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PART ONE


IFIRST SAW the photograph on a hot January afternoon in my mother’s bedroom. She was asleep – so I thought – in the sunroom at the other end of the house. I crept in through the half-open door, enjoying the feeling of trespass, breathing the scents of perfume and powder and lipstick and other adult smells, mothballs for the silverfish and insect spray for the mosquitoes our screens never quite managed to keep out. The net curtains were drawn, the blind half lowered; there was nothing to see through the window except the blank brick wall of old Mrs Noonan’s place next door.

I stole across to my mother’s dressing-table and stood listening in the dim light. The house was silent apart from the muffled ticking and creaking which my father insisted was the iron roof expanding in the heat, not someone creeping about in the dark cavity above the ceiling. One by one I tried the drawers, three on each side. As always, only the bottom left-hand drawer was locked. There were wooden panels between each layer, so you couldn’t see what was in the drawer below by pulling out the one above. Last time I had searched through the litter of tubes and jars and bottles crammed into the uppermost drawer on the right. Today I started on the next one down, rummaging through a shoebox crammed with packets of needles and carded buttons, reels of coloured cotton and hanks of wool, the loose ends hopelessly tangled.

To see if there was anything behind the shoebox, I tugged at the drawer. It stuck, then shot right out of the dressing-table and hit the floor with a thud. I tried to force the drawer back in, but it wouldn’t go. Any second now, I expected to hear my mother’s footsteps hurrying up the hall, but no sound followed. Even the ticking in the ceiling had died away.

There seemed no reason why it wouldn’t fit. Except that something cold and hard was stuck to the underside, right at the back. A small brass key. I had prised it loose, peeled away the tape and opened the locked drawer before the enormity of what I was doing had begun to register.

The first thing I saw was a book, whose title would elude me for years afterward. The Carillon? The Chemillon? The Chalmion? A word I didn’t know. The grey paper cover was crumbling at the edges and pitted with rust-coloured spots. It had no pictures and looked grown-up and boring.

I couldn’t find anything else. Then I saw that the brown paper lining on the bottom of the drawer was actually a very large envelope. It had a typewritten address and stamps on it, and one end had been slit with a knife. Another disappointment: just a thick bundle of pages with typewriting on them, tied together with rusty black ribbon. As I drew out the bundle, a photograph slid into my lap.

I had never seen the woman in the photograph before, and yet I felt I knew her. She was young, and beautiful, and unlike most people I had seen in photographs she did not look straight at you, but gazed away to one side, her chin tilted slightly upwards, as if she did not realise anyone was looking at her. And she did not smile, at least not at first. As I went on staring at her I began to think I could see the faintest trace of a smile, just at the corner of her mouth. Her neck was amazingly long and slender, and though the picture was in black and white, I felt I could see the changing colours of her skin where the light fell across the back of her neck and touched her forehead. Her hair, masses and masses of it, was drawn back behind her head and wound up in a long plait, and her gown – as I felt sure a dress as wonderful as hers must be called – was made of a soft dark velvety material, with shoulders gathered like the wings of angels.

Boys, I had learned from somewhere, were supposed to think their mothers were beautiful, but I suspected mine was not. She looked older and thinner than most of the mothers at my school, and worried about everything, especially me. Lately she had been very worried indeed. There were dark pouches under her eyes; the lines across her forehead and around her mouth seemed to be cutting deeper into the skin, and her hair, which used to be dark brown, had grey streaks running through it. I worried that I had worn her out by not being good enough; I was always meaning to be better, yet here I was burgling her secret drawer. But I also knew that the anxious, haunted look could descend when I had done absolutely nothing wrong. Whereas the woman in the photograph was calm and beautiful and alive, more alive than anyone I had ever seen in a picture.

I was still kneeling in front of the drawer, lost in the photograph, when I heard a hissing sound from the doorway. My mother stood rigid, fists clenched, nostrils flared. Tufts of hair stuck out from her head; the whites of her eyes seemed to be spilling out of their sockets. For a long, petrified instant she didn’t move. Then she sprang, hitting and hitting and hitting me, screaming in time to the blows that fell wherever she could reach until I broke away and fled wailing down the hall.

From old Mrs Noonan I learned that if you shivered for no reason it meant that someone was walking over your grave. Mrs Noonan was thin and stooped and had twisted papery hands with strange bulges around the knuckles; she smelt of stale lavender and felt the cold even in summer, especially when she took her first sip of tea. My mother didn’t like her saying it, so Mrs Noonan took to shivering silently when she was drinking tea in our kitchen, but I knew what she meant. When I wasn’t being bad, I used to imagine that someone had found out my mother’s grave, a man in dark clothes with a dead white face who dodged behind a tombstone whenever he saw you coming, so that you could never catch him doing it. That was why her anxious look came down for no reason at all. Some days you could tell that he was tramping back and forth, back and forth, over and over her grave.

We would sometimes drive past Mawson cemetery, but I’d never been inside because we had no relatives there to visit. My father’s parents were buried in Sydney, and he had a married sister in New Zealand who wrote every Christmas, but they never came to see us. All my mother’s relatives were buried in England, and that was where I imagined her grave must be.

