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      ‘I’m coming!’

      The man in the business suit had his hand in the air, waving it back and forth as though directing a plane to land. Carrying the tray in one hand, Grace Clelland weaved her way through the packed tables as the customer’s expression slowly changed from a peculiar look of frustration to one of outright anger.

      She had only just lowered the tray to the table and begun to offload the drinks when he shook his head.

      ‘No, no, no. I ordered soy latte. This is whole milk.’

      Grace looked at the glass of brown liquid topped with whipped cream and strawberry sauce, a little flag with the café’s logo poking triumphantly out of the top.

      ‘It says soy latte on the receipt,’ Grace said, nodding at the piece of paper poking out from underneath.

      ‘Are you calling me a liar?’

      Grace gave a vehement shake of the head. ‘No, of course not. It’s just that the receipt says—’

      The man poked a finger at the glass, tapping it with a manicured fingernail. ‘You can tell from the way the liquid swirls that it’s whole milk. Do you people think I’m stupid? What, do you save a quid or something? You think once I start to drink I won’t bother to complain?’

      Grace had no words. She shook her head openmouthed, glancing up at the suit’s companions, two similarly attired men, their shirts alone worth more than a month of Grace’s salary, their hair ruffled in a magazine-styled way, stubble just apparent enough to suggest they liked to go canoeing or wilderness hiking in their free time when not running up millions on stock deals. Both pouted. One winked and turned up a corner of his mouth in a gesture which was equal parts come on and disgust. On top of the latte, the little flag began to tilt in a gesture of surrender.

      ‘What’s that accent anyway?’ the first man said, frowning again. ‘Romanian? A bit of a problem now they’re shutting the borders, isn’t it?’

      Grace winced. ‘Cornwall.’

      The man shrugged. ‘Same difference. All gypsies, aren’t you?’

      Grace held her breath, resisting the urge to pitch the drink over the man’s expensive shirt. While her manager Don might approve, he would have to fire her in order to save money for the lawsuit.

      ‘I’ll get you a replacement, sir,’ Grace said, refusing to meet his eyes as she scooped the tray up and spun on her heels before she could think to do anything else. From behind her she heard a snigger.

      ‘Look, she’s got straw poking out of her skirt.’

      ‘O-da-lay-ha-ho.’

      Snorts of laughter. Someone thumped the table top, and chair legs creaked as another man rocked back and forth.

      Grace closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. A moment later the kitchen doors swung open and she entered the safety of the staff area.

      ‘The toff on table nine says we’ve used whole milk instead of soy,’ she said to no one in particular, quickly setting the tray down on the stainless steel unit before she gave in to her frustration and threw it down instead. ‘And he called me a gypsy. I’m going on a break.’

      She headed for a back door that led out of the kitchen and into a short corridor which opened outside. She pulled off her apron and hat and pushed out through the doors into the Bristol sunshine. Two older waitresses were already outside, both smoking. Grace gave one a shrug, muttering, ‘Bankers lunchtime is the worst.’

      ‘Just one letter you need to replace and you’re there, dearie,’ said one of the other waitresses. ‘Never done a day of real work in their lives. It’s why they use computers. Their hands are so soft they get tissue cuts.’

      Grace smiled, then took out her phone and walked a few paces up the alley, wanting to be alone. She pulled up her ongoing conversation with Joan and typed a quick message.

      Weekday lunchtime blues … I’ve been hit on three times—two guys and one girl—asked the best place for a discount hair stylist, and told there’s a sale on in TK Maxx so I can upgrade my footwear. And I got called a gypsy.

      There’s a sale on in TK Maxx?? There’s a train that leaves here in ten minutes. Call in sick tomorrow and we’re there.

      Grace smiled, then typed her reply. All quiet down there?

      Surf’s flat so we’ve got all the hunks in the café eating pasties. Air’s so full of testosterone I’m growing pecs just from breathing it in.

      I need pictorial evidence.

      Of my pecs?

      Of the guys!

      Joan was typing. Grace waited patiently for a reply, but the next message that flashed up wasn’t from Joan but from Gavin. She felt a little tingle in her stomach as she opened it, but it wasn’t what she was expecting.

      We need to talk. Can you come over tonight?

      Grace stared. They’d been dating just two months. It was the first message that she’d ever received without an xx. Something was up.

      Seriously, it’s raining so the place is dead, but Blue Sands looks all right in the rain anyway, and there’s a ton of books on the stand that I haven’t read. I wish you’d come down and visit. I miss you so much.

      What’s up?

      It’s raining, I just told you. Forecast said sun so we ordered a ton of pasties in. Silver linings—who gets to eat them??

      Grace frowned. Sorry, that was meant for Gavin. He just messaged me. He must have seen I was online.

      Gavin? That’s the new guy? The guy with the Range Rover?

      It’s a Rover Mini. But it’s only two years old. Yeah. The guy I met in the gym.

      Smoooooooth….

      Grace blushed. She glanced up at the other waitresses on break outside the doors, but one was smoking another cigarette and the other was having a loud conversation on her phone with a car rental firm.

      It really wasn’t. I nearly spilled a coffee on him by the vending machine. Hang on, I just have to message him.

      Is everything all right?

      I’ll tell you later.

      Grace felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She was about to message Gavin again when the door opened behind her.

      ‘Clelland! This isn’t a working holiday!’

      Grace raised a hand at Don, the manager, leaning around the back door. ‘I’m coming!’ she called.

      I’ve got to go, she typed to Joan. And to Gavin, she said, I’ll call you later.

      As she jogged for the back door, mentally steeling herself for another round of abuse from overpaid button pushers, her phone beeped once.

      Love you, Joan’s message said. Please come and visit. It’s been too long.
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      It didn’t bode well that Gavin suggested a neutral location for their evening meeting, a park which happened to be a couple of miles closer to his place than to hers. She got off the bus, walked up the street and through the park gate, only to be confronted with Gavin standing by a fountain in his running gear, already warming up.

      ‘Hi,’ Grace said, approaching him. ‘Should I have come prepared? I dressed for something a little more casual.’

      Gavin shook his head. ‘You look fine.’

      Fine. Just fine. It was what her mother would have said before a job interview.

      He was all thick shoulders, lycra running trousers, and an expensive Mont Bell running jacket, his breath puffing out in little gasps as he pumped his legs up and down.

