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For my family and friends with love


One

GUSSIE WAS RECLINING, enjoyably self-conscious, on the sofa, the end dropped down to accommodate her long legs. Book, notepaper, envelopes and two pens, in case one wouldn’t work, were on the stool within reach if she felt like making an effort. She closed her eyes; she had after all managed to get up and shower, which was enough for now.

Gussie had had one of her summer colds and had burned, then shivered, through the previous day, then sweated it out profusely during the night. Now she felt weak but whole again. She had wanted the house to herself; to make tea the way she liked it, cut thin bread and butter and savour each bite. It was a precious time, this coming to life again.

Ned, of course, had not wanted to leave her; Jannie had said nothing, which meant she was desperate to go. Laura Ashley in Truro was having its end-of-summer sale and the dress in the window might still be there. Besides which, and somehow far more selfishly, she occasionally caught Gussie’s summer colds and bore them less stoically than her older sister. Ten years older: it was quite a lot of time in which she might become more like her talented sister and less like her – very ordinary – mother. So she bit her lip and said nothing, and Gussie’s sheer common sense naturally won the day with Ned.

So Gussie put her head back on the sofa cushions and smiled and thought of the two of them, probably at this minute walking from Truro railway station down the long hill into the town. They would both be doing giant strides, just as she had taught them when Jannie at last learned to walk. It was Ned who had always made the difficult return trip interesting, organizing the three of them into a train. ‘Coupled up now?’ he would yell, and Jannie would forget about wanting to be picked up and grab on to Gussie, and they would all make chugging noises and arrive laughing at the booking office.

Yes, Truro railway station had featured often in their shared lives: a grand start to a theatre trip or a shopping spree, but a muscle-shattering haul back up.

Gussie’s smile deepened, and she closed her eyes and thought how marvellous it was to be part of such a mixed family: Ned, tall and still gangly, with red hair, snub nose and pale, almost colourless eyes – presumably like his father; Jannie like Ned’s mother, small, blonde, somehow Nordic. And herself … who did she take after, with her father’s dark hair in its single plait and his dark eyes but not his strangely inward look? Was it her mother, the wild Zannah Scaife? Or was it her grandmother, conventional but also loving and kind?

It was so simple really. Mark Briscoe, the painter-in-a-wheelchair, divorced with a nine-year-old daughter, had married Kate Gould, also divorced and with a seven-year-old son. And then they had had a baby of their own.

Gussie smiled again. She had realized for years now that Kate had made the family into a strong unit. She was a proper home-maker, so happy and content with her life and her children. ‘The Beautiful Briscoes’, she called them.

Gussie’s smile widened. In spite of all these wonderful thoughts, how lovely it was to have time without her stepbrother and half-sister. A few hours to come back to life. Just to lie here; not to read or write postcards or plan her next project. Just to be.

Idly she began to work out how long they would be … an hour to get there, if the connection at St Erth was on time; an hour’s intensive shopping; an unhealthy fast-food lunch, perhaps by the river, and then – the door crashed open, slammed shut, a scurry in the passage, the living-room door flung wide, and there they were!

They all spoke at once.

Gussie said, ‘What’s happened? Why are you back?’

Jannie said, ‘We actually got there! We got off the train, and the down train was waiting on the other side and we ran over the bridge and just made it—’

Ned spoke and moved at the same time. ‘You haven’t got the telly on – we thought you’d have – dammit, it’s not even plugged in.’ He reached down, scrabbling for the plug and its socket.

Jannie said, ‘I bet it’s not true! They were talking about it on the train, that’s all, and Ned overreacted as usual!’

‘What? What’s happened, for goodness’ sake? You both look so wild!’

Ned panted, ‘New York. A plane has crashed into the Twin Towers. It’s bound to be on the telly.’

Gussie swung her legs to the floor and knocked over the stool. Envelopes scattered. She ignored them and said, ‘What? Don’t be ridiculous. It couldn’t happen—’ But she stopped speaking because both Jannie and Ned were talking all at once. She looked from one to the other; the babble began to make sense. She focused on Ned, who had at last got the plug into its socket and was fiddling with the remote. She said, ‘Darling. Ned. Don’t look like that. It won’t affect Mum and Dad. The meeting wasn’t arranged until …’ Her voice died as the picture materialized on the screen. It was obviously a disaster movie beloved of daytime television programmers. A skyscraper toppling … toppling … ‘Try the other side.’

He punched buttons. It was the same movie.

He said slowly, ‘This is it. This is happening. Now.’

They watched, aghast, incredulous. At some point Jannie began to cry and Gussie held her as she had held the five-year-old after her first day at school. ‘Darling, it will be all right. They won’t be there.’

But they could be there. Even when Gussie went into the kitchen and made coffee and cut cheese sandwiches for lunch, they knew. Because if they weren’t there they would be telephoning to reassure ‘the kids’. And the phone did not ring.

The awful thing was, ‘the kids’ could not ring through to New York. The huge impersonal hotel on the margins of the East and West Sides where the Briscoes stayed on their annual visits was pretty hopeless at taking messages anyway, but all lines to America were jammed. The three continued to watch the television avidly, unsparingly, praying for some kind of personal message to come through: ‘Mark and Kate Briscoe reported slightly injured …’ ‘An English couple wishing to get a message to their family back home …’ It was a lifeline between Cornwall and New York. Or maybe not a lifeline at all.

It was mid-afternoon when Ned said slowly, ‘I think we have to phone one of these emergency numbers they’re giving out.’

Gussie flashed him a look. ‘We don’t even know they’re there, Ned! If Dad was having a bad day, Mummy will make him stay in bed … It’s the bloody hotel we want. We’ve just got to be patient and keep trying.’