Mawson is an overgrown country town sprawled along the edge of the Great Southern Ocean. It used to be called Leichhardt, after some luckless explorer who never returned from the dead heart, until, so my father explained, the council decided to change it to something more cheerful. Beyond the remnants of the old town centre there’s nothing much to see except shopping malls and filling stations and mile after mile of sprawling identical suburbs. Beaches to the south, hills to the north; the dead heart beyond. That was where you ended up if you crossed the narrow strip of farmland beyond the hills and kept driving north through the endless sandy scrub and saltpan into the desert. In summer when the north wind blew, clouds of fine red dust covered the town. Even inside, you could feel the grittiness of it between your teeth.

My mother’s stories of growing up in the English countryside were full of things we didn’t have in Mawson, chaffinches and mayflies and foxgloves and hawthorn, coopers and farriers and old Mr Bartholomew who delivered fresh milk and eggs to their house with his horse and cart. When she wasn’t away at boarding-school, she lived with her grandmother Viola, and a cook and a maid, in a house called Staplefield which had staircases and attics and more rooms than you could count, and she had a best friend called Rosalind who was allowed to come and stay for the summer holidays. My mother could describe their favourite walks so vividly you felt you were there, provided you didn’t interrupt. There was one I especially liked to hear about, which led across fields full of friendly cows to something called a wicket gate, up through an oak forest, where if you moved very quietly you might easily see a hare or a badger, and out into a clearing, where they would find – somehow it came as a complete surprise every time – a pavilion, which my mother once drew for me. It was like a smaller version of the bandstand in our Memorial Park, but freshly painted, cream and blue and dark green, with cushions for the polished wooden seats. No one ever disturbed them, so they would stay for hours, talking or reading or looking out over the countryside below, so far they could almost see the ships anchored away to the south in Portsmouth harbour.

At Staplefield, my mother and Rosalind could go anywhere they liked in complete safety, whereas boys who wandered away from home in Mawson would be dragged into cars by strange men and taken away and murdered, if the street gangs didn’t get them first. Our house was a red brick bungalow on the edge of the old town, but double brick, as my father never tired of saying, not like the shoddy brick veneer they’re building nowadays.

Like every other house in our street, it sat squarely on a quarter-acre of dead flat ground. There was one step up to the front porch and into the hall, which was always gloomy once the door had closed. We had plaster walls, cream with an odd brownish tinge, and dark green patterned carpet that smelled faintly of dog, even though we’d never had one. To the right was my mother’s bedroom, the largest of the three, then the sitting-room (never to be called ‘the lounge’). To the left was my father’s bedroom, then mine, then the kitchen with its grey linoleum, green-painted plywood cupboards, Laminex table and chairs, and an old yellow fridge which opened with a pull handle. At night I could hear the wheeze and rattle when the motor started up. You went on through a doorway to the bathroom and laundry and a tiny alcove we called the study, on the left opposite the sunroom. The sunroom itself was a lean-to extension made of cement sheet and hardboard, the only room in the house where it was light all day.

As I grew older the paddocks at the end of the street became development opportunities and then subdivisions as the shoddy brick veneer suburbs rolled over us, but we stayed put. Instead of mayflies we had Portuguese millipedes, uncountable armies of them, coming up out of the leaf litter when the autumn rain set in, armoured, segmented, swarming towards the light. In winter, if my father forgot to spray the paths, the inside walls would turn black overnight. You had to get the broom, sweep them off the walls, gather up the writhing mess with a brush and pan and carry them out by the bucketload. They were quite harmless but my mother hated the damp, clammy feel of them. And if you squashed even one, the bitter pungent smell seemed to follow you around the house.

In summer the millipedes went underground and the ants came in, an endless black column that no amount of poison would keep out of the food cupboard for more than a few hours. Kitchen ants were not supposed to bite but if you stood too long barefoot near one of their trails you would feel the nip nip nip of tiny jaws. Outside in the yard we had fierce orange bull ants whose bite was like a red-hot needle; and, for a season, two nests of the dreaded inchmen. Half a dozen of those could put you in hospital; if you slipped and fell against the mound you were as good as dead. Likewise if you were foolish enough to leave an open can of soft drink unguarded: a wasp would climb in through the hole, sting your throat as you swallowed and you would choke to death. Funnel-web and redback spiders lurked in the woodpile behind the shed; you had to wear heavy rubber gloves to gather firewood until we changed over to bottled gas, and stamp very loudly as you approached in case a deadly brown snake like the one that killed Mrs Noonan’s cat was sharing the woodpile with the spiders.

At Staplefield they did not need flywire and could leave their windows open on summer nights. We had fine mesh screens on all the doors and windows, to keep out the small black flies which rose in clouds around the back door when anyone approached, clogging your eyes and nostrils and crawling into your ears, and the huge lumbering blowflies that according to my mother vomited whatever they had last eaten over your food as soon as your back was turned. But no wire, however fine, would keep out the flying ants that swarmed on the first hot night in spring, worming through the mesh to form a dense cloud around the light bulb. In the morning, feebly twitching bodies lay in a drift of severed wings.

