. I always do the Lifeboats.’

Mrs Shield had known about the rules when she moved to the Gardens. The most important dictated that anyone who became too sick or frail to look after themselves would be asked to leave; Northbourne Gardens was not a nursing home. This rule, like most, was popular with everyone to whom it did not apply.

‘I’m sure someone else will fill in for you. And a broken rib could happen to anyone at any age, if that’s what’s worrying you. Look at me, I fall over all the time.’

‘You don’t break your bones,’ Mrs Shield said, sinking down into her chair with a grimace of pain. ‘Oh my dear, couldn’t you stay just until I’m a little more mobile?’ Before Grace had had a chance to formulate her excuses, Mrs Shield went on, ‘Please, Grace, you don’t understand what it’s like. People round here are vultures. They hover round if you’re the slightest bit unwell, just waiting … I’ve got a garden view. There’s a queue for garden views.’

Grace inhaled on her cigarette as she thought about what to do. She was having four weeks off from her work for a London charity for the blind. She had planned some weekends in the country with various friends and there was any number of people to catch up with and things she had hoped to do with her free time back in London. She was still thinking of a way to get out of staying in Northbourne when the phone rang. It was for Grace, her agent Angelica Lane. ‘There you are.’

‘Thank you for the card. And when will you stop sending photographic ones?’

‘When you become sensible. Now, what about the papers?’

Angelica was surprised when Grace replied that she would like to track down the journalist, Nell Gordon, and ram her fist into the woman’s big mouth before turning her inside out like a glove.

‘What’s the matter with you? It’s publicity and you know what they say …’

‘Yes, thank you, I do know, but that doesn’t mean I agree. There’s definitely such a thing as bad publicity and this was it.’

There was a pause, then Angelica spoke again with the determined cheer normally reserved for the terminally ill. ‘Anyway, great news; I’ve sold one of the photos in your Illusions of Love series this morning. It’s been months since anyone bought anything of yours. I bet you there’ll be more on the way. And don’t tell me the extra income won’t be welcome. Daisy phoned; she’d read it too and …’

‘I have to go,’ Grace said and put the phone down. She turned to Mrs Shield, who had been leaning against the sofa back pretending not to listen. ‘I’ll stay a few days.’

Mrs Shield’s pale eyes brimmed with tears. ‘Thank you, darling, that’s a great relief.’

‘And I could pop over to Northbourne House. There’s something I want to ask Louisa. She is still there, isn’t she?’

‘Of course she is. And I meant to tell you, I saw Noah the other day.’

Noah, the Blackstaffs’ Canadian grandson, Grace’s childhood playmate. Noah, irritatingly cheerful, always busy doing something: digging holes, learning tricks on his bike, running faster than anyone else, riding his pony. Noah, with his shock of wheat-blond hair and those slanted amber-colour eyes, a chunky little boy growing into a lanky adolescent. Last time she had seen him they had both been nineteen.

‘I did tell you Arthur Blackstaff died, didn’t I? It happened just before I moved back to the village. I missed the funeral. Someone should have let me know. I can’t be expected to keep up with everyone who dies.’

‘I didn’t write to Louisa. I meant to.’

‘One always does, dear. But you haven’t seen her since you were a girl. She wouldn’t expect to hear from you. Anyway, she’s almost a hundred. She most likely wouldn’t have remembered who you were even if you had written. That’s why Noah is here: to sort things out before the house goes on the market. And to write Arthur’s biography for the exhibition. It’s a retrospective.’ Mrs Shield nodded. ‘I shall have to go, of course. I can stay overnight with you.’ She shifted in her chair, pulling a face and putting her hand to her chest. ‘I think I shall have to take those painkillers after all, dear.’

Arthur Blackstaff had been a famous artist in his day. A.L. Forbes had painted Grace’s picture at Northbourne House, so the Blackstaffs must have known him. If Noah was writing a biography of his grandfather, then he might have come across Forbes. Finally, she told Mrs Shield about the picture from Jefferson.

Mrs Shield pursed her lips. ‘So that’s why you were so out of sorts when you arrived yesterday. That man has never been anything but trouble. Even now, after he’s been dead for two years, he manages to upset you.’

‘Don’t go there, Evie.’

‘Go where, dear?’ Her brow cleared. ‘Oh, I meant to tell you, Doctor Llewellyn had read the piece about you and so had Hazel, that’s his receptionist; and Percy Witherspoon, he’s two flats down the corridor, told me to say how sorry he was … you know, about your difficulties. He had no idea, he said. What’s that noise? Oh Grace, you’ve started grinding your teeth again.’

‘That’s quite enough, thank you. Now, if you’ll excuse me I’ll just go and make a call to Mrs Williams, my neighbour, to ask her to feed the cat.’

‘You don’t have a cat.’

‘You’re right, I don’t. So I’ll just go and lie on my bed for a while and think about all the people in this world who are feeling sorry for me. Bastards!’


Nell Gordon: Even as a young child Grace Shield showed signs of the morbid streak that came to categorise so much of her work.

The mother placed the fireguard in front of the dying fire and told the boy to mind his sister. She wouldn’t be long, she said, but she was gone for ages and the boy grew bored sitting there with the baby. She, as always, seemed perfectly content just to watch. She was podgy. She was almost four, not really a baby at all, and she could speak perfectly well, but most of the time she chose not to, although you could hear her when she was alone in her room, talking and singing to her toys.

‘Silly old baby,’ her brother said. She was no fun; difficult to tease because she was too stupid to notice. ‘You’re just a big silly baby.’ He glared at her and was rewarded with a wide smile that lit up her big eyes. Her mouth was like a rubber band, stretching wider than you had thought possible.

He decided to try to make her cry. For such a baby she hardly ever did. He stuck his tongue out, but the stupid old baby just giggled. He jabbed her hard right in the softest bit of her round tummy. Her smile gave way to confusion as the pain registered. But she had soon recovered and was smiling again at her funny older brother. He gave her a shove and she toppled backwards, banging her head on the floorboards. For a second the smile remained fixed on her chubby face, but as she realised he had meant to hurt, her eyes flooded with tears. He thought she looked like a great beetle, her arms and legs waving around as she struggled to get up, and he laughed his high clear choirboy’s laugh; she always was a clumsy baby. Now she got on to her hands and knees, her fat bottom sticking up in the air, and next she had poddled off to get her comfort, a brown velveteen puppy called Father. She had barely begun the cuddle when the brother was by her side, making a grab for the puppy. She ran, the puppy close to her chest. Being chased, even in fun, scared her and although she knew, really, that it was only her big brother coming after her, she panicked, scenting a pack of wolves or maybe Red Indians on horseback, whooping and whirling their bows and arrows in the air. She stumbled and fell and, as she lay sprawled on the floorboards, he grabbed Father and swung him round his head, shouting triumphantly as he ran off towards the fire. Dangle, dangle. Father, held by his stubby tail, dangled for his life. His plump little owner struggled to her feet and went to his rescue. Dangle, dangle, close to the fire. ‘Hot dog,’ the brother laughed. ‘Hot dog, hot dog.’

With an anguished yelp, the baby snatched her puppy and swung her little fist at her tormentor, sending him tumbling on to the fireguard and into the fire, barbecuing his freckled cheek on the grid of the guard.

‘She’s obsessed with that toy,’ the father was saying on the landing outside the children’s bedrooms that night. ‘And why does she call it Father? Why not Daddy or Gabriel if she had to call a velveteen dog after me?’

‘I asked her that,’ the mother said. ‘It’s nothing to do with you. She’s called him after Father O’Toole because, she says, Father O’Toole is important. It seems to make sense to her.’ The mother sighed. ‘She’ll have to be punished. She’s quite old enough to know that what she did was very naughty.’

‘I don’t expect she meant her brother to fall into the fire,’ the father said.

The baby lay trembling in her bed. What would her punishment be? In her brother’s fairy-tale books people had their tongues cut out. But the grown-ups kept telling her to talk, so they probably wouldn’t want to do that. In those books they also rolled people down hills in barrels of a thousand nails. Her brother had explained that it meant barrels with nails hammered through so that all the spikes were on the inside sticking into you as you rolled. But she was fat and the only barrel she knew of was the barrel of wooden bricks in the nursery. She would never fit and her father always said that they did not have enough money, so they would hardly go out and buy a new one, just for her. In some ways she was clever for her age, so she knew that a thousand nails as well as a barrel would cost a lot. Then she remembered another line in her own book of stories. ‘You will lose the thing you love best.’

She yelped in distress and clutched Father to her chest. That would be her punishment! They would take Father from her. She lay stock still, as if by not moving, by staying absolutely silent, they would not be found. Once she heard footsteps approach on the landing, pausing by her door. Then it went quiet. But as the minutes ticked away on her red clock she could bear it no longer. What if she did it herself; the punishment? They might leave it if she got there first. She felt calmer now. When the idea came into her head she felt scared but she knew too that she had found the right thing to do. She climbed out of bed, Father in her arms, and padded downstairs listening out for voices or steps, but all was quiet. She found the right room although it was dark. Once in there she dared to put the light on. The box of extra-long matches lay on top of the mantelpiece. She placed Father on the floor at a safe distance before dragging up a chair and clambering up on the seat to reach. She lit the match at the third strike and only hesitated a moment before putting the flame to her cheek.