Ned cleared his throat. ‘Trouble is, Sis, we don’t need to know, do we? That couple we saw. Jumping out. Holding hands.’

‘Shut up!’ Jannie screamed. ‘Don’t say it!’

Ned held Gussie’s gaze. ‘The bloke. Didn’t you notice?’

She forced herself to breathe normally. ‘It was too far off, Ned. You couldn’t possibly see.’

Jannie screamed again, something incomprehensible, then flung herself on to Gussie and grabbed her shoulders, pushing them as if she was trying to hold them together. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut; Gussie could see the muscles in the upturned face contracting fiercely. When Jannie spoke it did not sound like her. There was no more panic or protest; she grated each word harshly.

‘I saw it, Gus. You’ve always said what amazing vision I’ve got. And I saw it. The man had no legs.’

Gussie could almost hear her father’s dear, familiar voice saying to his wife, ‘I’m not facing my Maker with these bloody things, Kate!’ and would even … perhaps … laugh as he unstrapped his tin legs and let them fall.

As if in confirmation, the telephone rang at last.

Gussie and Ned had so often joked – actually joked – about being ‘half orphans’, though in fact neither of them was. Gussie’s mother, the famous Zannah Scaife, lived in France in a house called Glorious Isolation, not far from Nice. Ned’s father, Victor Gould, had left Ned and his mother having a ‘nice little holiday’ in St Ives and gone to live in California with another war painter. He could have returned at any time, yet when Kate Gould accepted Mark Briscoe’s proposal of marriage and had gone to a solicitor about a divorce, he made no objection. He had become an American citizen by then, which made the whole thing very easy indeed.

So neither Ned nor Gussie was short of parents, but liked to dramatize the situation occasionally, backed up by Kate, who often went out on to the veranda at suppertime and yelled down the harbour beach, ‘Sustenance for all orphans of the storm!’ None of the neighbours even raised an eyebrow because the Briscoes were artists and artists were like that.

Once, when Jannie was seven and Ned a precocious fifteen-year-old, he made a ponderous attempt to make matters clearer. Seated at the table after the usual summons he said, ‘Absolutely the opposite, Mother dear. Gussie and I have a plethora of parents!’

‘How do you mean?’ Jannie asked with infant bewilderment.

‘Work it out, Titch. I have two dads and one mum. Gussie has two mums and one dad.’

Naturally Jannie had wept and Gussie had comforted. ‘You did things properly, Jannie darling. One mum and one dad.’

But that wasn’t what worried Jannie at all. ‘Don’t like my bruvver calling me Titch!’ she had wailed.

Gussie comforted her, and Kate paused with knife poised above the cheese flan, which Dad always called a quiche lorraine, and said thoughtfully, ‘Actually, you two are quite lucky. Having a spare parent is a kind of insurance policy. It means you won’t lose any of us!’ She grinned. ‘You poor things. Always someone to look after!’

Ned, still showing off, said, ‘There’s always euthanasia, of course.’

Gussie was genuinely shocked. ‘That’s not funny, Ned!’

‘Not meant to be!’ he came back defiantly.

And then Mark had appeared, stumping along the passage, leaning his shoulder on the doorframe as he twisted himself round, the house fitting his body like a glove. Kate eyed him quickly, then began cutting the quiche. He was grinning from ear to ear. She spoke without anxiety.

‘Busy day?’

‘Yes. But – oh, my dears – it’s happening! Inside the womb of that lump of marble, there’s a madonna! She’s curved with the shape of the lump. She’s protecting a child. It’s amazing.’

‘Sounds like those Russian dolls, one inside the other again and again.’ Gussie smiled congratulations at her father.

Kate said, ‘Sit down, take the weight off those legs. This might be the right time to bring in some assistants. Who was that student you used last year?’

Still grinning enormously, Mark lowered himself gingerly between Ned and Jannie. ‘I know, I know … not just yet, though. Might unstrap the legs and work from a stool.’

That meant he couldn’t bear to hand over any of the arduous chipping away of the marble. Kate made a face.

He said quickly, ‘A bit longer, Katie love. Let me be there for the moment of birth.’ He grinned down into his younger daughter’s face. ‘Like I was with Jannie.’

Kate made another face, this time of astonishment. ‘I think I might have been around at that particular moment!’ she protested, and he laughed and said, ‘You were God’s marble, my darling. The beginning of all things!’

Gussie and Ned rolled their eyes at each other and then laughed, trying to pretend they weren’t embarrassed.

Jannie looked at each of them in turn and then said, ‘What’s a woom?’

And Ned, quick as a flash, had said, ‘It’s what we’re sitting in right now, Titch!’

Jannie had turned pink with indignation and shouted, ‘That’s a room, you bloody idiot! And don’t call me Titch!’

Kate exploded a protest and glared at Ned and – of course – Jannie cried and Gussie cuddled her.

People started to call later that evening. They were proud of the fact that Mark Briscoe had lived among them, learning to walk on tin legs so that he could manage the many steps of Downalong. They hadn’t been so pleased when he married Zannah Scaife, a wild child, daughter of a wild man, and when the babe had come along six months later – in August – they had shaken their heads and wondered what sort of child she would be, named for her birth month, with a shock of black hair and a yell that cut through the peace of the row of terraced cottages like a knife.

But Gussie had grown into such a conventional child. ‘Takes after her grandmother,’ people said. Which had been useful when Zannah had left St Ives and gone to live in France because she needed ‘space’. Gussie had been eight years old and, with the help of ancient Mrs Beck, had kept house perfectly well, exactly as her grandmother would have done. Until her father had remarried.