If it hadn’t been for my mother’s stories, perhaps Mawson – street gangs, millipedes and all – would have been simply home to me. But for as long as I could remember, I had wondered why we didn’t go to live at Staplefield. Asking her for reasons, though, did not just break the flow of recollection, but sent it into reverse. It wasn’t simply that Staplefield had been sold to other people long ago, or that we couldn’t possibly afford a house like that today. England too had come down in the world. Where once the chaffinches had sung, mountains of garbage now accumulated on every street corner, breeding giant rats which ate babies and thrived on the strongest poisons. No more long, cloudless summers; now it rained for eleven months of the year, and you could not get coal or electricity for weeks at a time. By the time I was seven or eight, I had learned not to ask, but the questions remained. Nobody in our street had an upstairs room, let alone a cook, and it was hard to see why you would need a whole extra person just to grill chops, boil vegetables, and open tins of fruit. Nevertheless, I could not help seeing our lack of staircases and servants as one more consequence of the obscure misfortune which had landed us in Mawson.

All afternoon I stayed hidden behind a stack of timber in the garage, expecting another beating. But she did not call, and eventually hunger and thirst drove me inside to face a long interrogation. No, I told her several times – ‘Look me in the eye, now, Gerard’ – I had not done anything except look at the picture of the woman. I wanted to ask who she was, but I didn’t dare, then or afterwards.

‘Prying into other people’s private things is a terrible sin,’ she said finally – ‘sin’ was a word she seldom used – ‘like opening their letters or reading their diaries or listening at doors. Promise me you’ll never, never, never do anything like that again.’

I promised, which did not prevent me from sneaking into her bedroom at the first opportunity, only to find the drawer locked again, and the key no longer in its hiding place.

By the end of the summer holidays my mother had apparently forgotten my trespass. But something had been lost between us, something I could not identify until I realised that since the day she caught me with the photograph, she had not once mentioned Staplefield or Viola. I tried again and again to draw her out, in vain; at the merest hint of an approach, she seemed to suffer an attack of deafness, assuming a look of blank incomprehension until I changed the subject or slunk away.

It seemed a double punishment. Talking of Staplefield had been the one thing more or less guaranteed to soften the lines of worry etched into her forehead. Now I had not only proved myself too wicked to re-enter that enchanted world; I had deprived her of the comfort of talking about it. I crept about the house, trying to be good, or at least appear good, but it made no difference. My father kept even more out of the way than usual.

Gradually, I came to realise that my mother did not love me any less; indeed as I moved on to high school and adolescence, she seemed to become ever more anxious on my behalf. Unlike some of my schoolfriends, I had never been allowed to roam freely, but nor did I really want to; the world beyond the local shops a few hundred yards away was a sinister place, fraught with unseen menace of which funnel-webs, street gangs, and plausible well-dressed men who preyed on wandering boys were merely the outward and visible signs. Even the man from the Department of Statistics who knocked at the door one evening was a potential kidnapper in her eyes. If my father hadn’t been home, she’d have refused to answer a single question. She needed to know where I was, every minute of every day; if I got home even half an hour late from school, I would find her hovering beside the telephone table in the hall. I knew myself to be the centre of her existence, but on the subject of her past – not only Staplefield, but her entire life before she arrived in Mawson to marry my father – the habit of silence grew between us.

We had photographs of my father’s parents, of his sister and her husband and children, but of my mother nothing before her wedding day, and very little after. The wedding photograph, taken on the steps of Mawson Registry Office in May 1963, is in black and white, just the two of them, no confetti. My mother is wearing a skirt and jacket and the sort of shoes that used to be called sensible. Thirty-four years (as I would learn from my own birth certificate) – thirty-four years of being Phyllis May Hatherley have just ended without trace, at the side of Graham John Freeman. My father’s left arm is crooked for her to hold, which she does awkwardly. His clenched fist presses against his ribs. The top of her head is level with the handkerchief projecting from his breast pocket. His dark suit doesn’t fit properly; the sleeves are too short, the shoulders droop. You could easily mistake him for the father of the bride, though he’s only eleven years older. The lower half of his face has already taken on the shrunken, slightly simian look that makes you think someone isn’t wearing their false teeth. And despite my mother’s insistence that the sun was shining, they both look cold and undernourished, as if it’s really a winter’s day in England, a decade or more earlier, with rationing still in force.

I don’t think my father ever knew any more about her life before they met than I did. He seemed to have been born without the faintest vestige of curiosity. His own father had come from an engineering family in Southampton, emigrated to Sydney in the 1920s, married, survived the Depression and war service as a mechanic in the RAAF, and set up his own machine shop. Dedicated to perpetuating the finest standards of British craftsmanship, with a portrait of the reigning monarch on the office wall. So far as my father was concerned, his entire family history could be expressed in micrometer readings, expansion coefficients, and the ability to work to tolerances set not merely in ‘thou’, but within a few ten-thousandths of an inch. As a draftsman, he must have been fluent in the new metric system, but we spoke only imperial at home. Whatever they might believe at Mawson Junior High, I knew that reality was measured in pounds and ounces, feet and inches, chains and furlongs and acres and miles and strange biblical quantities like cubits.