Her screams woke everyone up.

At kindergarten, Sister Francis, the youngest and prettiest of the nuns, looked at her with kind eyes. ‘Poor wee thing, she looks like an angel who’s had a bad landing, so she does.’

‘Angel,’ Sister Joseph sniffed. ‘Have you seen her brother? No, she’s a little devil, more like.’

‘We don’t like Sister Joseph, do we?’ Grace muttered in Father’s floppy velveteen ear.


Nell Gordon: Her parents’ marital problems marred an otherwise idyllic childhood in New Hampshire.

Once upon a time up a neat shingle drive there stood a white clapboard house with blue painted window frames and a blue door. The house lay on Brook Street and Brook Street was in Kendall. Kendall was a small town in America, a clapboard and red-brick and ivy town, a place for skating on the pond on winter’s days and swimming in the lazy river in the summer, a soda-parlour and neighbourly kind of town where every mother made her child a new costume for Hallowe’en.

In the white house on Brook Street lived a mummy and a daddy and a big brother and a little sister. The mummy was beautiful as a mermaid and the daddy was handsome and strong. The brother was a pain in the butt and the little sister was as pretty as a princess and just as lucky, with her lovely yellow and white room and her own swing in the yard. The mother and father loved each other very much. They always said so. And they loved their children and wanted only what was best for them. The mother’s name was Moira and the father’s was Gabriel. The brother was christened Finnian but his little sister called him Pigface. The little sister was called Grace, such a good name for a princess. When Pigface wanted her attention he called out, ‘Oi, Clothears!’ Pigface was at boarding school in England during term-time, which was lucky, although for some reason Grace and her mother cried at the start of each new term. ‘Women,’ the father said to Pigface and then they both shrugged and drove off in the station wagon towards Boston and the airport. Grace would run as far as the end of the street and wave at the departing car and Pigface would always be waving back with a look on his face like he didn’t want to leave all that much.

But now it was the holidays. Grace was preparing for her forthcoming birthday. She liked the word forthcoming; it seemed to make an already important occasion even more so. She used the word often, making the ‘o’ in forth long and drawn out. She had already decided which pyjamas to wear for waking up on the day; and for later she would be wearing her best dress, of course: the white one with red polka dots and a wide red sash to tie round the waist.

Grace’s Aunt Kathleen and Uncle Leslie lived in the same town, but they could not come to the party because they were away. Roberta O’Reilly was there, though. She was Finn and Grace’s grandmother, Moira’s mother. It was hard enough, the children thought, to believe that Roberta O’Reilly was their grandmother, but to think she was actually someone’s mother was close to impossible. She had only been in the house for a couple of days, but already she was causing trouble.

‘You spoil her, Moira,’ she said, sending a spiteful look in Grace’s direction. ‘There’s nothing good that comes from spoiling a child.’

‘Daddy says you think the sun shines out of Uncle Michael’s backside,’ Grace said, returning the look with a long hard stare of her own. ‘That means you spoil him.’

Roberta O’Reilly was large apart from her feet that were small but so fat that they spilt over the edge of her navy-blue court shoes. She had washed-out fair hair curled tight and brushed away from her face. Her eyes were mean and her fat cheeks looked as if they could slide down her face at any time. Those cheeks turned bright pink and wobbled as she looked at Grace’s father and at Moira, that child’s mother. Then they all looked at Grace. Grace, who sometimes rode her bicycle so fast down the hill that she knew for sure it would end up with her crashing into the hedge; Grace, who had to clamp her hand tight over her mouth in church to stop herself from shouting, ‘Bugger, bugger, bugger baby Jesus and the Holy Ghost’; Grace, who always walked too close to the edge of the river where it was at its deepest and most wild.

‘Grace.’ Her parents spoke in unison. But Grace was too far gone to heed the warning. ‘And it’s really funny that you think that about the sun shining out of Uncle Michael’s backside, because Daddy says Uncle Michael is a pompous fool who talks through his arse. Arse,’ she added helpfully, ‘is the same as backside.’

Grace, the offender, the bad girl, a mosquito child all eyes and teeth and knees, got sent to her room, which was absolutely fine with her because she had lots to do. She had to change the sign on her door, for a start. At the moment it read Trespassers will be persecuted – ‘it’s prosecuted, Clothears,’ Pigface had said. But Grace had assured him that hers would be persecuted. (She had been reading about Bloody Mary in Finn’s schoolbook.) But for tomorrow, her birthday, there had to be a different sign. When it was all done and stuck to her door, it read Trespassers will be welcome.

There was a knock on the door. It was her father. He knocked on his children’s doors even when he was angry. It was useful because it gave them time to hide stolen goods, stub out cigarettes or blow out small fires. Finn had shown Grace how to smoke during his last holidays. He said that his friend Nathan’s little sister could blow smoke rings already. But, for now, Grace was doing nothing worse than work on her sign.

He perched on the end of her bed. ‘Grace, you know that what is said within a family should never be repeated outside. Not even to grandparents. In fact, especially not to grandparents. We must be able to trust each other to be discreet. Do you know what discreet means, Grace?’

Grace nodded hastily. ‘It’s still my birthday tomorrow?’ she asked nervously.

‘Of course it is. But no more talking out of turn, Grace. Can I rely on you for that? If we can’t trust each other, who can we trust?’

‘God,’ Grace said.

‘Yes.’ Her father dragged out the word. ‘Of course we can trust God, but I’m talking about here on earth. So try to be a good girl, Grace, especially during your grandmother’s visit.’

Grace hung her head. She wanted to be good. It was just that sometimes she could not help giving things a stir, that was all. Like the time she put the slug on the anthill. She had been very young, no more than five, and she had regretted doing it ever since, even having nightmares about it. But at the time, there had been the slug, all plump and sticky, and there had been the anthill, all hungry and busy. One thing had led to another. The slug landed neatly on top of the anthill. Grace wiped her sticky hands on her dress and squatted down to watch. Her eyes grew round. Now she really wanted to rescue the slug, but when she put her hand out to pick it up she couldn’t bring herself to touch it, it looked so horrible oozing desperate slime under a crust of tormenting ants, so instead she ran away and was sick. Afterwards she tried to pretend the whole thing had never happened. But as Grandmother Roberta O’Reilly always said in that satisfied voice she used for pronouncing doom, ‘Sweep a thing under the carpet and sooner or later it’ll trip you up.’ Grace’s father had explained that sweeping something under the carpet was a figure of speech meaning not facing up to something.

Grace did not wish to face up to the slug incident so it faced up to her instead, at night in her dreams and when she sat in church listening to the things good people did. Putting a poor little slug on an anthill to be eaten alive was not a good thing. Children, however, were supposed to be good, and innocent. Grace, and there was no denying it, was a child. But Grace had also done a very bad thing which meant that she was not good. After pondering this seeming contradiction, she went to her father and said, ‘To you I’m but a child but, know this, I am capable of great evil.’ She had read a book where the hero, a little boy not much older than Grace, had said almost exactly that, only with him it was deeds – ‘capable of great deeds’ – not evil. But she had particularly liked the sentence, memorising it for when it would come in useful.

Her father had looked at her, shaking his head and laughing. Grace had watched him for a while and then she had walked off. Only the previous day he had whacked her on the thigh for being rude. Now, when she told him she was evil, he just laughed. There were times when things just did not make sense.

‘Now, try to be the sweet little girl I know you are,’ her father concluded, getting to his feet. He walked out of the room a little bent, as if he was carrying the trouble that was his daughter on his shoulders. He was Clark Kent today, his dark hair combed into a neat side parting and his bright blue eyes dimmed behind smudged spectacles. But when he took the lead in the Kendall Players’ production of Guys and Dolls, he had whisked his glasses off and his dark hair had fallen across his forehead and he had definitely looked a bit like Superman. Apart from her eyes that were sea-green and almond-shaped like her mother’s, Grace looked like her other, dead, grandmother. So there they were, Grace’s mother looking like a mermaid, her father looking like Clark Kent and a little like Superman, Grace looking like a dead person and her brother looking like a geek.

The evening before her birthday was meant to be a good time, with everyone having little secrets and being nice just in preparation. But this year something was not right. Like her record player dragging the record half a note behind, the tune was recognisable yet wrong.

‘Tell me the story of when you and Mummy first met,’ she said to her father when they were on their own in the sitting room after supper. But her father kept getting it in a muddle. Grace had to prompt him. ‘So there you were, a young man visiting Boston, and there she was, the prettiest girl outside the prettiest doorway in town.’

‘Oh yes,’ Gabriel said, ‘the doorway. Your grandfather had it shipped all the way from Dublin although he couldn’t even pay the rent at that time.’

‘You thought she was a mermaid …’ Grace had to prompt again.

‘Grace, I can’t remember.’