      ‘Did you want me to hold your stopwatch or something?’ Grace asked, the sinking feeling that had left her unable to eat anything after lunch making way for something just a little more hopeful, that her sports-mad new boyfriend wanted something other than what she had been suspecting all day. Perhaps he was planning to run around the world or something. Only five people had supposedly done it, and while it might mean they were apart for most of the next two years, at least it was something she could—in a superficial way, at least—support.

      ‘I wanted to talk. About us.’

      Nope. It was heading in the same direction that her other relationships had gone.

      ‘Look, just get it over with. I like you, Gavin, but it’s only been a couple of months. I can handle it. You don’t think we fit well enough. That’s okay.’

      It wouldn’t matter that it was the fourth guy in three years who would duck out before the three-month mark had passed. Grace would get over it; she would drink and message-Joan her way through it, like she had the previous three. The world wouldn’t end, even if it felt like it might for a while.

      Gavin gave her a pained smile. ‘You’re kind, Grace,’ he said. ‘And there’s a lot to like about you. I mean it. It’s just … there are a couple of things.’

      Which I don’t need to hear.

      ‘Like what?’

      Gavin grimaced again and Grace hoped he would save her the humiliation of a list. But when he cleared his throat, she knew it was coming. Perhaps that was why he had worn his running gear: so he could get away.

      ‘You get up too late,’ he said. ‘I mean, you’re not going to get anywhere in life getting up at seven, are you? The day’s half done. And you have no ambition. You’re what, thirty-five and you work in a café.’

      ‘I’m twenty-eight.’

      Gavin sighed. ‘Well, you look thirty-five. Okay, maybe that’s harsh. Thirty-two at least. It must be the way you do your hair. I mean, can’t you go somewhere a little more upmarket?’

      Instead of ripping off one of her shoes and hitting him around the head with it, Grace just felt an easy sense of resignation. Best to let him have his moment and be done with it.

      ‘I have a mortgage to pay,’ she said. ‘I don’t live with my parents, Gavin.’

      He scowled. ‘That was cheap. It’s temporary.’

      ‘You’re calling me cheap?’

      He obviously misunderstood. ‘Look, I appreciate that you always contribute to dinner when we go out, picking up the odd.’

      ‘I always pay half! It’s you who “picks up the odd”.’

      Gavin ignored her. ‘It’s very modern of you. But your money doesn’t impress me.’

      Grace sighed. ‘You’d have low standards if it did.’

      ‘I’m just not a materialistic guy.’

      Grace could have picked five labels off his current attire which suggested otherwise, but she was too tired to prolong this torture any longer than necessary.

      ‘Goodbye, Gavin. It was nice, for a while.’

      She started to turn away, but he danced around her like some kind of exercise fairy, doing little sidesteps, puffing out his breath in short, sharp gasps.

      ‘But the worst is the snoring,’ he said. ‘Honestly, you should have someone check that. It gave me night terrors. I thought I’d got over my childhood traumas, but since I met you, the nightmares I’ve had … they’ve been strong. I’ll say that. Strong.’

      ‘I’m sorry that your childhood sucked.’

      Gavin shook his head. ‘I opened the car door and fell out on my parents’ drive when I was just five years old,’ he said. ‘A lorry was passing on the other side of the street, and the sound left me crying for a week. So my mother said. And your snoring brought that sound back. I’m going to a therapist tomorrow. I don’t like to say this, but I think you could have ruined my life.’

      Grace smiled. ‘Nothing that a bit of exercise won’t fix.’

      ‘Are you trying to be funny? Is that all you thought of our relationship? Like it was a big joke? Or did you just get together with me out of some sadistic need to make a person suffer?’

      ‘I—’

      ‘If that’s your attitude, then I think I’m better off without you.’

      Grace just stared. Gavin’s cheeks puffed out like a frog about to croak. She wondered if he was hyperventilating.

      ‘Do you want me to pat you on the back? Will it help?’

      Gavin shook his head. ‘Words fail me,’ he said. ‘Was this a set up from the start?’

      Quite unsure how being dumped had twisted around to her ruining Gavin’s life, Grace shrugged. ‘I think I’ll be going home now,’ she said.

      Before Gavin could respond, she started walking away.

      ‘I’ve changed spinning classes!’ he shouted. ‘If I see you again I’ll have flashbacks!’

      Grace sighed, pulled her bag up over her shoulder, and ran to catch a bus which was just pulling into the bus stop outside the park gates.

      It didn’t matter where it was going.
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      Chipping Sodbury, so it turned out.

      Grace bought a kebab in a Turkish takeaway across the street from the little bus station, and sat on the one chair by the window to eat while she waited for a return bus, her phone beside her.

      Prickprickprickprick, was Joan’s first message. You just dodged a bullet.

      Another one, Grace answered.

      We’ve got a lovely sunset tonight. You should visit. Can’t you jack in your job? I can find hours for you at the café.

      Grace paused before replying. Her teens had been good years, working alongside Joan in the Blue Sands Café, owned by Joan’s parents, but she was twenty-eight now and didn’t need a backwards step. Plus, it would only be for the summer. At least her job now—bankers, be damned—was year-round, even if a future in the catering industry was hardly turning out like she had hoped.

      Her phone buzzed again; Joan had sent a picture. Grace opened it up and smiled: a miserable scene of rain teeming down the window with the vague outline of a sandy cove in the background.

      You lied.

      Just like the tourist brochures. Doesn’t it make you feel at home? Remember all those summers we spent drinking cider in the chalets because it rained so hard even the sea got annoyed? Come on, Graceful. Give me one more. It’s so boring here without you.

      A throwback summer. It was very tempting.

      I’ll think about it, she messaged back.

      Come on. And with all those spinning classes, you can finally take on the Hill of Suffering. You could be the first official local to cycle faster than walking pace. Come on, Graceful. You know you want to.

      I’ll think about it, Grace messaged again, then closed her messaging app before Joan had enough time to convince her.

      And anyway, the bus was coming. If she was lucky, she’d still be back in time for spinning class. Gavin be damned. He was nothing on Mike Anderson anyway.
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      Although it kept her fit like nothing ever had in her life before, Grace would be the first to admit—drunkenly, to Joan, at least—that she had signed up for spinning classes in order to get in the kind of shape that would one day allow her to cycle all the way from the bottom to the top of Melrose Hill—what local kids had called the Hill of Suffering for as long as she could remember—both without stopping and at faster than walking pace. No official local had ever done it. Some smarmy bastard called Matt who had done a few stages of the Tour de France had visited one summer and pulled it off, but he had moved away shortly after and therefore didn’t officially count.