Outside of his workshop, my father’s only apparent aim was to get through life as quietly and inconspicuously as possible. As far back as I could recall, my parents had slept apart, though they must, presumably, have shared a bed at least once. His room was as bare as a monk’s cell. Board floor, single bed, bedside locker, wardrobe, chest of drawers. And one upright chair. No secrets there. On top of the chest of drawers he kept a framed photograph of my mother, one of the few we had, standing on the front porch in her twinset and sensible shoes, doing her best to smile. As if she were on the other side of the world instead of across the hall. They called each other dear, and never quarrelled within my hearing. Every morning he would collect the lunch she had packed for him and set off for the Land Surveys Department. He dug the vegetable garden, serviced the car, and did the household repairs. The rest of his time he spent with his trains.

They were nominally mine at first: 00 gauge electric, on a six by four baseboard in a corner of the garage. An oval track with an inside loop, a siding, two stations, and a tunnel through a papier mâché mountain. I was bored within hours; he doubled the outside track; after a few more hours I lost interest again. We all went on speaking of ‘Gerard’s trains’ for years as the baseboard expanded and the tracks tripled and quadrupled below the signals and gantries and water towers, and the engines and rolling stock multiplied until our car was eased out into the carport, never to return despite the threat of rust. He bought an old kerosene heater for the winters, then a second-hand air conditioner for the ferocious summer heat. The baseboard grew until there was only a narrow walkway down each side to his stationmaster’s quarters at the far end, where he had his workbench and his electric jug, an old brown leather swivel chair, and row after row of switches and levers and dials, all labelled according to a code that he carried around in his head. Everything on the board was electrified: not just the trains, but lights, points, signals, level crossings, even miniature bells. He bought his components – boxes of relays and solenoids and rheostats and endless coils of coloured wire – at army surplus sales and government auctions, swap meets with other train men. When the air conditioner wasn’t running you could hear the hum of the transformers.

Every line had its own timetable, and all of the stations had English village names like East Woking or Little Barnstaple, but the network wasn’t a map or a model; it was a self-contained, perfectly ordered world, every tiny detail meticulously crafted to scale, except that it contained no human figures. Some train men have crowds of miniature people waiting on platforms, fields full of minutely hand-painted porcelain cows: my father’s universe was populated only by trains. If it hadn’t been for ‘your mother’s nerves’, I think he might have moved into the shed altogether; as it was, he brought the last train into the depot at 10.27 each night and retired dutifully to his bedroom. He and I were always going to have ‘a bit of a talk about things’ but we still hadn’t quite got around to it on the night, just before my eighteenth birthday, when he didn’t come in at 10.30, or eleven, and she found him dead in his stationmaster’s chair, with a single train running at full speed, round and round the outermost track.

If I had seen pictures of Staplefield, they might have cramped my imagination of it, suffused with depths and subtleties of colour unknown in Mawson. Memories of Staplefield – my memories, as they truly seemed, for my mother’s stories had left me with such an acute visual sense of the place that I could walk around it in my head, fix my attention anywhere I pleased, the forge in the village street, or Viola, upright, elegant and silver-haired, seated at her walnut writing-desk, the two attic bedrooms with their gabled windows and dark wooden floorboards and Persian rugs, the view southwards over the fields from the pavilion on the hillside, and see every detail plain – these memories became my principal refuge as the miseries of Mawson Junior High crowded in. Until I met (for want of a better word) my invisible friend, Alice Jessell.

The letter arrived on a hot, airless, overcast morning towards the end of the summer holidays. I was thirteen and a half. My last days of freedom were slipping by. For weeks it had been too hot to do anything except lie on my bed reading or just listening to the rattle and creak of the fan as it swung to and fro, alternately wishing the time away and willing it to slow down. Nothing to look forward to but another year trailing after the legion of the lost: the swots, the cowards, the hopeless at sport. I heard the tinny put-putting of the postman’s motorbike through my window and slouched out to the letter-box, just for something to do.

Apart from the usual bills and circulars, my parents received very little mail, and nothing at all from overseas except the occasional invitation to join a book or record club. Until that day, I don’t think I’d ever seen a letter addressed to me. This one had my full name on it: Master Gerard Hugh Freeman. I slid the letter into the pocket of my shorts just before my mother followed me out the front door, and handed her whatever else the postman had brought.

Penfriends International, it said in typewriting at the top. PO Box 294, Mount Pleasant, London WC1. By Airmail. Inside was a letter, also typewritten, beginning Dear Gerard, asking me if I would like a penfriend, and if so, whether a girl or a boy. All I had to do was write to the Secretary, Miss Juliet Summers, telling her something about myself to help her find me my ideal penfriend, and return my answer in the enclosed airmail envelope.

I knew exactly what my mother would say. But Miss Juliet Summers sounded warm and friendly, and I ended up writing her several pages – I even talked about Staplefield – asking her to find me a girl penfriend. I did the whole thing in a rush, knowing I mustn’t give myself time to think, so that it was only on my way back from the post office that I realised my mother would almost certainly see the reply before I did.

Sure enough, when I got home on the Friday of the first dismal week of school, she was hovering in the hall, clutching an envelope. The skin around her nostrils looked taut and shiny.

‘There’s a letter for you, Gerard,’ she said accusingly. ‘Shall I open it for you?’

‘No. Can I have it please, Mother?’