‘You always remember.’ Grace’s voice turned shrill with anxiety. ‘You thought she was a mermaid, so you …’

‘If your mother is a mermaid, then I’m afraid she is the kind who wants nothing more than to paddle in her goldfish bowl with a nice piece of plastic seaweed and a tasteful plaster shipwreck.’

‘I don’t understand what you are saying.’ Grace was close to tears. ‘You fell in love with Mummy, then and there, because she looked like a mermaid and the girls you knew back in England all looked like silly Imogen Jones and she looked like a horse.’

‘If I remember right, Imogen was rather a jolly girl. Fun, always laughing. Nothing was ever difficult. I can’t imagine what I thought was wrong with her.’

‘She wasn’t a mermaid,’ Grace yelled. ‘That’s what was wrong with her. You wanted a mermaid!’

She slammed out of the room in search of her mother and tried her. ‘Anyway, you were fed up with living with Roberta O’Reilly …’

‘Granny, darling. You’re meant to call her Granny.’

‘… because she was always yelling and throwing china, even if it was the ugly cheap stuff, and because Grandpa O’Reilly, God rest his soul, told stories that weren’t true and never stopped going on about the old country when you were perfectly happy with the new one, so when you saw this handsome young man from England …’

Moira looked at her little daughter who stood there, all indignant in her birthday pyjamas, and she sighed. ‘Grace, isn’t it time you went to bed?’

Grace turned on her heels and walked upstairs. She had given up on the evening.

But her birthday still arrived, right on time, at seven o’clock the next morning. Blue, the red setter, burst through the door first, wispy tail wagging, a big grin on his foxy face; dogs just have to get through a door first. Gabriel followed, carrying a tray with the birthday cup full of sweet milky tea and a vase with a single red rose. Finn came behind, sullen and sleep-swollen. He was on holiday and could not see why he should have to get up early just because it was Grace’s birthday. But Grace heaved a sigh of relief and beamed a smile at them. The world had snapped back into its proper shape and everything was as it should be, almost, because where was Moira?

‘Where’s Mummy?’

Gabriel placed the tray at the foot of the bed and disappeared, returning a moment later with a heap of gift-wrapped parcels. ‘She’s got a bit of a headache, that’s all. She’ll be along in a minute,’ he said. ‘And,’ he winked. ‘I might have forgotten to wake Grandma up, although,’ he raised a small parcel wrapped in creased paper with reindeers on in the air for Grace to see, ‘I’ve got her present for you.’ Grace winked back with both eyes.

First Grace opened Finn’s present. It was a red kite. Grace was delighted. ‘When can we fly it?’

‘In a minute,’ Gabriel said. ‘Open the rest of your presents first. And you have to get dressed.’

Grace picked up the birthday cup and drank a little. ‘When’s Mummy coming?’

‘I told you …’

‘Here I am, darling.’ Moira was wearing a dress that matched her eyes, a dress Grace especially liked. Her lips were Princess Grace-pink and her hair was piled up in a golden bun on top of her head. It was just that her eyes were swollen like Finn’s.

‘Is your headache better?’

‘Headache? I don’t have a headache, darling. I got caught on the phone, that’s all.’

Grace turned to her father with her mouth open, poised to speak, but he quickly forestalled her by handing her the next parcel.

Roberta O’Reilly’s present was a camera. ‘A camera for a seven year old,’ Moira muttered. ‘And she’ll be furious we didn’t wake her.’

‘She got it free with an electric blanket,’ Finn said. ‘She told me. Anyway, seven isn’t too young for a camera. I’m sure I knew how to use one when I was seven.’

‘But Grace is not at all technical.’ Moira caught her reflection in the mirror and wrinkled her little nose; the adorable snub nose that was the sure mark of every heroine in every book that Grace had read, a nose that Moira had not passed on to her daughter. She patted the skin beneath her chin. ‘What is the point, I ask you? You moisturise and moisturise and you moisturise and still you die.’

Grace turned the small square box in her hands, admiring the frog’s eye Finn said was the inbuilt flash. She raised the camera to her right eye and squinted through the lens as her father spoke. ‘Can we concentrate on Grace’s birthday gifts, Moira … dear.’ The ‘dear’ did not match the look on his face. She lowered the camera and now, as she looked at them, her parents were both smiling.

‘Do you see the same in the camera …’

‘Through the camera,’ Finn said. ‘There’s nothing in the camera, Clothears.’

‘I know that. What you see through the camera,’ Grace frowned at Finn, ‘is the same as you see outside?’

‘Jesus, you’re thick.’

‘Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, Finn,’ came a warning voice from Moira and Grace raised the camera and saw her mother’s smile. Weird, Grace thought, but interesting.

For as long as Grace could remember, her parents had been having ‘words’. Those words were either very quiet, seeping out from between clenched teeth, or very loud, jetting out of gaping mouths. But Grace didn’t worry because her parents loved each other very much. That’s what they said, every time after they had had words. ‘Now, there’s no need to take on so, Grace. It’s healthy to disagree and you know that Mummy and Daddy love each other very much.’

But today they did not have words once. First it felt nice but after a while Grace grew uneasy. True, it was her birthday and everyone was supposed to be happy, like at Christmas, but that had not stopped them in the past. Something was wrong. Like a dog, Grace sniffed the air and picked up on an atmosphere thick with unsaid words. Even Finn was being OK. (Last time he had been decent to her it turned out that he had dropped her tortoise from the attic window strapped to a homemade parachute. It had been months before they found the desiccated remains, a pretty shell, suspended from the branches of next door’s maple.) Only Roberta O’Reilly was the same as always. She sat at the head of the table, in the place that was usually her son-in-law’s, having vetoed eating outside in the August sunshine because sun meant sunstroke, and the lazy buzzing of insects meant bites, warmth meant cream curdling and butter melting before they even reached her scones, and the light cooling breeze meant soot coming from next door’s barbecue. Roberta O’Reilly’s mouth was a downward line of disapproval as her small sharp eyes gazed round at her family. ‘I trust that camera won’t be wasted on you, Grace,’ she said, having had to think for a while to find something new and unpleasant to say. ‘Because there is many a child who would give his or her eye teeth for a fine gift like that. Little Patricia was ten before she received a camera.’

‘I suppose you had to pay for that one,’ Gabriel muttered.

His mother-in-law turned her large head with a sharp, ‘What was that?’

‘I was just saying what a lovely little girl Patricia is,’ Gabriel lied and he and Moira exchanged amused glances. Grace loved it when her parents thought the same thing, even if the same thing was that Grace should be sent to her room or have her pocket money docked. She beamed at them over her tall glass of pink soda.

Little Patricia was Uncle Michael’s daughter, so Finn and Grace’s cousin. Apparently she was as good as she was pretty, sweet and kind and fair of face with blonde hair and a natural wave. To have a natural wave was a great gift bestowed only on those most deserving. Grace’s hair was dark and dead straight, poker straight, not a curl, not even the slightest wave to be seen. Grace had never met her cousin, who lived far away in Ireland, but if she ever did she would surely hate her.

‘Finn,’ Roberta O’Reilly snapped, ‘what is that nasty grabbing? Has no one told you that it’s rude to reach?’

But even Roberta O’Reilly turned nice, eventually, complimenting Moira on the light-as-air scones and pretending not to notice Finn burping after his second Coca Cola. Her parents continued to smile at each other across the sunlit table, chatting amiably, not having words, not once. It occurred to Grace then that she was dying. It was the only possible explanation. She knew it only too well from her illustrated stories, the dying child surrounded by heavenly light and grown-ups with sad brave smiles across the sickbed. Those leg cramps she got sometimes at night; they weren’t just growing pains, as her mother had airily dismissed them, but signs of some terrible sickness. They all knew about it, all of them, other than Grace herself – until now. Of course they had not been able to bring themselves to tell her. She couldn’t blame them. How do you tell a child that she is about to die? No one noticed the tear that dropped off her thick black lashes and into her jello. Anytime soon she would be dead and they were all making sure her last birthday was bright and full of joy, just as it had said on Roberta O’Reilly’s card. May your special day be bright and filled with joy.

The phone rang and Finn slipped off his chair and ran into the hall to answer it. He returned moments later. ‘They hung up when they heard me,’ he said. ‘I hate people who do that. And it’s the second time today.’

Moira stiffened in her chair. ‘It’s happened before?’

‘Yup.’ Finn grabbed a chocolate cookie on his way. ‘And once yesterday.’

‘Well, well,’ Moira said, smiling at Gabriel. It wasn’t, Grace thought, a very nice smile. They had barely finished tea when the phone went again. Her father looked at her mother. Her mother’s eyes widened, but her voice was quiet when she asked, ‘Why don’t you answer? I’m sure it’s for you.’ And Grace’s father went into the hall so slowly you would have thought he did not want to get to the phone in time. When he returned he looked at no one and said, ‘Wrong number.’ Grace’s mother’s eyes filled with tears, but she got to her feet and said something about ‘games’ in a cheery voice. Grace thought they were all very brave.