      Grace, captain of her university road racing team, had always dreamed of returning home one summer, years after disappearing out into the world, to wow everyone from school who still lived in the area with her cycling prowess, and prove once and for all that she wasn’t the lush they all remembered.

      Not all of the time, at any rate.

      Over the years her road racing prowess had faded into weekend leisure rides, but you had to go a long way in South Gloucestershire to find any decent hills. Spinning class had proven the antidote to her flat-road bullying, and the thought of taking down the Hill of Suffering had been her motivation.

      And then she had met her instructor.

      The spinning class was so popular you had to show up thirty minutes early to be sure of getting a bike, and Mike Anderson, he of the back muscles and buns to die for, had proven why. A minor celebrity—after a brief career in a failed nineties’ boy-band he had done the naughties’ rounds of the reality TV shows before starting a career as a fitness instructor—he had matured into a forty-something dreamboat which had all of the women and some of the men drooling over his physique, his smile, and his take-me-home-for-tea eyes.

      Grace joined the queue to enter, Mike standing by the door as always, greeting each attendee like an old friend. When her time came, she couldn’t bring herself to speak, only to stare into his dreamy eyes and make a throaty grunt.

      ‘Grace … how lovely to see you. You look well, but … you’re troubled by something, aren’t you? Hit that bike hard tonight, my love. It’ll clear out whatever negativity has been building up.’

      And she was past, without even responding, but with a delightful warmth in her heart as behind her, Mike asked about another customer’s cat.

      ‘Neutering can be traumatic, can’t it? But Bobby will be fine in a couple of days, you’ll see.’

      With Mike’s seeming clairvoyance driving her on, Grace was ready to hit new heights tonight, to exorcise her memory of Gavin once and for all. As Mike straddled his bike at the front of the group, on a machine that rather bizarrely stood on a revolving pedestal in order that over the course of the class all the attendees could get a full view of every angle of their godlike instructor, Grace readied herself to hit higher speeds and greater elevations than ever before. Hill of Suffering indeed. It would look like a children’s slide the next time she went home.

      ‘Oh, that’s not good.’

      Mike, speaking into a microphone in his smooth, milky voice, sounded a little alarmed. Most of the people who had been warming up with a few brisk revolutions came to a stop and watched their instructor, barely daring to breathe.

      Mike climbed back off the bike and began to stretch his right leg.

      ‘Well, excuse me for a moment. It appears I might have tweaked my groin. If you could wait a moment, ladies and guys, I’ll go put a little spray on it and see if we can’t get through the class that way.’

      And he was gone, out through the studio doors, leaving the attendees to mutter to each other in hushed, fearful voices. What had happened? Would Mike be able to continue the class? And if he was injured, how long would he be unable to ride?

      He returned a few minutes later, visibly limping. He climbed up on to the pedestal and stood shaking his head. His cheeks even appeared damp as though he’d been crying.

      ‘I’m sorry to inform you all of this, but I’m afraid it’s quite a serious tweak. I won’t be able to ride for at least a month.’

      ‘Will the class be cancelled?’ someone near the front wailed, as other attendees began to sniff, one or two to cry. ‘I can’t get by without this. I need you, Mike.’

      ‘And I need you guys too. You’re my flock. But this is just one of those things that happens sometimes. In a month or two I’ll be fine, and I’ll be back on the bike again, and it’ll be like I was never away. However, I can’t leave you without an instructor, so I’ve found someone to cover for me.’ He lifted a hand and indicated the door, just as it swung open.

      A woman in a vest and combat trousers stood there, her muscled arms mottled with tattoos. Frizzy black hair was tied back and she wore a sour pout as she looked around the room. A vicious scar had punctured her cheek, leaving behind a red star shape which appeared to have been coloured in with felt tip pen.

      The woman stalked through the group to the front, fists clenched as though spoiling for a fight. Mike smiled and waved her to stand next to him.

      ‘This is Doreen,’ he said. ‘She’ll be taking over as your instructor until my groin is back in tip top shape.’ Then, unclipping the microphone and headset, he handed it across.

      ‘Over to you,’ came his last soft words, and then he was walking out of the room, giving regretful waves as he passed, comforting a couple of people who were crying, reassuring the same woman as before that her cat would be fine.

      The door closed behind him, and the room felt suddenly cold.

      ‘All right, you scum, on your bikes,’ Doreen snapped, climbing up onto the instructor’s bike. ‘I just got out of prison. You want to know how you survive in prison? You train, and you fight. Are you ready to train and fight, you worms?’

      A couple of people shouted ‘Yeah!’, but most people just looked afraid.
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      ‘Faster, scum!’ Doreen shouted. ‘You’re in the prison yard, and some gang boys have got a beef. They’re coming after you. You’re not man enough to take them down, so what are you going to do? Train, train, train!’

      The whir of the spinning bikes wasn’t quite loud enough to cover the gasps from the desperate riders.

      ‘You know how I got this scar? Some punk in the mess hall fleeced me half an egg. You know how much damage a plastic spoon can do? I took a tray in the face for my troubles but he’s walking with a limp for the rest of his life. Faster, worms!’

      Grace, unsure how a plastic spoon could cause a limp but not willing to ask, gritted her teeth and pedaled. She felt like she’d climbed the Hill of Suffering a dozen times over. She glanced at the clock. Five minutes left. A handful of people had already run out of the room in tears, and those who remained looked ready to break.

      ‘What do you get if you cross a crowbar with a broken axe handle?’ Doreen asked, pedaling at a manic speed with seemingly no trouble. ‘A whole world of hurt. Are you feeling the pain yet, you useless rats? No pain, all the shame. If you’re not broken you can’t be fixed, and from the look of you soft-bellied turkeys there’s a lot of fixing that needs to be done. Train, train, train!’

      And then it was over. Doreen jumped off her bike and stalked among the remaining riders, arms glistening with sweat.

      ‘Did you do your best?’ she asked, looking around as though searching for guilty faces. ‘If you didn’t, if you slacked off for one second, now’s your chance to confess.’

      Most people looked too exhausted to speak, but a couple slunk out from the back and stood in front of Doreen with their heads lowered. Grace didn’t know their names but she recognised their type: they were the hardcore who went to all the classes they could, and no amount of training was ever enough.

      ‘I confess,’ said the man.

      ‘I confess too,’ said the woman.