This would normally have been met with ‘No thank you, Mother’ – she hated ‘Mum’ and would not have the word in the house – and ‘May I have it please, Mother?’ But today she just stood there, glancing from me to the envelope, which she was holding so that I could not see the writing on it.

Suddenly I understood that, for the first time in my life, the high moral ground was mine.

‘Please may I have my letter now, Mother?’ I repeated.

Slowly, reluctantly, she held it out to me. ‘Penfriends International’. The envelope was crumpled where her finger and thumb had gripped it.

‘Thank you, Mother,’ I said, retreating towards my room. But she was not finished with me.

‘Gerard, have you been giving anyone our address?’

‘No, Mother.’

‘Then how did they know where to send it?’

I was about to say, I don’t know, when I saw where this was leading. Taking a letter from the box and answering it without telling her, even a letter addressed to me, would count as being sneaky and dishonest. I could feel the high moral ground subsiding beneath me.

‘I – I saw it on a noticeboard at school,’ I improvised. ‘About the penfriends.’

‘Did Mrs Broughton give you permission to write to them?’

‘No, Mother, I just ... wanted a penfriend.’

‘So you did give them our address.’

‘I s’pose so – yes,’ I muttered, choosing what seemed the lesser evil.

‘You had no right to do that. Without asking me first. And where did you get the stamp?’

‘I bought it with my pocket money.’

‘I see ... Gerard’ – in her take-no-prisoners voice of command – ‘I want you to show me that letter.’

I was afraid that if I did, I would never see it again.

‘Mother, you’ve always said that letters are private ... why aren’t I allowed to read my own letter?’ My voice broke upwards into a squeak on the last word.

Her colour rose; she glared, turned on her heel and walked away.

The letter was typed, but it was not from Miss Summers.


Dear Gerard,

I hope you don’t mind, but Miss Summers sent me your letter to read (she sent lots of others too, but yours was the only one I really liked), and you sounded so much like the penfriend I’ve been hoping for that I asked her if I could write straight back to you myself. Of course you don’t have to answer if you don’t like the sound of me!

My name is Alice Jessell, I’ll be fourteen this March and like you I’m an only child, except that both my parents are dead, we were in a car crash together. I know maybe I shouldn’t write this bit straight away but I want to get it over with. Anyway you might not want to read any more, so it’s only fair, as long as you know that I’m definitely not looking for sympathy and I don’t ever, ever want you to feel sorry for me, just to be my penfriend if you’d like to. So as I was saying my parents were both killed in the accident, which happened about three years ago. I survived because I was in the back seat, but my spinal cord was damaged so I can’t walk. My arms are OK though – I only type because my writing’s really hard to read, and already I can type much faster than I could ever write. And because we didn’t have any relatives or anything I had to go into a home – I know how awful this must sound and of course it was unbelievably unbearably awful at first. But it’s a really lovely place, in the countryside, in Sussex. The insurance money pays for me to be here, I even have my own lessons so I don’t have to go to school, and a beautiful upstairs room all to myself, looking out over fields and trees and things.

So now I’ve said it. I really do mean it, about not wanting sympathy, I want you to think of me if you can – only if you want to be my friend of course – as a normal person who just wants to share normal things. I don’t watch TV or listen to pop music I’m afraid but I love reading – it sounds as if you do too and I’d love to have someone my own age to talk about books with. (Most of the other people here are very nice, but much older than me.) And to sort of be part of someone else’s life, and be their friend. Anyway that’s enough about that.

There’s snow on the fields right now, but it’s a bright sunny day, there are squirrels running up and down the big oak tree outside my window, and three plump little birds on the windowsill, they’re singing so loudly I can hear them over the clatter of the keys! Actually where I am sounds a little bit like the place where your mother grew up – a big red brick house in the countryside with woods and fields around it. Mawson sounds awfully dry and hot! Sorry, that sounds a bit rude, I mean I’m sure it’s lovely, just so different from here.

Anyway I’d better stop and give this to Matron (she’s more like an aunt, really) to send on to Miss Summers, that’s because Penfriends International are a sort of charity, they pay the airmail postage. So if you want to, write to me care of Miss Summers, and then every time she sends on one of your letters to me, she’ll enclose some reply coupons to post back to you – that way you won’t have to buy stamps. Our letters will be completely private.

I really must stop right now. Before I panic and crumple this up for maybe making a complete idiot of myself.

Sincerely,

Alice

P.S. I think Gerard is a really nice name.



I lay on my bed and read Alice’s letter over and over again. She sounded incredibly, unbelievably brave, and yet I realised I truly didn’t feel sorry for her. Sympathy, yes; but even though being an orphan in a wheelchair did sound unbearably awful, her letter made me feel as if I’d come in out of the dark on a freezing night, not knowing how cold I’d been until I felt the heat of the fire.

Reading other people’s letters is a terrible sin. But it hadn’t stopped me from trying to open that drawer again. I looked around my room for a hiding-place. Under my mattress? On top of my wardrobe? Behind the books in my bookcase? Nowhere was safe. I thought again about how brave Alice must be, and felt suddenly ashamed of being thirteen and a half, starting second year high school and still too scared to tell my mother that yes, I did have a penfriend, and no, I wasn’t going to show her my letter.