Gussie had thought the rows might have started again. Rows about money, mostly because – according to Zannah – they had been living on the Scaife legacy and Mark refused to pander to the tourist trade and paint pretty pictures, or make replica Cornish Crosses.

There were, however, no rows. Life suddenly seemed in tune with the tides and the boats bobbing below them in the harbour. They no longer had a diet of fish and potatoes alone. Fish was for Fridays and came in wonderful sauces with creamed potatoes fashioned into fancy shapes. There was always a roast on Sundays, and in between there were salads and cheese flans and boiled gammon. When Kate had a few days in bed producing Jannie like a conjuror, Ned did the cooking for one day and fashioned the mashed potatoes into a cot; Gussie managed the second day with a pasty the size of a dustbin lid, which lasted two more days; then Kate took over again and – as she had said – handed Jannie over to Gussie.

Life was so easy, none of them could quite believe in it. The new school in Truro came up to expectations for Gussie, but to come home was even better. Ned adored his new sister and his old one, as he hastened to say to Gussie. He got a place at Penzance Grammar School when the time came, played with Jannie and went out in the boats with Old Beck. He made two attempts to make contact with his father, but there was never any response and eventually, after inviting him to his graduation, he gave up.

Gussie saw her mother three times but never enjoyed her visits. Zannah had made unpredictability a way of life, and Gussie was always frightened she might turn up and wreck what they had got. She adored her father and after a very short time she loved Kate deeply. She had made a token attempt to dislike her by saying, ‘What can I call you? You’re not my mother, so it can’t be Mummy.’

Kate had frowned, thinking about it, and Gussie had chipped in quickly before she could say something nice, ‘What about Kath?’

The frown deepened. ‘I don’t really mind. It’s just that the way you say it makes it sound like phlegm.’ She opened her eyes wide. ‘Oh, gosh, did you mean it to sound like that?’

Gussie found she could not hurt this woman with such a huge stomach, who made lovely food and was always smiling.

‘Of course not! I didn’t think … and I don’t want to call you Kate either, because Zannah always wanted to be called Zannah.’ She bit her lip, realizing for the first time that she had rarely called her mother anything but Zannah. She stumbled on helplessly. ‘Ned calls you Mum. Sometimes Ma. Can I call you that too? It seems a cheek, so if you don’t like it …’

‘I love it. Honestly, Gussie. I just love it. And are you all right with Gussie?’

‘Yes.’ Gussie responded vigorously to the smile. ‘I like Gussie. But not Gus because it sounds like a man. And not August because that sounds solemn.’

‘Gussie it shall be then.’ Kate hesitated and then said, ‘And … Mum. OK?’

‘Yes. Because Ned always says Dad. And it’s nice.’ Gussie primmed her ten-year-old lips. ‘And it’s proper too.’

It might have been that day or the next when Daddy got the commission from the States to make a stainless-steel icon for St Patrick’s Cathedral in New York. And now, in 2001, he worked regularly for a trust called The Spirit of America. He was famous. They became … perhaps not rich, but well off. With his hands he earned enough money to look after his family. In his wheelchair and on his tin legs he got around St Ives, boarded planes and went to America, swam in the sea as he always had done. And he was happy.

But now he was also dead. And so was his dear friend and wife. And that meant that after all the joking and laughing about it, Ned and Gussie really were half orphans. And Jannie was totally orphaned.

They walked along the tide-line that night. There was a big moon showing behind Westcott Pier.

Jannie whispered, ‘What are we going to do?’

‘We’ll go over. See where it happened. Talk to the chairman.’ Gussie breathed in the September air and thought of the dust and now the bodies.

Ned said, ‘I think I might apply for a sabbatical. Give some time to thinking about it.’

Gussie nodded doubtfully. ‘I suppose I could make some adjustments in the diary too.’

Jannie wailed; a thread of sound in the moonlit dark. ‘That leaves me with finishing at college. My God. I lived with them. They came to Exeter often to see me. They’ve gone and you two are planning to go off together …’

Gussie and Ned circled her with their arms. They closed their eyes and held on tightly. Jannie’s sobs reduced and she whispered, ‘Sorry.’

‘No … no …’ Gussie breathed.

Ned said, ‘We’ve lost our mum and dad. We’re in the same boat, Jan. Never feel alone.’

They could feel Jannie nodding beneath their heads. She gave a tiny laugh and said in a trembling voice, ‘The same boat. Three of us. Yes.’

Tentatively, Jannie did what she had so often done in the past. She reached up and took the end of Gussie’s plait in one hand and Ned’s quiff of orange hair in the other and quavered, ‘You both belong to me, OK?’

‘OK,’ Gussie and Ned replied in unison.

Then Gussie said, as Kate would have done, ‘The Beautiful Briscoes!’

And they walked on.


Two

‘MUMMY, THIS IS my friend. His name is Ned—’

‘How many times do I have to tell you not to call me Mummy?’

‘Sorry. This is Ned and he’s two years younger than me and I am looking after him while his … mother … is at work.’

‘Great. And to whom are you talking at this moment?’

‘You. Zannah.’

‘At last. Thank you, Gussie. See how it works? You are Gussie Briscoe. I am Zannah Scaife. You are my daughter but you are a person in your own right and I respect that. I do not call you “daughter”.’ A big sigh, then a wonderful smile. ‘How do you do, Ned? I am delighted to meet you. I have come to take Gussie home for an early tea because we have to go to Newlyn this evening to see some paintings.’