      ‘You worthless scum,’ Doreen said, shaking her head. ‘Get down and give me fifty. Now!’

      The two got on the floor and started doing press-ups. At about twenty-five, Doreen put one foot on the backs of each and had them lift her. As she rose up and down like some nightmarish jack-in-the-box, arms folded and a scowl on her face, she looked around the rest of the group.

      ‘These two are brave,’ she said, even as the woman began to cry. ‘They have guts, spirit, heart. The rest of you are weak, spineless worms. I know you didn’t try hard enough, but you were too scared to confess. Fear is your greatest enemy. Fear loses fights. Fear breaks you. Do not be afraid. Over the next few classes I will beat the fear out of you. Class dismissed.’

      As the two confessors finished their press-ups and collapsed in a heap, the others hurried to get out of the room before Doreen singled them out for any further punishment. Grace grabbed her bag and ran for the changing rooms. By the time she got there, a couple of girls were being sick, others were crying. Grace patted the arm of one, who was fumbling with a pack of cigarettes.

      ‘Jenny, you mustn’t smoke in here.’

      Jenny’s arm shook. ‘Do you want one?’

      Grace gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Tempting as it is, I’ll pass.’

      ‘Anyone got any booze?’ someone asked.

      ‘I do,’ someone else answered, voice unsteady. ‘Someone go and ask if they’ve got any paper cups on reception.’

      With a regretful smile around the changing room which had once been filled with laughter and casual chat at the end of every class, Grace shouldered her bag and headed out, not even wanting to stay long enough to shower. If Doreen was their new instructor, it was time to look for a different gym, or perhaps give up spinning entirely.

      As she headed outside, the cool evening air shocking her still-sweaty body, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      How was spinning class?

      Grace smiled. It sucked. Magic Mike has hurt his groin. His replacement is this ex-con nutjob. I think I’m going to quit. I don’t think I could survive another class.

      One more reason to come down and stay for the summer. This morning I got a text from Ben. The school kid we hired last summer? He’s going surfing in South Africa this year so I need someone to work his hours at the café.

      Grace stared at her phone for a long time. How would it be, going back? She hadn’t lived in Blue Sands for a decade, and time had fuzzed out all the stuff she didn’t like—the terrible weather, the idiot tourists, the greater idiot locals who’d gone nowhere in their lives—leaving only the good stuff.

      The evenings on the beach. The barbeques. The rollers offshore, and the shirtless guys sitting on the promenade. The sunsets, the clink of pint glasses, the call of seabirds and the salty aroma of the sea.

      She had been a teenager when she left. Now she was a grown woman with a job and a flat. Responsibilities.

      She couldn’t go back, but the temptation was there, she had to admit.

      I’ll think about it.
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      ‘You don’t snore, love,’ Lisa Clelland said, absently stirring her coffee with an easy smile on her face. ‘Well, not that much. Your father and I would just shut the door if you were trumpeting too loud.’

      ‘Trumpeting?’

      ‘Oh, I’m only having a joke. It’s because you sleep on your back. If you sleep on your side you won’t snore.’

      ‘Is that medically proven?’

      ‘That’s how I fixed your father. Whenever he started to roar I just pushed a couple of pillows against his back and rolled him over. It’s a genetic thing. All depends on the shape of your little dangly bit.’

      ‘My what?’

      ‘Your uvula. That thing in the back of your throat.’

      ‘Is that what it’s called? I literally never wondered.’

      ‘That’s it. Can’t do anything about it, unless you have it cut out, and no one wants to do that, do they? Exercise and healthy living help. You don’t drink or smoke anymore, do you?’

      ‘I’ve never smoked and I don’t have any friends to drink with.’

      ‘Well, that’s a blessing, perhaps.’ Lisa stood up. ‘You don’t have any friends? What have you been doing these last few years?’

      ‘Mostly working to pay my extortionate mortgage.’

      ‘Well, if you will insist on living in the city. Life’s much cheaper out in the countryside. More relaxing, too.’

      ‘I live in Downend. It’s about as far out of the city as it’s possible to be without actually being out of the city. I’m a stone’s throw from the ring road.’

      Lisa chuckled. ‘Still inside the city walls, then. Just make sure you get as much fresh air as you can. Anyway, I’d better get back to work, love. Have a good afternoon.’

      As Grace watched her mother walk out of the café and head downhill towards the bank where Lisa worked, she took a deep breath and looked at her watch. Her shift started in twenty minutes. It was Friday. Friday afternoons were the worst.

      With a regretful glance through the window at the boutique shops that lined Park Street down towards the Waterfront, she picked up her bag and headed out.
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      Three years she had worked in Jones’s, the big, open plan café-bar at the top of Park Street, overpriced to meet its overpaid and under-mannered clientele. Wealth did funny things to people, making them obnoxious and entitled, condescending to those who scurried at their proverbial feet, providing the services which greased their jet-setting lifestyle. And booze on top of wealth could make people unbearable.

      By personal choice, Grace only worked daytime shifts, but Friday afternoon was when many of the customers enjoyed a lunchtime tipple.

      It was packed as usual when she arrived. Feeling more reluctant than she had in months, she was already in a bad mood before she began her shift, but within a few minutes of whistles, snapped fingers, and phone-number requests, she was like a volcano with a top about to blow. As she carried a tray of complicated coffee-based drinks out through the kitchen doors, she caught the eye of her manager, Don.

      Be good, his eyes said.

      She was halfway across the floor when someone tugged on her skirt. A group of suits sat around a table, menus in hand.

      ‘Hey lassie,’ said the nearest man, an older, balding guy. ‘Sex cossies, please. Straight.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Lassie, sex cossies, please, when you have a minute.’

      Grace felt her cheeks burning. The man’s face looked innocent enough, but those of his companions wore pained expressions, as though his attempt at a joke had been perceived as a bad idea but no one dared to say.

      ‘Lassie?’

      A switch flipped. ‘I’m not a dog, and I’m not some costume-wearing prostitute,’ she snapped.

      And before she could stop herself, the tray turned in her hand. Four large coffees cascaded down over the man, lumps of marshmallow and chocolate rolling down his suit like the debris of a landslide.

      From behind her came a sharp cry. ‘Grace Clelland! In the office … now.’
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      I got suspended for a month without pay.

      Ouch.

      Turned out the guy had just had vocal cord surgery and they were celebrating his return to work.

      Double ouch. What are you going to do?

      Not sure.