But facing the full blast of my mother’s disapproval at dinner that night, I also had to face, for the thousandth time, the fact that I really was a coward.

‘Mother I want to, I mean please may I – write to my um ...’

‘You will not be writing to anyone, Gerard. I’m still waiting for you to give me that letter.’

‘Mother, you’ve always told me it’s wrong to read other people’s ...’ Again my voice betrayed me. My mother was visibly swelling. Sensing imminent meltdown, my father concentrated on his chop-bone.

‘I am going to read that letter, because you are going to give it to me. Who is this penfriend, anyway?’

‘She’s – she’s a–’

‘A girl? You won’t be writing to any girl, Gerard, not until I’ve seen that letter and written to her mother myself.’

‘She doesn’t have a mother,’ I blurted. ‘She’s an orphan – in a home.’ It felt like betraying Alice, but I saw where my only chance lay.

‘And where is this home?’

‘In – in the countryside.’

‘That letter came from London,’ she snapped.

‘They send them on – Penfriends International – and pay the postage – for children who – children like Alice who don’t have parents.’

‘You mean it’s a charity?’

I nodded eagerly. My mother was silent for a moment. She looked faintly uncomfortable.

‘Oh. Well of course I’ll have to write to them first ... but I suppose ... yes, go and get that letter please. And then we’ll see.’

Just when I thought I’d wriggled off the hook.

‘Mother –’ I began hopelessly.

‘It’s his letter, Phyllis.’

My mother could not have looked more astonished if the fruit bowl had spoken on my behalf. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. My father looked equally startled.

‘I’ll go and get the address,’ I said in an inspired moment, knowing she would never let up until she had at least written to Juliet Summers.

My mother nodded dumbly, and I left them staring at each other in utter bewilderment.

After I’d dried the dishes I went out to the garage and asked my father if I could have a box with a lock ‘to keep some of my stuff in’. He seemed determined to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, but he gave me a stout metal toolbox and a shiny new padlock and key, and we spent the rest of the evening playing trains. I felt sure he knew what I was really thanking him for.

I started my first letter to Alice that same night and continued most of the weekend, pages and pages written straight down as if I were talking to her, everything about my confrontation with my mother, about school and its miseries, all of my likes and dislikes, and much more about Staplefield, how much it meant to me and how my mother had refused to talk about it after I found the photograph in her room. I wrote compulsively, as if from dictation, knowing I mustn’t reread what I’d said, or let myself think about what I was doing. And spent the next fortnight in a torment of hope and fear, until her answer arrived and I knew for certain it would be all right.

My mother never told me whether she’d written to Juliet Summers. She acted as if the letters I would find waiting on my desk when I got home from school had materialised without her knowledge. Part of me longed to win back her approval, but I also knew that if I once spoke of Alice, I would never be able to stop until every last detail had been dragged out for inspection on the kitchen table.

So our silence over Staplefield came to include Alice. But now I had Alice to write to, and she never tired of hearing about Staplefield. Or, it seemed, anything to do with my life. It was almost as if she was writing from Staplefield, for the view from her window reminded me constantly of the landscape my mother used to describe: the formal garden below, with tall trees rising up to her window, then the patchwork of green fields, leading to steep wooded hills in the near distance.

Of course I wanted to know exactly where she was, so I could look it up in the atlas. But from the beginning Alice laid down certain rules.


Gerard I need you to understand why I don’t want to talk about my life before the accident. I love my parents, I think about them all the time. Often I feel they’re very close, watching over me, corny though that sounds. But to survive I had to let go of everything before the accident. My friends, all my stuff, everything. The only thing I brought with me was my favourite photo of my parents, it’s here on my desk as I’m writing this. As if – this is going to sound awfully weird I know – as if I died with them and went on to a sort of after-life, only still here on earth, like a reincarnation only different. I knew if I tried to hide under a blanket of pity I’d smother. And to throw off the blanket I had to throw off everything.

Of course if I had brothers and sisters and relatives I’d have no choice. But then I’d be the family cripple, and I don’t think I’d want to go on living. This way I’m just a girl who happens to need a wheelchair to get around. Not a cripple or a paraplegic or a disabled person, just me. I’m really mobile, I do everything for myself. And the people here are wonderful, apart from physiotherapy and stuff like that they treat you as completely normal.

But I have been very lonely and your letters make all the difference. They light up my life.

Now for the difficult part. I don’t want to tell you exactly where I am, because ... (there’s been a really long pause here, I’ve watched a girl and boy, they look about our age, walking across the fields with their arms round each other, all the way from the footpath outside our garden wall to the edge of the forest, wondering how to say this the way I mean it) well for the same reason I don’t want to send you a photo of me. (For a start I don’t have any, but that’s not why of course.) And it’s not because I’m hideously disfigured or anything, I don’t actually have any scars at all.

No it’s because a picture would have to be a picture of me in my chair, or anyway of me not able to walk, and I don’t want you to see me that way. I’m afraid you’ll feel sorry for me. I do hope you’ll understand, even though – this really is unfair, I know – I’d love to have a picture of you (and of your parents, and the house where you live, only if you’d like to of course). In exchange I’ll try to honestly answer anything you ask me about how I look.