Ned looked at her warily, then held out his hand. ‘Is it an opening? My father is a painter and Mum and me go to openings with him. Sometimes.’

‘Does he have a name?’

‘Yes. It’s Victor Gould.’

Zannah was suddenly all attention. ‘Victor Gould? The Gloucestershire artist? My God. Is he here? In St Ives?

‘No. He left us here when I was six. I think he lives in America.’

Zannah lifted one bare foot free of the sand on Porthmeor beach where they were standing in the afternoon sun, and shook it. Her three ankle chains jingled. She did the same with the other foot and the same happened. She always said you couldn’t have too many ankle chains if you had ankles like hers.

Then she said, ‘D’you want to have tea with us? Mark has made some scones and I’ve got cream.’

Ned looked longing but shook his head. ‘Better not. I’ll help Jem take the donkeys up to the field. Mum will be home by then.’ He turned, then remembered his manners. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

Zannah and Gussie watched him tramp through the loose sand to where Jem Maddern was leading two donkeys back towards the row of beach huts.

‘He looks a nice boy,’ Zannah said.

‘He’s very nice.’ Gussie took her hand.

‘And what is his mother like?’

‘I don’t know. She works, and he helps Jem with the donkeys and Jem asked me to take him off for a bit. He doesn’t smile much and Jem thinks he puts the customers off.’

‘Jem would, of course.’

They both laughed. Gussie swung her mother’s hand as they passed a group who were gathering up picnic things and sounding tired and cross. She loved being seen with Zannah, who was much too beautiful to be anyone’s mother, especially hers.

‘Is Daddy home yet?’ she asked.

Zannah said with laboured patience, ‘Mark. His name is Mark. And no, he is not home yet so we will call into the studio and dig him out.’

They tramped over the rough neck of the Island and came upon the tangle of sheds and converted garages owned or rented by working artists. The Scaife studio was large and gaunt. Gerald Scaife had specialized in enormous paintings the production of which involved stepladders and long-handled brooms. Zannah had grown up here, physically attached to her father by a long cord, happily dabbling with paints, and later – though not much later – whittling balsa wood with sharp knives. The smell of paint and turpentine was as necessary to her as oxygen. She flung open the door and stood there breathing it in with eyes half closed.

The studio was empty of life.

Gussie, anticipating trouble, said quickly, ‘Listen, Zannah. If Mark is ill, I’ll stay behind and look after him.’

‘He had no intention of coming with me. I wanted us to go as a family. No one believes I am old enough to have had a child, and here you are, almost nine years old, and every time something special happens you have to stay and look after him because he’s too damned embarrassed to show himself!’

‘Mummy, you know it’s not like that! He can’t help getting tired—’

‘I’ll wager a fiver that he’s swimming!’ She stabbed a furious finger at what looked like a pile of stair rods in the corner. ‘Look, there are his bloody legs! Someone called – one of the other painters, no doubt – and he’s gone in his chair!’ She threw back her head. ‘Someone is coming from the Whitehorn Gallery tonight – to see the show, of course, but to suss out the talent generally. And we make such a good group! Oh God, we’re never going to make it if Mark won’t show himself! The painter is as important as his bloody work. Gerald taught me that and I’ve tried to pass it on to Mark.’ She lowered her head and unclenched her fists. ‘And please don’t call me Mummy – it sounds ghastly!’

‘OK. But really and truly, it doesn’t matter about Daddy – Mark – and me. It’s you people notice. And you could show some of your things, you know you could. Your carvings are just great. And your pots.’

‘Darling girl. You wouldn’t understand. I could sell my stuff like hot cakes. And where d’you think that would leave our dearest Mark?’ She looked down at Gussie’s face, so like her father’s. ‘No. You’re too young. Let me just tell you, briefly. If you’re beautiful and have got a personality, it doesn’t matter that you’re no genius. If your sister dropped you off a railway bridge when you were a baby and left you without any legs, then you do have to be a genius.’ She stared into the peculiar tea-brown eyes of her daughter and saw bewilderment. ‘Don’t worry about it, Gus. Daddy is happy being Daddy; he doesn’t particularly care about being Mark.’

They closed the big doors carefully because some of Gerald Scaife’s work was still stored there and was what Zannah called their insurance policies. Then they climbed the steps to Wheal Dream and walked along the wharf to Mount Zion. There was no sign of Mark but two of the towels were missing from the clothesline in the yard, and the wheelchair, neatly folded inside the door, was gone.

Zannah went into a real rage. Gussie hated it when words flew like bullets at him even when he wasn’t there. ‘Selfish swine’ and ‘bloody hopeless’ made her cringe, and she was glad that Mrs Cledra heard them and came round to say that Mark had only gone for a swim off the old pier and would be back in five minutes. Just time to get his tea on the table. She looked significantly at the mess that had to be cleared away first and Zannah made a sound like a spitting cat.

Gussie began stacking newspapers, emptying ashtrays and putting her mother’s makeup into its little bag. Zannah watched her silently and then said, as she so often did lately, ‘I can’t take much more, Gus. I mean it this time. You could look after things here for a bit, couldn’t you?’

‘Course I could.’ Gussie shook a cloth over the table. She put a cruet into the exact centre of the cloth. ‘Shall I make boiled eggs and put out the heavy cake?’

‘Oh, darling, you understand me so well. That would be great.’

She ran upstairs and came down minutes later with her old hippie bag on her shoulder. She grabbed her makeup case and stuffed it on top of a lacy nightdress. ‘I love you. And I love Mark. But sometimes it’s a question of personal survival.’

Gussie said, ‘OK. And I do understand about calling you Zannah, ’cos I don’t like it when you call me Gus instead of Gussie.’