      Hang on a minute.

      The phone buzzed with an incoming call. Grace clicked receive and a moment later Joan’s jovial face filled the screen.

      ‘Hello lovely, my fingers are getting tired. Tell Auntie Joany about everything.’

      ‘Did you dye your hair?’

      Joan’s chubby fingers flicked orange strands against her phone’s camera. ‘Do you like it? Sand orange. But let’s not talk about me. Things don’t sound good.’

      ‘My life is coming to an end. I’ve got enough savings for a couple of months, but that’s about it.’

      ‘What are you drinking?’

      Grace held up the glass. ‘Australian Merlot. Two for one in Tesco.’

      ‘Planning for the future, that’s a good sign. You’re not giving up just yet.’

      ‘Not until the day after tomorrow at least.’

      ‘Come on, you know you have a get-out clause. Without Ben I really need someone in the café, and if you won’t help then I’ll have to hire some other school kid. Usually I get a bunch coming in at this time of year asking around but these days they’re all YouTubers and Instagrammers. No one wants to spend a summer serving ice-cream unless I pay them double minimum wage. Come on, Graceful, you know you want to.’

      ‘Half of me does, but you know how it is. I’m supposed to be making something of my life. I can’t go back to sitting on the beach every night and drinking in the Low Anchor. Those were good days, but those were teenage days. I’m twenty-eight now. It’s different for you because you actually own the café. It’s your business. For me it would just be a summer job.’

      Joan gave a slow nod. ‘Technically it’s Mum’s café, but we’ll let that slide.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘What I think you mean is that there’ll be more talent in the jobseekers queue in Downend than in the ice-cream queue at Blue Sands Cove?’

      ‘Hardly likely. But I’m not into picking up a sixteen-year-old kid.’

      ‘Grab a granny nights were always fun. Remember how we laughed when Tim Pascoe tried to pull your mum?’

      ‘Oh my, he had no idea.’

      ‘Good days, Graceful. And times have changed. We don’t get the kids here anymore, not now it’s so cheap to go out to Spain or France or wherever. It’s all families, old people, and couples. Quite sedate really. And it still rains all the bloody time, so me and you can sit around and read the books on the rack, drink coffee and talk about the old days.’

      ‘Sounds nice.’

      ‘I miss you, Graceful. You’re my best friend. I tried filling that void with a few of the locals, but no one fits. No one’s nearly as fun as you. I was that desperate I even went to the cinema with Becky Rendle once, and you can imagine how that went.’

      ‘She talked the whole way through it?’

      ‘Talked? She shouted. You’ll never guess who she’s married to now. Anyway, come on, Graceful. I miss you.’

      ‘I miss you too.’

      ‘Come on.’

      Grace took a swig of her wine and topped up the glass from the bottle. To her dismay, she only had a little left at the bottom.

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, already thinking about it a lot.
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      ‘You think you’re fit, you scum?’ Doreen said from the instructor’s bike. ‘You think you’re fit? Twenty minutes, that’s all. That’s how long any of you would last in the exercise yard. When a gang comes and asks you to press eighty and you max out at twenty-five, what do you think happens? You clean a lot of toilets, that’s what. With your hair. Are you hearing me? Now train. Train, train, train.’

      The end of the session couldn’t come soon enough. Just fifteen people had shown up tonight, with more than half the bikes empty. Not that Doreen seemed to care as she called out people to confess. Grace, keeping her head down, managed to escape into the changing rooms, where she sat in silence for a while, a towel covering her face.

      A policeman had shown up at her house that afternoon to take a statement. The man she had poured coffee over had accused her of aggravated assault.

      Grace hadn’t bothered to defend herself. In tears, she had explained to the police officer—who had actually been rather sympathetic—that she’d reached a point where she flipped. He suggested that while she waited to find out whether she would be charged, she take a rest and do some exercise. And drink plenty of water.

      Out in the lobby, she bought the most caffeinated drink she could find. As she sat drinking it at a table, a young man in a tracksuit approached.

      ‘Excuse me, are you Grace Clelland?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’m John Barnwell. Gavin Barnwell’s brother?’

      ‘Oh, right.’

      John Barnwell sighed and shook his head. ‘I just wanted to let you know that thanks to you, Gavin is in a bad way. He told me what you do to him, the nightly torment. He’s quit his job, and it looks like he’ll be moving into an assisted living facility to help him through his night terrors.’

      ‘Is this a joke?’

      A tear dribbled down John Barnwell’s cheek. ‘Do I look like I’m joking? You’ve destroyed my brother’s life. Are you proud of yourself? What kind of person are you, to victimize someone so fragile? You should be ashamed.’

      To Grace’s dismay, she realised John Barnwell was shouting. As a manager appeared, glared at Grace, then took John’s arm and led him away to a staff office, Grace caught Doreen watching her from the door to the spinning studio.

      ‘Ruining lives, are you, Clelland?’ she growled. ‘That’s called karma. I saw you slacking off in there. Couldn’t ride a tricycle, you. Karma.’

      As Doreen went back into the studio, Grace stared at the drink in her hand, wishing it was three-quarters vodka, or something stronger.
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      ‘Well, it’s not the most desirable area, but I do have a couple of people looking,’ the letting agent said. ‘Summer rental only?’

      Grace nodded. ‘For now, but we’ll see what happens.’

      ‘Well, I don’t think I can get the rates you were asking for, not at such short notice.’ She slid a sheet of paper across the table. ‘I have each client estimate what they’d be willing to pay. Here’s what I have right now.’

      Grace looked at the figures and sighed. ‘I’ll barely cover the mortgage.’

      ‘If you were willing to wait six months or offer a longer leasing period….’

      Grace remembered the fabled Summer of Rain, 2009, when it had chucked it down throughout the entire month of August, with temperatures peaking at fifteen Celsius. Grace had been sixteen, and the summer a total washout. She and Joan and a few others had set up an awning at the top of the beach and sat under it to eat pasties and ice-cream, and have barbeques in the evening, even as the rain pelted down so hard that even at high tide they could barely see the shoreline.

      It had been the worst of summers but the best of times.

      ‘I’ll take whatever you’ve got,’ she said.
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      Coming out of the letting agent, she felt like a weight had lifted off her shoulders.

      I’m coming, she messaged Joan from the steps outside. Hold a job for me.

      Graceful!!!! I can’t wait. Just like old times.

      Grace frowned. I just have to check with the police that it’s okay.