Come bedtime, she was beginning to think they were a little too brave. She lay in bed planning her forthcoming funeral. She had never been to one. When Grandfather O’Reilly died, Finn had been allowed to go, but Grace had been considered too young. Try telling her that this time, she thought with some satisfaction, now she was the dead person. She had learnt about funerals from a stack of old children’s books she’d found in a trunk in the attic. The books had pictures and someone always died. Grace felt she knew just how a good funeral should be. First there would be her little coffin. The smaller the coffin, the louder people cried. Grace wondered if she could ask to be folded double. Then the coffin would be so small even Roberta O’Reilly would weep buckets. And it should be white with brass handles. There would be wreaths of white and pink flowers and much talk of God preparing to receive a new little angel into the heavens. She closed her eyes in the darkness and imagined it all. Soon her pillow was damp with tears. It was so sad. The saddest thing she had ever thought. Suddenly she got frightened. She did not want to lie all alone in a coffin, folded double or not. She did not want to be a new little angel in heaven. She would miss her mother and father, even Finn. And what about her rabbits? Were there rabbits in heaven?

Finn’s room smelt of farts and dirty feet. He was asleep, face down, the blanket and sheet kicked right to the bottom of the bed. She walked up to him and shook him hard. ‘Pigface, wake up.’

‘What?’ Finn’s fair hair stood on end and he rubbed his eyes. ‘What do you want?’

‘Pigface, am I going to die?’

He turned on the bedside light. ‘Yes.’

Grace burst into disconsolate tears.

‘Don’t be silly. Everyone’s going to die,’ Finn said.

‘But I’m dying now,’ Grace wailed.

‘You’re not.’

‘Am.’

‘Not.’

Grace opened her eyes wide, wiping them with the back of her fist. ‘I’m not?’

‘You’re so dumb. Why should you be? There’s nothing wrong with you.’

‘There isn’t?’

‘No. Apart from being a typically annoying little brat and usually that isn’t fatal.’

‘Fatal?’

‘Dead-making. Now go back to bed.’

‘Promise I’m all right?’

‘Let me have your camera all tomorrow and I will.’

‘No.’

‘Then I won’t.’

‘You will too. Promise I’m not dying.’

‘Let me have your camera all tomorrow?’

‘OK then.’

‘You’re not dying, Clothears; promise.’

Back in her own room Grace was wide awake. She did not trust Finn. His own camera had got broken at the beginning of the holidays and he had been nagging her all day about using hers for some experiment. He might have said she was not dying just so that he would get the camera. She took it out of its cardboard box, turning it in her hand. She had taken two pictures earlier in the day, both of the cake, but she had had help. Her grandmother said that little Patricia, in spite of not even having owned a camera until she was ten, had been taking beautiful pictures from a much younger age.

Grace, still awake, sat on her bed, the light on, fiddling with the loaded camera, when raised voices reached her from downstairs. Instead of hiding her head under the pillow to muffle the noise, Grace wandered outside and downstairs, lured by the comforting sound of her parents having words.

She stood in the doorway in her birthday pyjamas, the camera still in her hand. Her parents did not notice her being there. ‘I told you it didn’t mean anything,’ her father said. He said it in that tired loud voice he used when he had to say the same thing over and over again. ‘And you said you forgave me. We were starting again, that’s what you said. One day, that’s all you managed.’

‘I tried, you … you pig.’ Moira’s voice was quiet. ‘God knows, I tried.’ She was still wearing her pretty dress. Gabriel’s dark hair was falling across his forehead. Grace was proud of how handsome they looked. None of the other children had such young good-looking parents. And they weren’t tearful and good and planning a funeral, they were cross. Grace felt a warm feeling all over as she raised the camera to her eye and clicked the button just as her mother raised her hand. As the flash went off they both turned round.

‘Grace, what are you doing up?’ Moira snapped. ‘Back to bed this minute. And put that camera away.’

Grace padded off happily. Pigface had not lied. In return he used up all the rest of the film. Gabriel took it in to be developed. All three of Grace’s pictures had turned out well. She held up the picture of her mother and father for everyone to see. She was proud of herself. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I managed without help.’


Nell Gordon: After her mother’s death in a single-vehicle car accident, Shield and her family returned to England. When Shield was ten her father remarried and the new family settled in the Home Counties village of Northbourne.

Grace and Noah Blackstaff were sitting cross-legged on the rug in front of the open fire in Noah’s grandparents’ house, playing Monopoly. Noah was banker. Grace should really be at home but coming back from school she had paused outside her own house and looked in at Mrs Shield, who was taking a tray of biscuits from the oven. She was wearing extra-long oven gloves on both hands because she burnt herself so often everyone was beginning to get annoyed with her. In the sitting room were the ladies, waiting to be fed. Grace could see poor Marjory and Mrs Daly and two more. All Mrs Shield’s friends were really kind to Grace.

Grace had resisted the smell of freshly baked biscuits. Instead she had turned and run down the path and across the road to Northbourne House. Noah, who lived most of the time with his mother in Canada, was over for his holidays already.

‘Another station for Blackstaff Enterprises.’ Noah stretched across to grab Liverpool Street station.

‘Why don’t you want to look for your ghost?’ Grace nagged.

‘I don’t believe in her.’

‘But lots of people have seen her. That’s why you’re so lucky. My mother is a ghost but I never see her. No one does.’

‘So how do you know she’s a ghost?’

Grace threw the dice and got a double three. ‘Because I don’t believe in angels.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Noah said.

‘Oh look,’ Grace said, moving her top hat. ‘Park Lane.’

They took a break for tea and cake. ‘You should be nicer to your grandmother. If you had a grandmother like Roberta O’Reilly, you would know about it.’

‘Granny’s all right; she’s just not much fun. You can’t do things with her like you can with Grandpa.’

‘She’s always looking at you when she thinks you’re not noticing and she has this funny expression in her eyes.’ Grace thought for a moment. ‘It’s like she misses you.’

‘How can she miss me, dumbo, when I’m right there?’

Grace shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Nell Gordon: Once more the young Grace was hit by tragedy when her father died from a heart attack in her first year of A-levels.

Poor Mrs Shield had cried so hard there were no tears left for anyone else. Finn was over from Australia for the funeral, but he would have to fly back the next day because they needed him at work. And he was getting married. His fiancée, whose name was Robyn, did not like it when he was away. Grace looked at her tall dark-haired brother, and searched for a way back to the time when they were central to each other’s life. ‘We need you, Mrs Shield and I.’

Finn put his arm round Grace, awkwardly, as if he was not sure how to do it. ‘I know.’ His cheeks had gone pink, as they always did when he was feeling guilty. ‘I have to get back. There’s really nothing I can do.’

Grace shrugged free. She thought, I’m seventeen and no one in the world loves me best.

Mrs Shield had told Grace to leave her ‘wretched camera’ at home. ‘I’m sorry, Grace, but there’s something unhealthy about a young girl taking pictures at her own father’s funeral.’ Grace had put her camera back on the hall table without protest.

The service was about to begin when Noah’s grandfather, Arthur Blackstaff, strode in through the church portals and everyone turned to look. His wife had arrived earlier and slipped into her pew, but that kind of quiet fitting in was not for Arthur. There were not many men, Grace thought, who could upstage a corpse at its own funeral. Arthur made much of taking a seat at the back and slowly the congregation settled once more, all eyes towards the coffin. As the first hymn was sung, Grace thought about how all those people, most of whom she did not even know, were alive and the one person who had been hers lay dead in front of the altar. ‘Excuse me for living’ – was that not what people said? Well, Grace thought, looking around her fiercely, I won’t, I bloody won’t. But wherever she looked she met pity. She wanted sympathy and she wanted love, but pity was for freaks. Roll up, roll up, for the girl who can’t stop losing her loved ones. Her angry eyes met the calm blue gaze of Louisa Blackstaff, Noah’s grandmother. Until that moment, if you had asked Grace what Louisa Blackstaff looked like she would have said, ‘Pale, sort of old,’ and shrugged to indicate that that was about it. But now, as she looked into the slanted deep-blue eyes that looked back at her not with pity or curiosity, but with understanding, she would have said that Noah’s grandmother was beautiful.

The organ started up and the congregation got to its feet. Grace stood mute as the singing started; it was pretty rude, she thought, expecting an orphan to sing.

The sun was shining. The birds were on the wing and a faint breeze ruffled the feather in Mrs Shield’s black velvet beret. Grace was staring down at the deep-dug grave. Any moment now her father would be lowered into that dark hole. Grace would return to the house and who would chase away the pictures in her mind of what each new day would do to her father’s body?

Mrs Shield reached for Grace’s hand. ‘My darling girl,’ she said, her voice barely audible. ‘Thank God for you.’


Nell Gordon: First love ends in heartbreak.

Grace stood outside the house where once she had lived with her mother and father and her brother Finn when she was one of the lucky people. She had returned to Kendall, the eternal small town where everyone was busy but life flowed by slowly, where people sat on their porches on warm summer evenings watching the world go by, where they were born and grew up and stayed to make new families and died to be taken across the river to be buried. Grace was there to try to learn enough to forget.