‘I’ll never do it again, honey.’ Zannah embraced her in a suffocating hug. She was laughing with tears streaming down her face. ‘But do call Mark, Daddy. He would prefer it. And try to get him to do some sculpting. His hands are so sensitive. He should be a sculptor.’

‘OK,’ Gussie said again.

She did not even wave goodbye to her mother. When her father came bowling along the wharf in his wheelchair, tin legs in their holder at the back, hair still dripping on to his shirt collar, he was not surprised to find they were having tea without Zannah.

‘Don’t say anything, sweetie, but I hoped she might go on without me. Those openings make my back ache.’ He took the top off his egg with one strike of his knife, then did the same for hers. She told him about Ned and he told her that he had carved a dozen ‘Joanies’ that day for the new shop in Fore Street. Joanies were the traditional Cornish doll, scorned by modern children but still beloved of tourists. Mark allowed himself to carve them occasionally, especially when the bills came in.

‘Funny, Zannah was saying you should be a sculptor.’

He roared with laughter. ‘I don’t think she would consider a Joanie to be sculpture, sweetie, do you? But she will be pleased I’ve earned some money! And making Joanies is carrying on a tradition rather than pandering to the tourists!’

Zannah didn’t come home that night. The next time they saw her was in Plymouth at the office of their solicitor. She went to live in France in the Lower Corniche a few miles inland from Nice. She had her father’s money and she left his studio for Mark, on condition ‘you get away from the little stuff and do something big’. He made no promises. By that time he had started on a work that would eventually become the symbolic High Hope outside St Patrick’s Cathedral in New York. And it was Kate who assisted him, encouraged him, made him believe in himself.

‘I won’t be coming back, Mark. Not keen on seeing you with someone else. But you will always be welcome at Glorious Isolation.’

‘I feel as you do, Zannah,’ Mark said steadily. She nodded.

‘Gussie, you’ll visit, won’t you?’

Gussie nodded. But it was difficult. Baby January arrived and was instantly adored by both the other children. Then there was Cirencester Agricultural College and a dissertation titled Planting with Nature, and a follow-up book called Putting Back What You Take Out, which proved unexpectedly popular.

She had seen her mother three times in twenty years. Each time there were different men in attendance. Zannah seemed younger and happier but she made very little work in those years. Instead she planted vines. And then some more. When Gussie was commissioned to work on the new project in one of the gentle inlets of the peninsula, Zannah sent instructions on how to start a vineyard on the south-facing banks of the creek. She wrote, ‘This is something I can give you, sweetie, nothing to do with the Briscoes … The land is in our blood.’

Gussie knew somewhere deep inside herself that her mother was right, but she fought the connection. After all, she had chosen to study at Cirencester long before Zannah planted those first vines. However, she followed the instructions that arrived so regularly and the grapes from the Cornish Creek vineyards became not only well known for their wine but were a joy to behold. From the north-facing side of the creek the opposite bank appeared to be clothed in velvet, which subtly changed colour through the seasons.

An article about Gussie’s work appeared in the English Garden. A small photograph stared out from the page; she really did look like her father, that wide open face, dark hair and eyes, snub nose and determined chin. She still wore her hair in a single plait down her back and had coiled it into a fat bun on her neck that day. Ned had stared at it, surprised. ‘My God. I didn’t realize you were … well … actually, beautiful!’

She had been embarrassed and told him to shut up. But like a fool she had sent a cutting of the article to her mother and Zannah had been similarly struck by the photograph.

‘Come over for the summer, darling,’ she wrote. ‘I can do things for you. And you need me. You are so vulnerable. Obviously that Kate woman is not helping one bit. We can go down to Monte Carlo – I know the right people – good connections for you and great fun. OK, I can hear you reminding me of the fun we had with the boat. Not that kind of fun, darling. But just as interesting and even more exciting.’

She had never gone. She had met Andrew Bellamy by then, a corporate lawyer and a businessman. He had started Albion UK back in the eighties; Gussie Briscoe became his protégée.


Three

THE FIRST FAREWELL was on the Thursday two days after the Twin Towers fell. It took place in the chapel dedicated to St Nicholas, built on the top of the headland. The headland was called the Island, and could well have been one once, but was now joined to the mainland by a narrow strip of land on which huddled most of the old fishing cottages.

The tiny chapel could hold twelve people and that Thursday morning there were fifteen and a dog. The dog lay outside the open door where below, the milky blue sea turned lazily on to the small beach. The congregation stood shoulder against shoulder inside the cell-like granite building with its bench altar and clay chalice.

Before the liturgy began, the priest pronounced the special prayers for those who had died in the terrorist attack in New York City. Gussie bowed her head, holding Ned’s hand on one side and Jannie’s the other.

‘In the midst of life we are in death …’ She swivelled her eyes in their sockets and looked at the dog. He was a mixture of collie and Labrador, a retired sheep dog belonging to Thaddeus Stevens, who was a retired shepherd. Thaddeus pulled himself up from his walking stick and touched the dog with the ferrule, very gently. The dog turned his head and looked up, and Gussie witnessed a moment of complete understanding between man and animal. It gave her a jolt. The dog knew. He came every Thursday, whichever denomination took the service; she had seen him often. She had not seen this moment of intimacy before.

‘We have lost two of our fellows in this terrible disaster … people we see every day in the town …’ Gussie felt Jannie’s hand tremble within hers. She squeezed it tightly. On her other side Ned squeezed her hand and she wondered whether she had been trembling too.