      The assault charge? Don’t worry. Just say you slipped.

      I already said it was intentional.

      Claim insanity. Fingers crossed they might let you off.

      Fingers crossed. And toes.
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      A disinterested police officer jotted down her intended new address and told her to have a good time. In the crime-filled wasteland of inner-city Bristol, she suspected that a tray of coffees thrown in anger was low priority. Not that it made her feel any better, but at least she was free to leave.

      It took a couple of days to sort out the letting agent details. She had offered the flat as furnished, but she needed to pack up her personal things, which she boxed and stored in her parents’ garage in Frome, just outside of Bath.

      ‘I’m going home,’ she told her mother over coffee in their living room. ‘Back to Blue Sands. I felt like I needed a break and Joan offered me a job in the shop.’

      ‘Won’t that be strange?’ Lisa said. ‘You were a teenager when you worked in there before.’

      ‘I know. It’ll probably be a bit weird at first, but once I get used to it, it’ll be like the old days.’

      ‘Well, have a nice time. Say hello to the place. While your father and I have been happy here these last five years, we still miss it. It has a certain … magic.’

      Grace smiled. ‘I will,’ she said.
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      It felt like a prison break when she got a taxi to Temple Meads Station and bought a train ticket to Penzance. June 1st, the first day of summer. It was pouring with rain, but Grace hadn’t been so excited in years. With her suitcase in the luggage storage overhead and an agreement on a chalet just back from the beach for a three-month rental, Grace felt like the world was beginning to knit itself back together. Ten years in Bristol hadn’t been all bad, but as the train pulled out of the station, she felt excited to be going, rather than sad to leave.

      On my way, she messaged Joan.

      I’ll be waiting at Penzance, came the reply.

      Just like old times. Drinks on the beach, coffee in the café … thanks Joanie. You’ve saved my life.

      I just helped you to save it yourself. It’s raining here, by the way.

      Ha! Nothing ever changes.

      The reply took a little longer to come than Grace might have expected. Perhaps Joan was in the toilet or busy with something.

      No, nothing.

      Joanie … are you okay?

      Of course. Why?

      I just thought … never mind.

      Can’t wait to see you, Graceful.

      You too.
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      Despite it being perhaps the first train Grace had ever caught from Temple Meads that was officially on time, the journey down to Penzance seemed to take an age. Once they were through Plymouth the journey became one of frequent stops at little Cornish towns, many of which Grace and Joan had painted red over wild weekends of drinking and clubbing, back in their carefree teens when the responsibilities of adulthood had felt like a million years away. There were star shapes they had gouged out of a hotel’s flowerbed, a weathervane stolen from a town centre monument … there was the boot of a police car Grace had woken up in—to the bemused looks of a pair of local bobbies—after Joan had managed to pop the lid with a penknife. And in between the wild times there had been warm summer days wandering desolate beaches, writing their names in pristine sand, beers and burgers around stone-walled barbeque pits on late summer evenings, and local sea shanties sung late into the night.

      And then Grace had gone to university in Bristol, and everything had changed. For a few years she had maintained a regular summer visit, but when she was twenty-three, her parents had moved up to Frome, partly to be nearer to her, and partly because after thirty years living in Cornwall they wanted a change of scenery.

      Grace understood. But only after her own visits to Blue Sands declined to a couple of biennial weeks, did she realise how much she missed the pretty little cove and its crescent of welcoming sand. Even the Hill of Suffering had grown to be remembered with fondness, the dark nights of climbing up from the pub in the pouring rain, had become a quirk of country life rather than something to dread after a night of pleasurable drinking in the pub.

      I’m going to do it this time, she messaged Joan just after the train had pulled out of Redruth. I’m going to ride it, and you’re going to walk alongside me. Well, not quite alongside, just a little bit back.

      The reply took a while to come, making Grace wonder whether Joan was having second thoughts.

      Sounds like a plan.

      Are you all right?

      Yeah, great. Can’t wait to see you!

      It was just a little eager. Not like Joan at all. There was definitely something up.
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      An hour later, just after seven p.m., the train pulled into Penzance station. Grace had been dozing, idly dreaming about a time she and Joan had gone out on the lash in Newquay and woken up in a field of cows. Joan had been using a cow pat as a pillow. Luckily it had been dry. They’d walked across fields until they found themselves in a quiet little village, where they’d got a massive fry-up and large mugs of coffee. They’d spent the rest of the day lounging about on the little strip of sand, eating ice-creams and talking about nothing. In a souvenir shop just back from the beach Grace had bought a little dream catcher decorated with shells, which she had hung over her bed right through university.

      She had a smile on her face as she sat up just in time to see the PENZANCE sign slide gently past her window as the train came to a stop.

      She peered out of the window, looking for Joan, but there was no sign of her friend. Grabbing her suitcase, she hauled it down the aisle and out onto the platform. A few commuters were heading swiftly for the exit stairs. A young student-type was trying to escape a smothering embrace from his parents. A mother pushed a pram with one hand while holding the hand of a little girl with the other.

      ‘Hi, Graceful. Told you I’d be waiting.’

      ‘Joanie? Joan—’ Grace spun around. Her jaw dropped. Joan had never been slim like Grace, but age had filled Joan out. Remembering how they had used to gorge on the ice-creams on a quiet day left Grace unsurprised, but the wheelchair from which Joan looked up was unexpected, to say the least.

      ‘What happened? Your tongue got caught under the train?’

      All Grace could do was stare. ‘I didn’t … I didn’t know.’

      Joan shrugged, then wheeled herself a couple of feet forward. She fixed Grace with a warm look, even as she gave a sad smile. ‘I know you didn’t. That’s because I didn’t tell you.’

      The joyful homecoming Grace had expected evaporated in front of her eyes like smoke puffing from the train’s exhaust. With tears in her eyes she reached forward and pulled Joan into a hug.

      ‘Damn it, why didn’t you tell me?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘You had cancer and you didn’t tell me?’

      Joan sighed. ‘I had a tumour in my lower spine,’ she said, stirring her coffee as they sat in a café across from the station. A drop splashed onto the floral tablecloth, which Joan swiped up with a finger before it could sink in. ‘It was hurting like hell to sit, for no particular reason. You know me, I was never one to be out swimming laps of the bay like you did, so there wasn’t any cause for it. The doctor ran some tests, then they did a scan which showed the tumour. The doctor said I’d caught it a month before it would have been inoperable. The surgery saved me, but I lost the use of my legs.’