She was staying with the Singletons, her Aunt Kathleen and Uncle Leslie. Theirs was a big house, a house that was waiting in vain for children to occupy its rooms. But none came and although by now Aunt Kathleen and her husband Leslie had all but given up hope, they could not bring themselves to leave the house for a smaller, more convenient place. That house was their home. There was a closed-in porch where Uncle Leslie went to smoke and a large yard at the back where roses thrived in the dry heat, flowering bright red and filling the air with scent, and in the summer of 1976, here was Grace, their orphaned niece, not exactly a child at eighteen, but messy and noisy enough to make the house seem just right.

Grace had heard talk from friends, leaving school like her, of the need to get away, to break free of the maternal bond and to strike out and find yourself. But it was easy for them; they knew from whom it was they were trying to cut loose. Grace remembered a sea-green frock and eyes to match, coral lips, and a cool hand across her hot forehead. How little that was, she had realised only when her father died.

She had tried to explain to Aunt Kathleen that it was as if she had lost her mother all over again when Gabriel died. While he was there she felt secure in the knowledge that she could visit her mother through him, so consequently she seldom did. Now it was too late.

‘I know what you’re saying.’ Aunt Kathleen nodded. ‘Everyone goes on and on about the Monument across in Vermont, but have I been there? No, I have not, because I live just round the corner, that’s why.’

‘Something like that,’ Grace said and all at once she remembered hearing, a long time ago, her mother being discussed and someone saying how she was a really sweet woman but not very clever.

There weren’t many photographs; Grace’s father had not been one for taking pictures and the one Grace had taken herself with her first camera had disappeared. In the few she had seen, her mother looked different from how she did in Grace’s memory. Grace had tried in vain to get the memories and the photographs to add up to one whole person, but it never worked. How do you let go of memories? Memories entwined themselves in your thoughts and stole into your dreams at night. They could go everywhere and anywhere, they travelled with you, invited or not, and they never grew old and slow enough to leave behind.

Aunt Kathleen was said to look quite like her late sister. Same transparent pale-freckled skin, same sea-green eyes, same soft voice. It was Kathleen who had first given Moira the brand of indelible lipstick she used right until the day she died. Moira had even named her only daughter Grace after her favourite shade; a soft shimmery coral called Princess Grace. You couldn’t get that brand of lipstick any more, not since it had been discovered that its unusual staying power was due to harmful chemicals. Kathleen told Grace that Moira had been lucky not to suffer the effects, as for months, even after the banning of the cosmetic, you could see women walking around with lips that were swollen and purple, as if they had just gorged themselves on blackberries.

‘I know I was the one who got her on to it, after I found it at the drugstore in West Lebanon,’ Aunt Kathleen told Grace as they sat together in the kitchen, fanning themselves with the straw placemats and drinking iced tea. ‘But then I told her, “There’s no such thing as an easy option. Lipstick just doesn’t stay put and, if it does, then you should probably be worried about it.” No, she was lucky she didn’t suffer any ill effects.’

Lucky, Grace thought. Was her mother lucky to have crashed her car before her lips had had time to swell and turn purple from over-use of her stay-put lipstick? Now, there was a new way of looking at it. ‘I wish someone had thought of keeping a tube of the stuff,’ she said. ‘Full of chemicals or not, it was such a part of my mother, and me too, what with the name and everything.’ Most of Moira’s belongings had been cleared away soon after her death. It had been thought best by the helpful friends gathered around, as the little girl in particular was given to almost unstoppable floods of tears at the mere sight of a familiar frock or the whiff of scent from a pretty glass bottle.

Grace did remember looking at the leftover bits of her birthday cake and wondering how it could be that her mother was gone for ever whilst a strawberry cake was still there. Roberta O’Reilly called things like cakes perishables. That, her father had explained, meant they did not last very long.

‘Your mother is an angel in heaven,’ one kind lady had told Grace.

‘No, she is not.’ The little girl had shaken her head. ‘She is a perishable.’

Now Grace asked Aunt Kathleen, ‘Do I look like her?’

Aunt Kathleen put her glasses on and studied Grace before saying, ‘At first glance you favour your father – you have his height and his dark hair and square chin – but I can see Moira there too, in the cheekbones and the freckles and the eyes, although hers were kind of misty, misty-mild, and yours are very clear. And you’re a strong athletic-looking girl. There’s nothing fey or fragile about you, which is a great good thing as far as I’m concerned.’

‘I can’t help thinking if only I had paid more attention to her when she was alive.’ Grace sighed.

Kathleen said she thought that was an odd way of looking at it. Children as young as Grace had been, back when her mother was still alive, did what they did. It was up to the parents to pay attention. She brought her photograph album to the kitchen table for the two of them to look at while they finished their iced tea. The photos of Grace’s parents showed two people who, although standing side by side, would have preferred to have been in separate pictures. Grace could not say exactly what it was that made her think this; maybe the stiffness of their arms crammed up against their sides, the way their shoulders just missed touching, or their tight smiles as if someone was counting to ten. ‘I thought they were happy,’ she said.

Aunt Kathleen leant over Grace and paused to gaze at the pictures in the old album. She gently tucked back the lock of hair that flopped across Grace’s forehead. ‘They were, dear.’

Grace tilted her head to look up at her. ‘No. No, they weren’t. Of course I wanted to believe they were, but I think I always knew what it says here.’ She jabbed her finger at the photographs.

After that she looked out for people who, although physically close to one another, were actually a world apart; and also for their opposites: people who, although at the other end of the room from each other, were connected in a way you could almost see. She thought she would very much like to meet someone to whom she could feel connected like that. Up in her room, the never-used nursery, where little blue fish still swam along the ceiling borders, Grace drew a picture of a matchstick woman and a matchstick man each at opposite ends of a piece of paper, but with a cord running from one stomach right to the other.

The days grew hotter and there was no cooling breeze. Aunt Kathleen stayed inside with the air conditioning, but Grace, who swore she had her own body thermometer that kept her just right whatever the temperature outside, was out most days exploring with her camera. Aunt Kathleen noticed that Grace had little to say about what she had seen during her excursions other than a shrugged ‘You know, stuff,’ until she brought home the developed photographs and then she talked and gesticulated so that you had trouble stopping her. ‘It’s like she only just saw it all,’ Aunt Kathleen said to Uncle Leslie. ‘And then I look and I think, yes, there’s more to this place than you see at first glance.’

‘I keep telling you,’ Uncle Leslie lit his pipe and leant back in the rocker, ‘you won’t find anywhere better.’ He spent his life fighting to be allowed to stay just where he was while Aunt Kathleen kept glancing around looking for something better. Luckily for Uncle Leslie, she never settled on where that better thing might be for long enough for them to go anywhere very much, even for a visit.

Already Grace had a second roll of film developed. ‘Who is that?’ she asked Aunt Kathleen. ‘That boy standing on the corner lighting a cigarette.’

Aunt Kathleen put on her reading glasses and peered at the picture of Main Street on a Sunday morning. ‘Well, firstly he should have been in church, as should you, although I know better than to try to force you. And second, his parents would be none too happy to see him with a cigarette in his mouth. They’re always boasting about what an athletic boy he is.’

‘Who? I want to know who he is.’

Aunt Kathleen smiled to herself. ‘You sound mighty interested in someone you’ve never even met.’

‘Of course I’m interested. He’s beautiful.’

Aunt Kathleen looked again at the tall blue-eyed boy with his loose broad shoulders and brown hair that was a little too clean, too shiny, to be entirely fashionable. ‘Jefferson; yes, I suppose he is a good-looking boy. He could do with a good hair-cut, though.’ She glanced sideways at Grace. ‘I happen to know from his mother that he’s nursing a broken heart. And don’t you go taking that as a challenge.’

The McGraws, Jim and Gene, played Kathleen and Leslie at doubles, although Gene, Kathleen said, could not serve to save her life. ‘Mostly we go along for her baking. No one bakes cookies like Gene McGraw.’

And, Grace thought, her son was handsome enough to be a film star; handsome enough never to be interested in someone like Grace Shield. It wasn’t that she was bad-looking; she was just that bit too tall, and she was angular. There was no softness to her, no curves to speak of, and she was aware that she looked fierce a lot of the time when all she was doing was concentrating. Mrs Shield always told her that she had the kind of looks that older, more sophisticated men would like. She had meant it as a comfort, but it hadn’t worked. Older and more sophisticated meant forty at least. What use did Grace have for the admiration of men like that? No, what she wanted was to look like the girl standing next to Jefferson in the second picture. ‘Who is she?’

‘I don’t know. This might be a small town, but that doesn’t mean I know everyone.’

‘She’s pretty.’

‘Sure, she’s pretty,’ Aunt Kathleen said.

She was of medium height, a little plump but nicely so, with loose dark curls falling to her shoulders, pouty lips and an upturned nose. Aunt Kathleen must have noticed Grace’s wistful look because she quickly added, ‘But so are you. Maybe not in such an obvious way, but you’ll see, your time will come.’ Grace told her she sounded just like Mrs Shield.