‘… a welcome for them that is beyond our comprehension. The gates of glory will open wide and the trumpets will sound …’ Ned cleared his throat; the sound covered Jannie’s first sob and Gussie released her hand and wrapped it around the slim young shoulders. Not twenty-one years old until next January, and both parents dead. Gussie held her close and felt the tears trickle down her own neck. She had accepted Kate as a mother such a long time ago she could barely remember Zannah. Had her father really loved Kate Gould as he had loved Zannah Scaife, the wild child of St Ives? Or had he felt bound to marry her when she became pregnant? Gussie thought how little it mattered; all she knew for sure was that they had been happily comfortable, all of them, together. They had been a proper family.

‘We extend our heartfelt sympathy to their children, who are with us today.’ For a terrible moment Gussie thought the priest was about to mention Zannah Scaife and Victor Gould – ‘divorced and almost forgotten’, as Ned had once said – but he finished there and went to the ragged niche chiselled from the granite.

The congregation watched as he blessed the sacraments. A murmur went through the tiny church: ‘Blessed be God for ever.’ The priest presented the clay platter with its small pile of wafers to the woman on his right and she took it, lifted a wafer between long, purple fingernails and passed it on. Gussie straightened ready to take her turn and saw that Ned was looking at his watch. Was he anxious to get back home to the constant callers? The neighbours came with pasties and heavy cake – ‘useful for visitors from away’ – and the artists’ fraternity were only too glad to eat them as they told the children what a wonderful sculptor Mark had been and, more than that, what a wonderful human being. Ably supported by Kate, of course. As if Kate were a sort of superior female servant.

The platter arrived and departed. Thaddeus appeared to savour his wafer with epicurean panache before selecting another one and dropping it on the floor for the dog. The priest took the platter back hurriedly, and though his expression did not change Gussie could tell he did not approve of the dog sharing the body of Christ. She caught Ned’s eye but he hadn’t noticed.

The chalice began the rounds. Jannie’s tears had already dried in the September sun and her face had the blank dried-out look of someone barely awake and completely unaware of what was happening. She took the chalice automatically and put it to her lips. She never drank the wine. ‘It looks like blood,’ she had said as a newly confirmed fifteen-year-old. Kate had tried to explain. Mark had enlarged by using his sculptures: ‘They’re not real, honeybun – you know that. They are symbols of something else.’ But Jannie had stuck to her guns. ‘I know all that – I’m not as dumb a blonde as I look, thank you very much – I just cannot drink what it symbolizes and that is flipping well that!’

‘Well, yes. I suppose it flipping well is!’ Mark had said.

Now, as Jannie passed the symbolic wine to Thaddeus, Gussie noticed a tiny fleck of clay on her upper lip. The chalice had obviously not been flipping well properly fired. She almost grinned, then stopped, holding her breath as Thaddeus swigged vigorously and looked down at his dog. The priest reached out and grabbed the chalice and took it to the altar to finish off the dregs. The service resumed.

Afterwards, they were like the Royal Family, standing by Father Martin in the sunshine, shaking hands and thanking people for their ‘thoughts and prayers’.

Thaddeus Stevens took his dog a little way off and then waited politely while the animal lifted a leg. Father Martin said, ‘A difficult situation … yes, we find ourselves in a difficult situation. We can arrange a very nice memorial service, if that would be acceptable to you?’ He did not wait for a response. ‘It need not be too soon. Some people in similar circumstances wait a whole year, you know!’ He gave a sort of guffaw at this. ‘There will be a great deal for you to do. Of course there will. You will probably wish to see the actual place—’

Ned interrupted fiercely, ‘A memorial service is being arranged. On the site. By the ambassador, I believe. We are in touch with friends over there.’

‘Wonderful. Of course. But your friends here will want to have the opportunity to remember them. As I said in my short homily this morning, they were our pride and joy and we cannot let them go without some kind of formal – well, actually fairly informal – farewell.’

Ned said something incomprehensible, Gussie said, ‘Thank you, Father.’ Jannie said tearfully, ‘That is just lovely. They were so modest, you know. They would love to hear that they are a pride and a joy. Of course, they will always be a pride and a joy to us …’ the tears were overflowing. ‘… when you said about Daddy being a wonderful sculptor and Mummy a wonderful human being I knew you had understood them. Everyone thought Daddy was a wonderful human being because of having no legs, and of course he was, but he was always a slave to his stones. That’s how he put it, didn’t he, Gussie? Didn’t he, Ned? A slave to his stones!’ She choked on a laugh then pressed on fiercely, ‘But Mummy put her heart and soul into being a human being. And she was.’

Gussie said fervently, ‘She was the best human being I know.’ And Ned was suddenly overcome and turned away.

Father Martin stopped being an Anglican priest for a moment and gathered them all to him with unexpectedly long arms.

‘My dears,’ he said, ‘we are all victims of the human plight, you know. We’re in it together. Remember that. We’re all in the same boat!’

He was not to know that he was using such a very apt metaphor, and when Jannie made a little owl-hoot of pleasure at the coincidence, he thought she was about to weep again. He had another more conventional service in Carbis Bay in half an hour, so he said quickly, ‘God bless you all.’

As he peeled away, leaving them with Thaddeus and his dog, Ned said quietly, ‘And the boat we sail in.’

Thaddeus looked at Jannie and nodded. ‘Well may you laugh, child. ’E means well, ’owever. I do assure you of that. Difficult for ’im ’cos ’e’s supposed to love us all an’ ’e offen dun’t find us very lovable.’

He poked at the dog, who had lifted his tail and squatted. ‘Cain’t do your business ’ere, me ’ansome. Come on ’ome now.’ He started down the slippery grass towards the thin neck of land joining the Island to the town. ‘Got ’is own latrine in the yard,’ he called back. ‘Saves me getting down to pick up you-know-wot.’