      ‘I’m so pissed,’ Grace said, sobbing into a tissue. ‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. We’re best friends. All through it you were messaging me like everything was fine.’

      Joan grinned, then reached across and slapped Grace’s forearm. ‘Will you stop bloody crying? I’m fine. Well, more or less. I’m not climbing cliff paths anymore but I’m still getting around, still running the café so Mum can go off to her flower arranging classes and cream tea lunches. I can still read a book and drink a pint, and give my best friend advice on her pathetic love life.’

      ‘You should have said!’

      ‘Yeah, and then you would have come swanning back down to Blue Sands to look after me, when the last thing I wanted was sympathy.’ Joan slapped the top of her thigh. ‘You know what this feels like? A second chance. I stared death in the face, and I know what it felt like to be close to the end. I’ve never lived life better.’

      Grace scowled. ‘I’m still angry with you.’

      ‘Oh, shut up and eat your scone. You’ve got room for a lot more than I have. What would you have done if I’d told you?’

      ‘I’d have been by your side.’

      Joan shook her head. ‘I’ve missed you since the day you left Blue Sands, Graceful, and I dreamed of the day you came back. But, I didn’t want it to be because I needed you. I wanted it to be because you needed me.’

      ‘I need you.’

      Joan grinned, licked the tip of her finger, held it up and made a hissing sound. ‘Objective achieved. Can we stop talking about me now?’

      Grace shook her head. ‘No! You had cancer and you didn’t tell me. It’ll be days before I stop being angry with you.’

      ‘Are you going to throw a tray of coffee over me?’

      Grace grimaced. ‘Ouch. Low blow.’

      ‘Ha, that would be total discrimination. Do you think they’ll give you an ASBO? Are you even allowed to visit me? Aren’t you tagged or something?’ She twisted the chair so the footrest nudged Grace’s leg. ‘Go on, let me see your ankles.’

      ‘I’m not tagged. They didn’t seem to mind. In the great scheme of things, I don’t think I’m considered that desperate a criminal. As long as I gave the police a forwarding address and phone number, they said it was all good.’

      ‘Perhaps the PC had the hots for you.’

      Grace rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t think so. It was a woman.’

      Joan punched her armrest. ‘Will you stop discriminating? I’m offended by default. What if I told you I was a lesbian too?’

      ‘Are you? Is that something else you haven’t told me?’

      Joan laughed. ‘No. I’m fully active on Tinder. In the restricted access section. She gave the chair a shake. Quite a fetish, these things. You wouldn’t believe the weirdoes who contact me. One guy wanted to know the brand name and model number.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I swiped left.’

      ‘Is that good or bad?’

      Joan rolled her eyes. ‘God, you’re so nineties. We’ll have to sort you out. Come on, let’s get out of here and get back to Blue Sands. How long are you going to leave me standing here?’

      ‘You’re not—’

      ‘It was a joke, Graceful. Come on. I’ve got one of those nifty cars with the steering wheel controls. It’s a total trip.’
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      Being disabled hadn’t impacted the violence of Joan’s driving. With her heart in her mouth, Grace hung on to the armrest for dear life as Joan hacked them through the worst of Cornwall’s country lanes at a harrowing speed, working the car from a system of buttons fitted to the steering wheel.

      ‘Wow, forgot about that pothole,’ Joan said, as they bumped through half a mine shaft dug out of the middle of the road with such violence that Grace bounced up out of the seat.

      ‘So, what’s changed?’ Grace gasped, hoping the distraction of conversation might encourage Joan to slow down. ‘How’s the Low Anchor? Still run by Dawn and Craig?’

      Joan shook her head as they came to a straight section where Grace was able to catch her breath. ‘Nope. Remember that stuck up Gomersall girl? Taylor?’

      ‘Tay Gomersall, her of the weird name. Ha, yeah, I remember. A few years below us at school.’

      ‘Well, Craig got caught shagging her out by the Mourning Lady a couple of summers back. One of the Thompson boys was out there walking his dog.’ Joan grinned. ‘Man, the gossip was going off for a while. Anyway, long story short, Craig and Dawn got divorced, they sold the pub, and Craig shacked up with Taylor in one of those council flats up on Black Rock Drive. Got himself a job as a lifeguard, acting all young like.’

      ‘Wasn’t he like, old?’

      ‘Forties. Yeah. Proper made a tit of himself. Anyway, he got sacked because some tourist kid got in trouble in the undertow last September. Craig couldn’t get to him, and a couple of locals had to pull him out. Lost his job, Taylor dumped him, and they both ended up leaving. Last I heard she was at nursing college and he was running a bar in Plymouth.’

      ‘Wow, I’m totally out of the loop, it looks like. Who owns the pub now?’

      Joan grimaced. ‘Ah, um … Daniel. Um, Daniel Woakes.’

      Grace felt like someone had slapped her from the inside, making her cheeks smart from the inside out.

      ‘Dan? You’ve got to be having a laugh. As in my ex-boyfriend, Dan?’

      Joan took both hands off the wheel long enough to make quotation marks in the air. ‘Your teenage love, yeah.’

      ‘Please hold the wheel.’

      ‘Ha, sure.’ Joan grabbed the wheel just in time to hack them round a blind corner. As the hedgerow opened out, Grace half expected to find a tractor coming the other way, but luckily the road was clear.

      ‘For your information, he wasn’t my teenage love.’

      ‘You just shagged him a few times?’

      ‘It was more than that.’

      ‘But less than total infatuation?’

      ‘Somewhere in the middle. Is it going to be awkward me showing up? We didn’t part on the best of terms.’

      ‘You dumped him, didn’t you?’

      ‘We broke up. There’s a difference. I went to university, he stayed here. God, we were only teenagers.’

      Joan grinned. ‘Weren’t those the days?’

      ‘We had some good times.’

      ‘We had a lot of good times. But, since you were asking, I’m not sure about awkward, but I wouldn’t go expecting locals’ rates. It’s been a while, but he might be a bit salty about everything.’ Joan leaned across and nudged Grace’s arm, making the car swerve dangerously close to a thorny hedge. ‘After all, you went off to the big city to go to university and make something of yourself, leaving him behind in a nowhere seaside village.’

      ‘And look how that worked out. It turns out a degree in history is only good enough to wait tables, and meanwhile, my uneducated, country bumpkin ex becomes the owner of the most popular pub in the area.’