‘Anyway, I want to be obvious. And I don’t want to wait for this mystical day when my kind of looks, whatever they are, suddenly become everybody’s cup of tea. I want to be obvious and I want to be obvious right now.’ Aunt Kathleen just smiled and shook her head.

Grace took to walking down Main Street at least twice a day hoping to catch a glimpse of the boy.

‘A hamburger? In this heat!’ Aunt Kathleen raised both eyebrows; auburn and pencil thin like her dead sister’s. She and Uncle Leslie had not believed Grace when she told them she had never been to a McDonald’s. ‘There’s a Wimpy but no McDonald’s in our nearest town. They’ve got them in London, but I haven’t been.’

‘No McD?’ Uncle Leslie had sounded like a missionary who had discovered a place where no one had heard of Jesus; incredulous but excited all the same. ‘Well, someone’s standing to make a lot of money over your way,’ he said.

On her own, Grace dawdled, looking into nearly every shop window on her way downtown. She went inside one of her favourite places: the small electrical-goods store with its shelf of photographic equipment. She bought herself a photograph album that she had admired for some time now. It was matt-black and squat, requiring little stick-on corners that you bought on a reel, an old-timer surviving amongst the shiny red and green ones with their pockets and self-adhesive pages. She walked on down Main Street, thinking there were more people than usual about, although none of them was Jefferson McGraw. But she did not want to give up just yet so she went into the last shop on the street, Andersen’s, just to eke out the time and get some more air conditioning. The shop was having a pre-summer sale. There was a poncho in the window, knitted in bright red wool, its voluminous hood trimmed with dark fur. Grace thought of how snug that would be in winter and how becoming; Little Red Riding Hood wearing the wolf.

It turned out that the poncho was reduced to less than half its original price. The assistant, a heavy-set girl with long permbleached curls and a smile that showed she was relieved to finally see a customer, said, ‘Mr Andersen had planned to keep the fur stock over to the next season, furs being classic and always just right, but it looks like he might not stock any fur items no longer so he thought he’d get them into the summer sale.’

‘Hardly the weather for it,’ Grace said.

The assistant shrugged. ‘That’s the time to buy,’ she said. ‘Come the season, you won’t find something of that quality for even twice the price.’ She went on to explain that there were two of the ponchos: the red one in the window and a white one with white fur at the back. ‘I reckon the white one would be really neat on you with your dark hair and all. You know Abba?’

Grace nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Well, the dark one has a poncho just like this one. I saw her wear it on TV the other night. It’s, like, really cold in Finland even in the summer.’

‘Sweden,’ Grace said. ‘Although she’s actually Norwegian.’

The girl looked at her blankly for a moment. ‘Whatever. I find them European places real hard to remember. You’re British, aren’t you? I know about Britain.’

Next she made Grace try on the white one, telling her it looked great. Grace asked to try the red and the assistant told her that too looked great. Grace asked her which of the two looked the greatest. The girl said there was nothing in it. Grace decided on the red, thinking that although it was half price it was still an expensive item of clothing and as she tended to spill quite a bit and sit in things it made sense to be practical and go for the darker colour.

She had been aware, for minutes now, of people gathering outside the shop, but she had put it down to the sale. As she waited for the girl to wrap the poncho, however, she realised that these were not shoppers. Fists were raised and there was shouting, although she could not hear what exactly.

‘Lord.’ The girl returned from the back, handing Grace a glossy pink and white paper carrier with the handles tied with a pink ribbon. ‘Mr Andersen won’t like this.’

It was a demonstration, by now that much was clear to Grace. ‘But the war is over,’ she said. ‘Anyway, what does it have to do with the shop?’

‘Nothing. But this isn’t about no war. It used to be all about that, but this here is about skin. Fur-skin. I don’t mind tellin’ ya that Mr Andersen has had about as much as he can take of that kinda thing. His blood pressure’s shooting up. He’s at the clinic right now, as a matter of fact, and it’s not as if they’re making any sense.’ She nodded towards the crowd outside. ‘I mean, them animals are dead anyway, so I say you might as well turn them into something pretty like a collar or a hat …’

‘I suppose the point they’re making is that if there weren’t shops selling fur and people like me willing to buy, then the animals wouldn’t be dead in the first place.’

‘I don’t agree with you there. I mean to say, there would be no point to them in the first place if it weren’t for that you could turn them into something nice and useful. Take them minks; I mean, yours is rabbit, but take them minks.’ She gesticulated towards a loose fur collar draped round the shoulders of a shop dummy. ‘No one in their right mind would have them breed if it wasn’t for what you could turn them into. Same with rabbits. You ask my Uncle Kirk what he thinks of rabbits. Darned pests, that’s what they are. As I see it, none of them critters would be allowed to be born if it wasn’t for folks like Mr Andersen. Anyway, you come with me and use the back door and that’ll bring you out right by the pizza parlour with no one being the wiser.’

Grace told her she disliked the idea of sneaking out the back as if she had something to be ashamed of. The girl shrugged and said, ‘Suit yourself,’ before unlocking the door and closing it the second Grace was out.

At first no one took any notice of her. They all seemed too busy managing their placards and shouting slogans. ‘He’s your brother not your coat,’ one guy yelled right in Grace’s face, but Grace didn’t think he even saw her. It was just as well, as she had a bag full of bunny brothers in her hand.

An elderly woman walking her basset hound came down the sidewalk. The woman was fat and slow, but the dog was fatter and slower still as it pattered along behind, its stomach trailing the ground. Its tail was wagging in a lazy fashion. Maybe the hot tarmac felt good against its belly. Seeing the commotion, the woman prepared to cross the street, but by now the dog was getting nervous, circling its owner, entwining her trunk-legs with the lead. Grace had taken her camera from her crochet bag, about to take a picture of the troubled animal in the midst of the demonstration. In photography class at school, one of their visiting lecturers had talked a lot about irony. Grace reckoned that this was just what he had meant. She raised the camera and took her shot just as the basset hound lunged in panic, sending its owner tumbling, her white straw hat down over her face, her mouth open in a wide O. Grace’s shot turned out extra ironic.

She was trying to help the old woman to her feet when a girl, her hair styled in a hostile bob, blocked her way. She made a grab for the carrier bag and yanked out the poncho with a triumphant shriek. ‘Blood-stained bitch,’ she yelled. Grace was slow to react as she was still trying to reach the old woman who remained sprawled on the pavement, the panicking basset hound pulling the lead ever tighter around her thick ankles. Grace, on her hands and knees now, dirty sneakers and frayed denim legs marching all round her, managed to reach out and grab the dog’s collar, unclipping the lead before getting to her feet and grabbing the old woman by the wrist, pulling and yanking until she had got her upright. The basset hound ran free; its high-pitched barking could be heard going down towards the river. ‘Dog went that way,’ Grace said.

After that it took her a few minutes to locate the demonstrator who had stolen her poncho, but there she was, still swinging the bag over her head as if it was the enemy standard.

‘Give that back,’ Grace said. ‘Give that back immediately.’ She made a grab for the poncho – sale or not, it had cost her forty dollars – but the woman was too quick and with a flick of her shot-putter’s wrist she had sent it flying across the wall into someone’s front yard. ‘Now what good will that do the poor creature?’ Grace wanted to know. ‘It was a dead rabbit in there, not Lazarus.’

The woman raised her fist in a triumphant gesture. She was shouting and her wide-open mouth was inches from Grace’s face. She was carrying on as if she’d done something brave, something special, rather than chucking away forty dollars’ worth of clothing. For a second Grace hated her and that second was enough for her to punch a fist straight into that inviting mouth. By the time her knuckles made contact with the woman’s teeth she was already regretting hitting her.

At the police station there didn’t seem much point in trying to explain that she had not, in fact, been part of the demonstration but an innocent shopper caught up in the hubbub. So she sat quietly with the others on the benches lining the walls of the small station, waiting for her turn to be processed. It was all taking such a long time. It had been a year since the last anti-war demo and, apart from a few domestic disputes and a guy caught speeding in his father’s car, not much in the way of crime occurred in Kendall. Grace supposed the police were unused to the sheer volume of suspects. She must have nodded off, and when she woke up the throng had cleared and there were fewer than ten people waiting. Amongst them was the boy she had been looking out for these last few days: Jefferson McGraw. Grace stared at him. She had a habit of staring which always annoyed Mrs Shield. But as Grace said, ‘What is the point of people if you can’t take a good look at them?’

Jefferson McGraw must have noticed that stare because his cheek, the one turned towards her, turned pink. Seconds later he sat down next to her on the bench. ‘Pigs,’ he said.

‘Oh no, I’d never wear them,’ Grace, all of a twitter, assured him. His eyes were the bluest she’d ever seen on any human being.

He looked puzzled at her reply, but was not at all fazed by the way she could not take her eyes off him; he was probably used to it. He said he did not recall seeing her before; was she from out of town? Grace told him she was from England and that she was staying with her aunt and uncle, the Singletons. Sure, he knew the Singletons, or rather his folks did. Grace said it seemed that everyone knew everyone else in Kendall, which, she added, was fine with her. It was cosy. ‘I used to live here, when I was a kid. Then my mother drove into a tree.’