They watched him till he got to the gate where he called something back.

‘What was that?’ Gussie asked.

Ned had not heard either but Jannie, sharp of eye and ear, said flatly, ‘What everyone says. Take it day by day.’ She shook her head despairingly. ‘As if it might get better.’

‘It will.’ Gussie and Ned spoke automatically and together, and because it was spontaneous they looked at each other and laughed.

‘It’s all right for you two!’ Jannie screamed at them like a fishwife. ‘You’ve still got a father and you’ve got a mother!’ She stabbed an angry finger at each in turn. ‘I haven’t got anyone!’ And she was gone, hurtling uncaringly towards the gate, skidding and recovering and going on.

Ned said, ‘Oh God. She hasn’t got a key to get into the house. Come on.’


Four

THEY HELD THE second farewell service in the parish church at the end of the month.

None of them felt able to go on with their lives; the television news showed repeats of the disaster day after day and the body count went up and up. As Jannie said, ‘We need closure. Father Martin might be able to give us that.’

The other two looked doubtful but agreed. When she went shopping Gussie was usually accosted by friends, and complete strangers, for ‘the date of the funeral’. She said to Jannie, ‘It’s not only the three of us who need closure. The artists … they’re putting flowers all around the sculpture shed.’

Ned said gloomily, ‘The new chairman of the Trust – what’s-his-name – Harry McKinnon – he telephoned. He wants to take over the shed. Didn’t mention money but the implication was there.’

‘We don’t need money,’ Gussie said. ‘And anyway, I thought he was in hospital when it happened. Appendix?’

Ned shrugged. Jannie said, ‘It’s not only the artists who are keen, is it? Jem Maddern’s father used to play with Dad when they were kids … those people in the Tregenna shop who ordered the special sweets he chewed when he was working … the Fishermen’s Lodge. It’s no good you two holding back, we’ve got to do something.’

So they talked to Father Martin and the service was arranged for 29 September, which was a Saturday. That very morning a letter came from a Reverend Eric Selway in Sussex. He had been sent their address by the chairman of The Spirit of America as being ‘victims of the recent terrorism’, and as he and his wife were arranging to take a group to New York as soon as it was possible to get near the site, he was extending an invitation to the three of them to join various family groups from all over the British Isles in a short service of remembrance.

Even Jannie looked startled at this. But when the other two shook their heads decidedly she had second thoughts.

‘Actually,’ she frowned prodigiously to stop her usual tears, ‘don’t you think, perhaps, we need to see … where it happened? Father Martin seemed to think we would.’

‘I don’t,’ Ned said definitely.

Gussie was less certain. ‘Will it help? Perhaps after this service today, we’ll have had enough.’ She touched Jannie’s arm reassuringly. ‘Even good things can be overdone. Remember Dad with the clotted cream?’

Jannie spluttered a laugh and then mopped her eyes. ‘It was so not like Dad to take that last spoonful. But, actually, he never had clotted cream again, did he?’ She frowned once more. ‘Listen. I should be in Exeter right now starting my third year. Gussie, you should be doing the Musgrove Estate—’

‘I gave the project to Heritage Gardens. They’ll do a good job. I can’t work, not yet.’

‘That’s what I mean. Ned should be in Bristol and he’s not. We have to get to a point where we can go on again.’

‘And you think a trip to New York will do it?’ Ned snorted a laugh.

Gussie said, ‘Be fair, Ned. It might be the right thing. Shall we talk about it after this service?’

He looked at her and then nodded briefly.

The congregation overflowed across the road and into the Garden of Remembrance. The atmosphere was warm, a mellow warmth that melted any resistance the Briscoes might have felt. It wrapped around them. This service had been intended for other people, people who needed to remember Mark and Kate Briscoe before they went on with their own lives. The siblings had seen it as a duty. Now they saw it as a comfort.

But a week later they were still in the cottage; Gussie said she was cleaning every inch of the house, Jannie said she was planning her dissertation, Ned began on the repairs he should have started in August when he’d first arrived.

The second letter from the Reverend Eric Selway said they had been offered an hour as near to the site of the Twin Towers as was safe. He had not heard from the Briscoes so was unable to reserve them seats on the chartered flight or rooms at the hotel, but if they wished to join the others for the service they would be very welcome.

They passed the letter from hand to hand. ‘We’re like old-fashioned invalids,’ Gussie said. ‘Have you noticed how slowly we do things now?’

‘I can’t get started on my diss,’ Jannie told her miserably. ‘I’ve got notes galore on approaches to teaching children with physical difficulties and I keep reading them and not being keen … I was keen, you know I was.’

Ned looked at the letter. ‘I wonder whether we should give this a try. I wish Mitch was still holding the reins. We’d go like a shot then.’

‘I could telephone the new chairman, McKinnon – Harry McKinnon; ask his advice,’ Gussie suggested doubtfully. ‘He might tell us to wait for a while until the general climate cools down.’

‘In other words, he won’t want us cluttering up his place.’ Ned made a face.

‘We wouldn’t stop with them, Ned! We’d go to the old Palace Hotel on Times Square. We could walk in Central Park. Do you remember the carousel, Jan?’

Jannie looked at her, then Ned. ‘No. And I need to. Ring Mr McKinnon, Gussie. Please.’

Gussie worked out the best time to ring and did it the next day. The others sat either side of her at the table in the kitchen, which had been Mark’s flat when Etta, whose house this had once been, was alive.