      ‘Don’t worry, there are a few nerds from school still around. I’m sure we can find someone who’ll let you play the sympathy card.’

      ‘Shut up!’

      As she hacked into another blind corner, Joan had tears in her eyes and a wide grin on her face.

      ‘It’s so good to have you back, Graceful. Here we are. Just as you remember.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Return

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Blue Sands was split into two parts. Upper Blue Sands was a little village a mile from the beach, set back from the hill’s crest in a flat hollow surrounding a church, apparently because a long, long time ago that would have made it hidden from Vikings cruising up and down the coast. Blue Sands Cove, on the other hand, was the name given to the cluster of houses and businesses catering to tourists which surrounded the beach itself, a flat stretch of golden sand with a paved promenade a quarter of a mile long. Back in the valley and along the hills that rose to either side, where the beach was cut off by a pair of jutting headlands, a number of expensive holiday homes poked up out of the scattering of woodland, ensuring that all the best views of the cove, besides the one from the road, were exclusive to toffs from up country.

      ‘We’ll do a quick swing through the cove just so you can remember what it looks like,’ Joan said, as they came around a corner to face the upper stretch of the Hill of Suffering. It looked steeper than Grace remembered, dropping seemingly sheer towards the beach before hitting the annoying cutback a third of the way up which was famous for derailing cycling attempts. In fact, seeing it with her teenage years far behind her, she could understand why it was common to see taxis ferrying people up and down in midsummer, even though no local would be seen dead in one. The thought of trying to walk it made the back of her neck tickle.

      Locals joked that the cutback was to slow drivers coming down, and that the gate directly opposite the road had the outlines of dozens who had failed, but the geological truth was that just through the gate was a lump of jutting granite ten feet high that the road builders had not bothered to move, perhaps out of laziness or lack of leadership. And now, like one of those annoying bumps in a straight line caused by a nock in a ruler, the road wound out around the corner of the field in which the rock stood, before cutting back around, dropping again towards the beach in the steepest section, and then swinging around a corner to bring the promenade and the shoreline into view.

      ‘You remember the Singing Rock?’ Joan said, slowing the car as they reached the bottom of the upper section of the hill, so that they could see through the overgrown gateway. ‘Every night, wasn’t it? On the lash, we’d be in there, climbing up that thing, singing like muppets until the dawn.’

      ‘Or the cops came out.’

      ‘That was once. Only once. And it was Julia’s dad, so he just told us to shut up and go home.’

      ‘He actually joined us for a song.’

      Joan laughed. ‘Couldn’t do that now, with people filming everything on smartphones. Can’t have any fun anymore, can you?’

      ‘Do the kids still climb it?’

      Joan shook her head. ‘The farmer, Bill Clifford, he put a padlock on the gate and some barbed wire over the top. Kids were going in there, getting hammered, and leaving all their crap behind.’

      ‘We used to stuff ours in the beach bins.’

      ‘The council took them away. Fascists.’

      Grace shook her head. ‘Not like it used to be, is it?’

      Joan sighed and moved the car on, cutting around the jutting field hedge of the Singing Rock, past the turning that led to the coast road heading south, down the steepest section of the hill and around the corner at the bottom.

      ‘Some things change,’ Joan said, grinning, ‘but some things never change.’

      Grace smiled at the promenade stretching away in front of them. ‘Just how I remember.’

      The tide was high, gentle breakers lapping at a pristine stretch of sand below a jumble of rocks. Along the promenade that followed the line of the road and on the beach, people strolled, walked their dogs, stood talking in groups as the sun hung low in the sky. Just behind the promenade, halfway along a line of small shops, lights shone from the windows of the Low Anchor, the cove’s most popular pub and site of much teenage mischief.

      ‘Do you want to stop for a pint?’ Joan said. ‘Mum’s cooking dinner, but we can squeeze in half an hour. I did say you’re staying at mine tonight? I’m not having you alone in that chalet on your first night back.’

      Grace laughed. ‘Just let me get a little sleep, though. I couldn’t sleep on the train. I was too excited. I think I’ll pass on the pub, though. I’m not ready to see Daniel right now. I’d rather build up to it.’

      ‘Gotcha. We’ll do a quick turn of the beachfront then head up. Don’t worry, Dad’s got plenty of beers in.’

      As they drove past the pub, weaving around several cars which had disobeyed traffic rules to park along the promenade—another thing that hadn’t changed—Grace glanced up at the windows, wondering if she’d catch a glimpse of Daniel. She saw an elderly couple sat at one window table, but of her ex-boyfriend there was no sign. Probably just as well. While ten years had eased the pain of it, Grace had glossed over their breakup for Joan’s benefit. She wasn’t sure she’d ever got over the handsome surfer who had been the first person to capture her heart. She still thought of him often, even though they’d had no contact since her first departure from Blue Sands. She was glad he had done well for himself. She only wished she could say the same.

      ‘Seen enough for one day? I reckon it’s dinner time. Mum and Dad can’t wait to see you again.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      As they reached the end of the promenade, where Joan did a U-turn in the gravel track where locals took boats down on to the beach, Grace tried again to get a glimpse of Daniel through the pub windows.

      I’m sorry I broke your heart, she thought, as the car sped past, Joan accelerating far harder than necessary into the Hill of Suffering’s bottom corner. But if it makes you feel better, I broke my own at the same time.
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            Old things and memories
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      Home.

      It felt crazy to be back, but in a way it felt right. Blue Sands was where Grace had grown up, and for all its faults, nothing made her feel alive more than the sight of the sun peeking above the hills in the early morning, the crash of the sea on the shore, the call of the herring gulls as they terrorised some poor unsuspecting tourist.

      All these years away, trying to dig herself some kind of life in Bristol, yet it took barely a few hours back in the old village before she felt layers of stress lifting off her shoulders like departing birds.

      Dinner with Joan’s parents, Ron and Belinda Turner, was a quirky affair. Known for their summer parties back in the day, the Turners had settled down, and by the end of a hearty roast dinner only three bottles of wine had been drunk between them. Grace and Joan sat up talking long after Joan’s parents had gone to bed, but while ten years ago they might have pulled an all-nighter, now Grace was done by midnight, and let Joan show her down the hall to a guest bedroom. They hugged each other good night, then with a smile, Joan asked Grace to wheel her down to her own bedroom and help her get into bed, even though Joan grumpily insisted she had a method of rolling sideways out of the chair which really didn’t require any assistance. It was a
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