Jefferson, it was obvious, was the kind of person who gave you his full attention, taking in every gesture and listening as if each word spoken was new to him. His eyes, as bright as if they’d had a good rinse and polish in the morning, grew concerned. ‘Jesus, that must have been tough.’

People said that kind of thing to Grace all the time. Usually she paid no more attention than she would to the tears people shed in front of a cinema screen; all second hand with no echo in their hearts. But Jefferson seemed, for that moment, as stricken as if it had happened to him. His shoulders hunched and there was real pain in his eyes, as if he was sharing her loss, not just watching it with interest.

It was dinnertime and the police, bored by now, let the rest of them go without even taking their details. The girl in the punch-up must have decided against making a complaint and Grace realised she was disappointed; she wanted to stay talking now she had finally found him. ‘They aren’t doing their job properly,’ she complained as they lined up to leave. ‘I even punched someone. I don’t know why it hasn’t been reported. I should be charged.’

Jefferson hushed her as they got up to go. ‘They’ll keep us here all night.’

Suits me, Grace thought, but she knew enough to keep that to herself.

‘Was it a cop you punched?’ Outside it was hot and humid as if the very streets were sweating.

‘Sure,’ Grace said. ‘I wasn’t going to be pushed around.’

‘That’s so cool; the way you’re prepared to really do something. Most of the girls I hang out with aren’t into issues. They say they are, sure, but they’re into other stuff, you can tell.’

She felt bad lying, pretending to have been part of the demonstration when actually she was the enemy. She considered owning up – she had a thing about honesty. In fact Mrs Shield had taken her to see the school nurse because, in her view, you could take honesty too far, as Grace had – way too far – on several occasions.

Grace had confided to the nurse that she believed bad things would happen to anyone who did not tell the truth. The school nurse had smiled a soothing smile and explained that, although telling the truth was very, very good and very, very important, it was not always appropriate. Grace had stopped listening and was counting the hairs on the mole on the nurse’s left cheek, only tuning back in when the session was drawing to a close. ‘Your mother –’

‘Stepmother.’

‘– your stepmother told me that you believe that God will punish you if you tell a lie. Of course I’m not saying telling lies is a good thing … as such … just that you should remember that there are times for telling the truth and times when, well, when it’s wise to keep that truth to yourself; to think of it as your little secret.’ By now the nurse herself seemed a little confused. Looking at Grace who sat so still in her chair and with such an attentive expression on her face, the school nurse took a deep breath and tried again. ‘Let’s take an example. If someone had spent a lot of time and effort cooking you a lovely meal but you didn’t like it, what would you say? Would you say, “Yuk, that wasn’t very nice”?’

Grace was not stupid and time was wearing on. Soon the lunchbreak would be over and she would have missed the chance of a smoke. ‘No, I would probably keep it as my little secret.’

The nurse looked pleased, giving Grace a friendly pat on the shoulder. ‘I hope you’ve found our little chat helpful.’

The answer to that, Grace decided, was best kept her little secret.

She went back for a follow-up a couple of weeks later. ‘Your mother –’

‘Stepmother.’

‘– stepmother tells me that you’ve been much better since our little chat and that you haven’t upset anyone … much. That says to me that you have been using your judgement. That’s good.’ The nurse smiled, pleased. ‘And nothing bad happened, did it?’

Grace told her, ‘My dog died.’

Jefferson McGraw thought she was cool. So maybe she would keep the facts about what she was really doing at the demonstration her little secret.

‘I’ll walk your way, if that’s OK with you?’

Grace nodded. ‘Sure.’ She looked away to hide her smile.

‘What’s on your mind, Grace? You’ve hardly said a word all evening.’ Aunt Kathleen was peering at her as if she was trying to read a manual.

‘Grace shows absolutely no interest in boys,’ Mrs Shield had complained to Grace’s father. ‘It’s not right. Girls her age should be in love.’

Gabriel had muttered something non-committal before asking his daughter when she was going to bring home a nice young man for them to meet.

‘When I find one,’ she had assured him.

‘See, she’s avoiding the issue as usual,’ Mrs Shield had complained. But she knew as well as Grace that this suited Gabriel very well. Gabriel had lost his shine of late. His life back in England with a new wife had turned out to be much the same as his old life in America with his first wife. He was still doing what others expected of him, still doing work that bored him, still seeing people for dinner to whom he did not wish to speak, still mowing the lawn on Saturday and washing the car on Sunday, although grass made him sneeze and he cycled to the station. To Grace he said, ‘The moment you know what to do with your life, do it and let nothing get in your way.’

Grace felt anxious, as if she had heard heavy sighs behind each word. ‘What did you want to do?’

Gabriel looked at her, head tilted. ‘Now, you mustn’t laugh at your old father, but I wanted to go on the stage.’ As so often, he looked sadder when he smiled than when he was serious and Grace had not felt in the least like laughing. ‘I nearly made it too.’ He shook his head as if in disbelief. ‘I was invited to join a travelling theatre company run by a man who slept every night with his head propped up on a hardback volume of Shakespeare’s tragedies, but it was not to be. I had responsibilities.’

‘Why?’ Grace had asked. ‘Why would he want to sleep like that?’

‘It was so that he would never forget that great art is forged through suffering.’ At that both began to laugh. Sad eyes met sad eyes. ‘Oh Gracie, we are the same, you and I.’

Gabriel, who never got away, became a man who wanted a quiet life above all else. This taught Grace to hang on to her dreams. In conversation her father’s words skimmed the surface like daddy-long-legs on a pond. He liked everything to be pleasant, he said. Keeping things pleasant meant no one getting cross or exercised and everyone agreeing. Everyone agreeing meant no one bringing up anything disagreeable. Never bringing up anything disagreeable meant never being contentious. Never being contentious meant always being pleasant. Always being pleasant was very trying. Grace had grown accustomed to silence. Poor Mrs Shield never did. When they were meant to be talking about her stepdaughter’s lack of teenage ways and she met only vagueness in return once again, she got so provoked that she said something about Grace maybe preferring girls. Grace had not minded. You could take pleasant too far, she had been thinking for some time. As her father fled the room, red-faced and upset, she explained kindly to Mrs Shield that, as she had never kissed a girl let alone slept with one, she could not be absolutely sure, but thought that, on balance, it was boys she liked. Mrs Shield had apologised, saying she didn’t know what had come over her. Grace had told her not to worry; having to be so damn pleasant was a strain on everyone.

At the time of her father’s death Grace had still not brought back a nice boy, or girl either for that matter. She had friends, quite a few, but as for falling in love; well, it seemed not to be for her. Anyway, she had other things to do.

At just after eight o’clock the following morning Grace was woken by Aunt Kathleen knocking on her bedroom door and telling her ‘that McGraw boy’ was downstairs waiting to see her. Aunt Kathleen did not approve of visitors dropping in before nine in the morning or after nine at night. Before and after those times she wore her curlers and her housecoat and wished to be private; everyone knew that.

Face to face again, they became shy. He kept looking at his feet, shuffling like a ten year old. Grace started to sweat although it was still cool inside. ‘I thought you might want to go for a walk or something,’ he said finally. ‘I could show you around the place.’

Aunt Kathleen had appeared behind them on the stairs. ‘Grace has been here for two weeks already,’ she said. ‘I’m sure she knows her way around by now.’

‘No, I don’t,’ Grace said firmly and without blushing. ‘I have a truly shocking sense of direction.’ When it came to telling lies she was coming on a treat.

Much later on Aunt Kathleen told her that she had watched the two of them walk down the path and out of the gate that morning and then she had gone into the bathroom where Uncle Leslie was shaving and said, ‘I expect that soon they’ll think they’re in love. They’re young and good-looking and we’re going through a hot spell.’ And she had worried that Jefferson might not yet have got over Cherry Jones, who had upped and left for Europe in the late spring. But she had kept her concerns to herself as she had an idea that a negative thought, once let out, would spread and take hold.

They lay in the deep grass, gazing at the sky. He was wearing nothing but his old cut-off jeans; his shrunken tie-dye T-shirt was suspended from a low-hanging branch of a maple and his mucky sneakers lay upside down on the ground. Grace, in her khaki shorts and a white cotton shirt, was chewing on a blade of grass. He reached out and took her hand and then he raised himself on one elbow and leant down as if he was about to kiss her. Instead he said, ‘Do that again.’

‘Do what?’

‘Smile.’

‘Why?’

‘Because.’ He turned away, but not before she could see the colour rise in his tanned cheeks. ‘Because you could light up a room with the wattage of that smile.’ Then he turned back to her.

Grace’s grin widened. God he was corny, but still it felt good.

‘You’re special.’

I’m dreaming, she thought.

‘This girl, Cherry, is travelling in Europe. She’s in Greece right now. Could you believe that, Greece?’