If by some miracle I get to walk again, then I’ll send you a picture. But until then I want to be

your invisible friend

love Alice

PS This is really vain I know. But I just realised you might think I’m sixteen stone and covered in acne or something like that. In fact I’m only just seven stone and – well not totally hideous anyway.

PPS If I’m honest that’s not the only reason – about not sending my photo I mean. I don’t want to be fixed by a picture. However you want to think of me, that’s the way I’d like you to.



I had been avoiding the subject of photographs, because the thought of Alice seeing my sticking-out ears and banded teeth was too humiliating to bear. So I assured her I did understand (which was only half true); and that I was sensitive about my bands, so could we both stick to word-pictures (hoping as I wrote this that she wouldn’t ask any searching questions about ears, hair, spots, freckles, knees, teeth or indeed anything much to do with my physical appearance).

Far from pitying her, I often caught myself forgetting all about the wheelchair and the loss of her parents, contrasting the beauty of her surroundings with the drab suburban desolation of mine, wishing, passionately, that I could be there with her wherever exactly ‘there’ in Sussex might be. After those early letters, she wrote, for most of the time, as if her injury didn’t exist, as if she were a young heiress living alone in a mansion, with her own private tutors, taking herself for outings, as she called them, whenever the weather was fine. They certainly had a wonderful library at the home, because no matter what book I mentioned, if she hadn’t already read it she would have by the time her next letter arrived. Besides, our situations were, in many respects, remarkably similar. My parents had never had a television, didn’t read magazines, and bought the local paper only on Saturdays, for the advertisements. They took no interest in politics, or news beyond the boundaries of Mawson. Occasionally, my mother would listen to classical music on the radio. But mostly she and I just read, in silence.

Which was exactly how Alice spent her days, when she wasn’t having lessons or out in the garden: reading, and gazing out of her window. Even at fourteen, she seemed to have outgrown all the usual teenage interests, whereas I hadn’t even started on them. Just before we met – the word she always preferred – I had been trying to develop an interest in rock music. But as soon as I learned that Alice didn’t like any kind of pop music – she said anything with a beat made her feel as if she’d drunk too much coffee – I gave up the pretence. I stopped trying to fit in with anyone. Instead of trailing miserably round the schoolyard, trying to avoid being beaten up, I stayed in the library every lunch hour, doing my homework, so that I could spend the evenings in my room writing to Alice. Gradually, I became aware that I wasn’t being picked on nearly as often; and despite the amount of time I spent writing to, and dreaming about, Alice, my grades actually improved.

My outdoor life was almost as constrained as hers, bounded by my mother’s pathological dread of what would happen to me if I strayed from the narrow path that led from home to school (and post office) and back. But now that I had Alice, I no longer felt confined: gazing out of my own window, I would find myself staring through, rather than at, the rusty metal cladding of Mr Drukowicz’s massive shed, to the woods and meadows of – as I would often catch myself imagining – Staplefield.

But of course I began to want more, much more: to see Alice, to hear her voice, to hold her. I told her that I prayed every day (even though I didn’t think I really believed in God) that her spine would heal or that the doctors would find a cure. ‘I’m glad you do,’ she replied, ‘but I mustn’t think about it. They told me I’ll never walk again, and I’ve accepted that.’ So I went on praying, and didn’t mention it again. I would happily have spent my life savings on one short phone call, but she wouldn’t allow that either. She didn’t – at first – encourage any endearments or professions of love from me beyond ‘Dear Alice’ and ‘Love, Gerard’, and yet she told me, in almost every letter, that I was the closest, most important person in her life.

She did, however, keep her promise to answer honestly anything I asked about her appearance, even though she said it embarrassed her and she was very much afraid I’d think her vain. She admitted that her hair was long, and curly (she called it frizzy), and thick, and ‘a sort of reddy-chestnut-brown colour’, that she had very pale skin, dark brown eyes, and ‘a nose that’s really straight but looks as if it’s just a little bit turned-up’. And though I’d been too shy to ask, she volunteered, ‘just to get it over with’, that her legs were quite long – and her waist quite small, ‘and otherwise I suppose people would say I was quite well-developed for my age, and now I’ve embarrassed myself quite enough for one letter, my face is burning and I’m not saying any more’.

In other words, she looked like a goddess. A goddess who mostly wore jeans and T-shirts but sometimes, just for a change, put on one of her long dresses, ‘like the one I’m wearing today, which is white and musliny and gathered at the waist, with small purple flowers embroidered over the bodice’. Apart from the obvious fact that she was stunningly beautiful, I learned, from her letters, the impossibility of capturing an individual face in words alone. My imagination of her remained both painfully vivid and tantalisingly blurred.

Then one lunch hour in the school library I found a book of paintings, mostly black and white but with a section of colour plates in the middle. They’d only just catalogued it, so the women in the pictures hadn’t yet been equipped with beards, moustaches, monstrous breasts and grotesque genitals in livid Texta-Colour – you weren’t allowed to borrow the art books, but that didn’t save them. I turned over The Last of England and there was The Lady of Shalott, at whom I gazed, transfixed, for many minutes: this was surely Alice.