Gussie cleared her throat. ‘Am I speaking to Mr McKinnon?’ A long pause, then she said, ‘Oh … sorry. Is he there? Yes? OK. Thank you.’ She covered the mouthpiece. ‘It was the butler, I think. He’s going to connect us.’

‘Butler?’ Jannie looked at Ned. ‘Mitch didn’t have a butler, did he?’

‘No. I think this chap has serious money.’

Gussie waved a hand. ‘Yes, Mr McKinnon. Gussie Briscoe here. We have been contacted by the organizer of a religious service for British relatives to be held at the site of the Twin Towers. We don’t know whether or not to join his group.’

There was another pause, much longer, while she listened, nodding now and then and making little noises into the receiver.

‘Well, yes. We are able to come. But not if it is going to be … you know …’ She waited again and said, ‘Can you explain? I’m sorry I didn’t quite catch … yes, I do understand that you have to get back into harness. Of course. We don’t expect you to put off the trip. But you think this sort of thing is worthwhile? Lots of these services? Carefully managed? Well, we would like to meet you and your wife too, but we have no idea what the itinerary might entail.’ She frowned with concentration as his voice took over again. Then she said, ‘Listen, we’ll try and get you on the phone from the Palace Hotel. It’s where we stayed with Mum and Dad; we know it well. Yes. It’s a Friday – yes, the twenty-sixth of October. Yes. Perhaps. Yes.’

She waited, then put down the phone. ‘Looks like we’re going. Couldn’t hear very well but I don’t think we’ll see him because they’re off to California soon. He’s quite keen about something – didn’t get it.’

Jannie said, ‘Neither did I, and I can usually pick up the main points of someone else’s conversation.’ She grinned. ‘So be warned! But he sounded … bossy.’

‘Yes.’ Gussie spoke slowly. ‘But he was all for it. He kept saying we could make it. He said it several times.’ She looked at Ned. ‘Let’s go,’ she said suddenly.

Ned booked a flight from Heathrow to JFK. They would arrive the day before the service and spend two days afterwards revisiting places that held special memories for them. Jannie started a list with more enthusiasm than she had felt for her college work. Gussie rang Eric Selway to ask whether they could join his party for the actual service. He said he would send them the itinerary and they could fit in when and where they wished.

‘He sounds all right,’ Gussie reported uncertainly. ‘Very sort of middle-of-the-road. But all right.’

Ned was reassuring. ‘We don’t need him to be inspirational. In fact, if he starts anything inspirational it will interfere with what we need … We just need to be where Mum and Dad were. So that we can see it. Maybe understand it. A bit.’

‘They are all going back the day after the service – overnight flight. They will have been there a week. He suggests we meet for dinner the day we arrive. He’ll book three extra places. At the Florabunda. Just off Fifth. We can get a cab.’

Ned nodded. ‘Sounds a bit formal. Never mind, we’ll show our faces.’

Jannie spoke without thinking. ‘If I’d got that dress from Truro I could have worn it.’ Then she looked aghast as her own words hit her and said, ‘Oh my God!’

They reached for each other as they did so often. And then Ned released the girls and stood up. ‘Time for a cup of tea. We’re going to New York where it happened. We obviously need to.’


Five

BEFORE THEY LEFT, Uncle Rory came to see them. He had married Daddy’s sister, then discarded her and gone to live abroad for years. At the time of this marital disaster, Ned had wondered aloud whether divorce could be genetic. But Aunty Rosemary had lived at home and had been indispensable when it came to looking after her parents. Now she lived quietly in Bristol. She never visited her brother but entertained the whole family in the big old house whenever they needed to ‘do business’, as she put it. Ned maintained that Rory had broken her heart and was thankful they never saw the man, even when he was home and living in Trewyn Place, which was oftener after his father died. Gussie might have met him half a dozen times in her life; he had come to Jannie’s christening. He ignored Ned; Ned was irrelevant.

It was Ned who opened the door that dismal October morning. He recognized ‘Uncle Rory’ but did not stand aside to let him in.

‘How may I help you?’

Rory stood there, saturnine, somehow aggressive. ‘I am Rory Trewyn. I suppose I’m a sort of uncle to the three of you. Great-uncle. In-law. Twice removed. Something like that.’

‘Do you want to see Jannie?’

‘I’m assuming she is back at Exeter. Her final year, I believe. I came to see August, actually.’

Gussie spoke from the yard below him. She had a basket of laundry ready to peg out on the crisscross of lines.

‘I’m down here …’ She saw who it was and for the life of her couldn’t remember his name. ‘Do go into the parlour. I won’t be long.’

Rory, who must be well over seventy, grunted and swung himself over the railing and into the yard. Gussie gasped; Ned said, ‘Christ!’ but the railing held and Uncle Rory looked mightily pleased with himself.

‘Used to do that when I was a kid and went out in the Forty-Niner with Philip Nolla. I could always find him down here, mending his bloody nets.’

Gussie was angry. ‘You could have killed yourself! Damaged the cottage too!’

She dumped the basket and looked at him. He was crouched over his knees, breathing audibly. ‘Are you all right? Can you get into the kitchen?’

‘You mean the cellar?’ He straightened. ‘God, you sound like Etta Nolla.’

He walked carefully through the door, cast an eye around the converted pilchard cellar, still hung about with nets and floats, and sat himself at the table.

Gussie glanced up at Ned and made a face. ‘Thank you,’ she said drily to her uncle’s back. She had not known the Nollas but her father had shared his memories. He had always remembered them with love and gratitude as his benefactors, but there were others who had called Etta lesser names. Shrew. Even witch. Ned made a face back and Gussie grinned as she went into the half-light of the
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