‘I’ve never been,’ Grace said. ‘Mrs Shield always yearned to go to Rhodes but my father refused to go because of the junta. He played Theodorakis records instead, but that just made Mrs Shield yearn more. “I will not compromise my principles because my wife wants a holiday in the sun,” he said.’

‘He was right.’ Jefferson sat up. ‘I couldn’t believe it when Cherry said she was going. It’s like there’s no consciousness.’

Grace sat up too. ‘Jefferson.’ She took his rough boy’s hands in hers. ‘I bought fur … once. I never got to wear it but I might have if … if something hadn’t got in the way. So you see,’ she lowered her eyes, ‘I’m not … conscious either, not the way you mean it.’

Jefferson looked back at her, his brow furrowed. ‘That’s different,’ he said finally, pulling a chunk of grass up by its roots. ‘It’s OK, Grace.’ He was smiling and she could feel his warm spearmint-gum breath. ‘You’re different.’ Grace did not ask him how, or why. Instead with a little sigh of contentment, she lay back down in the grass.

A while later she took pictures of him asleep in the shade, resting on his front, one knee drawn up and his arms above his head. He was nineteen and perfect and she, who was eighteen, wept because, in her experience, that which was perfect came back to haunt you from the far side of loss. She knelt down and brushed her lips against the soft hollow of his young boy’s neck, tucking a lock of dark hair behind his ear. ‘Come, wolves and giant birds,’ she whispered, ‘come, storms and angry winds. I’m here and you can’t hurt him.’ The dappled light from the branches and leaves above formed shifting patterns across his sleeping form. She got to her feet and shot close to a roll of film.

Grace and Jefferson were jumping, laughing and as naked as God had created them, into the cool water of the wide, lazy-flowing river that divided the town from the woods beyond. She twisted round in the water, dived and surfaced right by him, shaking the water from her hair, sending a cascade of droplets like a spinning wheel around her head. She dived again, swimming beneath him slinky as a seal, stretching her hand up and touching the soft slippery skin on the inside of his thighs. This time they surfaced together, wide-eyed and out of breath. Without a word they swam towards land. He lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around his hips and leant back against the bank, closing her eyes against the bright sun.

‘And Jefferson always such a good boy.’ Della Parker was complaining to her friend Jan Miller while they were in the queue at the mart. Della was shocked and she was angry and she didn’t mind who heard what she had to say, and that included Aunt Kathleen blushing by the cereal aisle. ‘You would think a person would be spared that kind of sight, practically in their own back yard and in the middle of the morning with the kindergarten walking by on their nature ramble. I tell you, it’s that girl. We’ve all heard about the way those Europeans carry on.’

Aunt Kathleen had responded by saying loudly to her friend Susie, ‘It’s good to see the boy so happy. There was no end to his moping after that Cherry Jones went away.’

But to Grace she said, ‘It’s not that I expect you young people to be angels, but did you have to be so … well … public about it?’

Grace was too proud of her happiness to be embarrassed, although she was sorry to have upset Aunt Kathleen. She wanted to ask her if it was common to feel holy when you made love, but she did not know how to go about broaching the subject. She made a very pretty apology in the form of a photograph of the house framed with freshly picked roses. ‘I know the roses won’t last,’ she said. But Aunt Kathleen had already forgiven her. Grace was in far worse trouble with Jefferson’s mother. She too blamed Grace, that English girl with the unfortunate mother, and she told Kathleen all about it. ‘But I shall keep my opinion to myself, Kathleen. As Jim pointed out, the more you fuss the more they go their own way. No, Jim says let him go on seeing her – in a decent manner, of course – and it soon won’t seem so interesting. She leaves at the end of the summer, doesn’t she?’

Aunt Kathleen thought that Gene McGraw, in spite of her cosy small-town ways, was a frightening woman. She tried to warn Grace, but love had turned the girl, if not blind, then deaf. But it seemed that a week later Mrs McGraw too had forgiven her. Jefferson had organised a picnic for just the two of them. He turned up, looking slightly embarrassed, with a coolbox and a red and blue picnic rug. He’d brought cans of Coke and even some candy-coloured chocolate buttons because he remembered that she had told him she missed Smarties. There were sandwiches and some cookies his mother had baked specially. It was that which made Grace think she was forgiven. After all, why make cookies for someone you don’t like? Who cared what the oldies thought, said Jefferson, and anyway his mother blamed what had happened more on the 1960s than on Grace. Mrs McGraw blamed most things on the 1960s and wished with religious fervour that the entire decade could just be rubbed out as if it had never been. She herself remained firmly in the 1950s, with her gingham apron and her neat blonde curls.

Jefferson and Grace unpacked their basket by the pond at the edge of the woods. The air vibrated with heat, the stagnant water was covered in soft green suds whipped up by the tiny insects scuttling along its surface. Even insects stayed close to home in this heat.

Once they had eaten they lay down in the shade, only the tips of their fingers touching for now. The air smelt clean. Every now and then, just as they began to say the heat was getting too much, the wind listened and, eager to please, stirred up a faint breeze to cool them down. This was a good moment to be alive.

And that, as far as Grace was concerned, was the trouble. Good times were made to pass. Happiness existed to keep the pain alive. She grabbed her camera and sat up.

When he was little, Finn had a box of treasures. It was really just an old cardboard shoebox with some discarded buttons, a few pieces of coloured glass polished smooth by the sea, a nugget of golden amber with a tiny insect trapped for eternity, a dried seahorse, some fool’s gold, bits and pieces. Finn used to show his treasures to people if he really liked them and when he felt sad he would go and look through the box to cheer himself up. Grace had tried to make up her own, but though she ended up with a nicer shoebox and much the same kind of bits inside, she could not help feeling that it was just an old box filled with tat. Years later, when sorting through her albums of photographs, good times pinned down like butterflies on the page, she remembered Finn’s box of treasures and thought that finally she had her own.

‘Enough.’ Jefferson pulled a face like an awkward schoolboy and raised his hand to shield his eyes. She looked at him sitting in the tall grass, tousle-haired, a sullen pout to his mouth. ‘No one sees exactly what I see.’ She pointed the lens at him and pressed the shutter. ‘There; you’re mine.’ She smiled as, now she had her picture, the anxiety melted away.

When everything was tidied up and stowed away, he pulled her close, smiling down at her, blue-eyed, wild-haired, and kissed her. She thought she might faint with love. He released her, looking up at the sky. ‘It’s cooling down a bit. What about a walk? There’s this place I want you to see.’

To Grace it felt hot enough for the devil to sunbathe, but she said she would love a walk; the longer the better she added, never knowing when to draw the line. They wandered further into the great woods; he told her they stretched all the way to Canada. The buzzing of insects got louder and Grace admired their manners. They seemed to understand that they were best heard and not felt, because they didn’t bother either of them, not even for a seat on an arm or neck. Above, the branches of the trees reached towards each other tangling and entwining, letting in just enough of the sunshine to cover her and Jefferson in a veil of soft green light. From a distance came the chuckling of water running across the stones of a nearby stream. Grace let go of his hand and ran towards the sound. She stumbled on a half-buried twig and, as she straightened up, a cascade of tiny yellow butterflies rose, a spray of colour on the faint breeze, hovered, then fluttered off into the deeper recess of the woods.

‘I used to come here all the time when I was a kid,’ Jefferson said. ‘I imagined I was the only person in the world who could get here; that the place existed just for me and vanished the moment I left.’ He grinned at her as if he was a little embarrassed at this earlier, dumber version of himself.

‘Like Brigadoon,’ she said.

‘Brigawhat?’

‘A Scottish village that appeared and disappeared just for Gene Kelly.’

‘Really?’

She took both his hands as if inviting him to dance. ‘No, no, not really.’

It was coming to the woods, this part especially, that had made him decide to dedicate his life to the care of animals. His father and his uncle were lawyers and his grandfather had been one too, so he was set to break with a family tradition.

‘It’s the most beautiful place I know and yet all around animals are suffering with no one to help them. When the bluebells come out in the spring, it seems all the more obscene. I found a raccoon once, with its hind legs crushed. He had dragged himself along to die by the stream, one small raccoon paw feebly whisking the water. I’ve seen a fox caught up in a snare. It had chewed through the flesh and bone of its own leg to try to get free. That’s when I stopped pretending the woods were mine.’ He shook his head slowly and Grace thought she saw him blink away a tear. She thought he had cub eyes; wide, slanted, watchful. ‘I tell you, he was so tiny he wouldn’t even have made a decent-size collar.’

‘Don’t.’ Grace took a step back, her hands in the air.

‘I plan to earn my money tending to rich people’s pets and then for the rest of the time I’ll make it known that anyone can bring in sick and injured wild animals for free treatment.’

She cradled his face in her hands and looked deep into his eyes. ‘I think that’s a good plan.’

He kissed her, a slow sure-of-itself kiss. ‘I knew you’d understand,’ he said. ‘I knew that you would be the girl who understood.’

He was as beautiful inside as he was out and she loved him; so what was there to understand? She wandered off, kicking her feet, rolling her neck, shaking out her arms; she was so full of love she had to shake some of it off before it became too much to bear.
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