Before the afternoon bell rang I had discovered the Pre-Raphaelites, and found at least a dozen more Alices. She seemed to have modelled for the entire Brotherhood, but they weren’t all equally good at painting her. Rossetti could do her hair, but he’d given her a mean mouth; Burne-Jones could do her face very well, but the hair wasn’t quite right, and besides he’d painted her naked, emerging from a tree, for some reason, with her arms around an almost equally naked youth: I only dared glance at that one and pass hastily on, afraid that Mrs McKenzie the librarian would catch me. Millais’s The Bridesmaid was close, but I kept turning back to The Lady of Shalott, and thinking that if only she could manage to look a little less tragic, the likeness would be perfect.

I told Alice that same night, and when at last her reply came it turned out that she already knew the picture, and yes, she supposed she did look a bit like the Lady of Shalott, except that she thought her hair was darker than the Lady’s, and of course the Lady was much better-looking; whereas I felt certain the comparison was quite the other way round. I invested most of my savings in a book of Waterhouse’s pictures, which I managed to smuggle home after one of our rare trips to Mawson Central Shopping Mall. Sex was not merely a taboo subject in our house; we had always lived according to the pretence – made possible by the absence of television and magazines – that no such thing existed. And even though Waterhouse’s naked nymphs were Art, I knew my mother would not see them that way, any more than I did.

And then I had the dream. It was late summer, two years since we’d started writing. I woke – or so I thought – in bed in my own room, everything the same except that a full moon was shining through my window. A strange moon, because its light was soft and golden, like candlelight, and warm against my face. An impossible moon, because my window faced south and the sky was blotted out by the side of Mr Drukowicz’s shed, but in the dream it seemed absolutely right and natural. I lay there for a little while, feeling the warmth of its rays, until I became aware that the source of the warmth, which was now filling my whole body, was much closer than the moon.

I turned my head on the pillow. Alice lay facing me, smiling the most enchanting smile, a smile of pure joy and tenderness and love. Her head was only a few inches from mine, her red-gold-chestnut hair rippling over the pillow in the candle-moonlight, our bodies not quite touching, and for a small eternity I just lay there, floating in perfect bliss. She did not look exactly like the Lady, or any of the women in the paintings; she was simply Alice, and beautiful, and the warmth of her body flowed into mine as our lips brushed and met and I woke in my wet pyjamas, alone, to the familiar patch of neon from the streetlight spilling across the wall of Mr Drukowicz’s shed. It was 1.30 in the morning.

Always before, scrubbing at my pyjamas and sheets by torchlight, I’d felt nothing but shame and dread that this time – for the stains were always horribly visible in the morning – my mother would say something. But that night I went through the routine almost absent-mindedly, praying that I would float straight back into the dream, and Alice radiant beside me.

Instead I lay sleepless for a long time, struggling in vain to recapture her face as I had seen it, the glow fading until there were only the faces from the paintings left, and I buried my own face in my pillow and wept.

As I was finally drifting in and out of sleep, I had another dream, of myself as a very small child, being read to on my mother’s knee, in lamplight on our couch at night. My mother was in her dressing-gown, which made it feel very late, and she was reading from a book with no pictures, a story I didn’t understand at all, but I sat listening intently just the same, following the cadences of her voice. I was watching from outside, as if my older self were sitting invisibly on the couch beside them. Then I saw that my mother was crying silently as she read. Tears were streaming down her face and splashing over my pale blue sleeping suit, but she made no attempt to wipe them away; she just went on reading and the tears went on falling until I woke again briefly to find my own pillow still damp from the tears I had shed for Alice.

On the Saturday morning after the dream, I found myself alone in the house. My father was at a train men’s swap meet on the other side of town; my mother had run herself late for the hairdresser. I came out into the hall when I heard the front door slam, and saw that she had – most unusually – left the door to her room open. As I moved closer my gaze fell upon the drawer I had opened on that stifling January afternoon.

My unspoken pact with my mother had kept me away from her room before this. I won’t pry into your secrets if you don’t pry into mine. But the door was open, and Alice was so fascinated by Staplefield, and Viola, and anything I could remember about the photograph I had found.

The drawer was still locked, and there was no small brass key in any of the obvious places. Then I remembered that the tongue – or whatever the bit that worked the lock was called – had been nothing more than a plain metal tag with a slot cut in the front end of it. So I went around the house collecting and trying keys from other pieces of furniture until I found one that fitted.

The lock clicked over. Kneeling in the half-light, breathing mothballs and insect spray and the faint doggy smell of the carpet, I saw my uneasy reflection staring from the depths of the dressing-table mirror. Gerard is so like his mother.

The envelope and the photograph had gone. The only thing in the drawer was the book with the faded grey paper cover, mottled with reddish brown spots. The Chameleon – I still didn’t know what a chameleon was but I recognised the word – A Review of Arts and Letters. Volume I, Number 2, June 1898. Edited by Frederick Ravenscroft. Essays by Richard Le Gallienne and G.S. Street. Poems by Victor Plarr, Olive Custance, and Theodore Wratislaw. I tried to open it and discovered that the pages were joined together at the edges. Except for one section. ‘Seraphina: A Tale’, by V.H.
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