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            CHAPTER ONE

            In Colour

         

         It felt strange now to realize that Flambards had been there all the time. It was a real house after all, not just a memory – out in Essex, reachable by train and car in little more than an hour.

         ‘It’s in colour!’

         That was the first thing Grace said when Mum showed her the website. At once she heard how silly that sounded, but Mum laughed, knowing what she meant. Until now they’d seen Flambards only in Granny Izz’s old photos, in black and white. Grace had always thought of it in black and white too, preserved in time like a museum exhibit – the big old house standing proud and alone, walls thick with ivy, windows dark. It had an air of defiance, as if it knew it was marooned in the past, but would stand there until the modern world shoved it out of the way. In the website photo it looked more cheerful; more approachable, with pots of flowers each side of the open front door and two smiling people in the porch, coming out.

         Look! it said. I’m still here!

         ‘It’s been waiting for us,’ Mum said, ‘and we never knew.’

         Unlike Grace, Mum had actually been to Flambards – just once, a month ago, after the message that had brought it so surprisingly into their lives. Now, with bags packed for the whole summer holidays, they were on their way there. Soon Grace would see it for herself, the place where Granny Izz – really her Great-Granny – had been born and brought up. Granny Izz had died four years ago when Grace was ten, at what everyone called the Grand Old Age of ninety-eight; if she were around now she’d be the even grander, nearly impossible, age of a hundred and two. She had always been so alert, so keenly interested in everything, even when she was frail and old, that it was still a surprise to find her gone.

         Grace felt a bit sad to be going to Flambards without her to show them round. Everything they knew about the place came from her photos and memories. She’d told Grace that she loved Flambards, but had left as soon as she was old enough and never lived there again. ‘London was the place for me. I had to be in London, at the heart of things. Couldn’t bury myself in the country all my life.’ But there had been something wistful in her voice, as if she’d left part of herself behind.

         The city sprawl had thinned, giving way to fields and woods. Through the train window Grace saw trees, grazing cattle, a busy road threading through a cut, and now and then a station stop.

         ‘Ours next.’ Mum put her book and water bottle into her bag, and soon the train slowed again.

         It stopped at the smallest station Grace had ever seen, just a brick building on one side of the tracks and a footbridge to the other platform. Following Mum, she clambered down awkwardly, humping her bag behind her. They were the only people who’d got off, and there was no café or waiting room, no one checking tickets or waiting on the platform. A ticket barrier stood open and unattended.

         As the train pulled away, taking its passengers and its trailings of city-ness, the silence was broken only by birds singing. Grace was used to busy streets and shops, sunlight mirrored by windscreens and windows, heat bouncing off buildings and pavements. Here the quietness was like a pressure in her ears, almost audible. They walked out into sunshine and a small road where a single car was waiting.

         ‘Oh good.’ Mum put her phone away. ‘Here’s our taxi.’

         She’d booked it ahead; otherwise, Grace thought, looking around, they’d have been marooned in the middle of nowhere.

         ‘Russell?’ the driver called to them. ‘For Flambards?’

         ‘That’s us. D’you know the way?’

         The driver nodded. ‘I do. Take people up there or back, most weeks.’

         While he loaded their luggage into the boot, Mum opened the back door for Grace, waited for her to climb in, then got into the passenger seat. They weren’t used to taxis – in London there were always buses or the Underground, and taxis were expensive – but there was no other way of getting themselves and their baggage to Flambards, a few miles from the station.

         ‘Some kind of arty holiday place, int it?’ The driver lowered himself heavily into his seat. ‘You off for a holiday, then? Nice weather for it.’

         ‘Not a holiday exactly, not for me,’ Grace’s mother told him. ‘I’ve got a job there for the summer.’

         ‘Oh yeah? What, teaching painting, or something like that?’

         ‘No – in the office. Publicity.’

         Settling herself while they chatted, moving her leg to a comfortable position, Grace looked out as the taxi pulled away.

         In spite of her doubts about the weeks ahead, she felt a swell of excitement. Just a few more minutes! On the website she’d seen the gallery of photographs, the links to courses on art and history and poetry, but in her mind the two versions persisted, side by side. There was the long-ago Flambards of the photos, back in the days of floor-length skirts and horse-drawn carts and great-great-relatives whose names she muddled up; and there was this one, the real place they were heading for. Mum had said that Granny Izz would barely know the place now. The photo gallery showed sleek bathrooms and people splashing colours on to big abstract paintings, others twisting themselves into yoga poses or laughing in the glow of a campfire.

         ‘Yes, it used to be my family that owned it, ages ago,’ her mother was telling the taxi driver. ‘The Russells at Flambards go back well over a hundred years, to Victorian times when the house was built. But it was sold before I was born.’

         The Russell name, it seemed, meant nothing to the driver. ‘Must have changed hands a good few times over the years, I reckon.’

         ‘Yes, it has,’ Mum agreed. ‘That’s why I’d never been there till last month. It was privately owned till two years ago – I didn’t even know it was a retreat centre till the new manager got in touch.’

         Grace saw hedges and trees; nothing but trees and hedges and fields reaching into hazy distance. The taxi slowed for a tractor carrying a load of hay, and the smell of sweet dry grassiness through the open window made her think of the school field, the running track, the excitement of sports day; limbering up ready to sprint, her legs full of running.

         But that was Before, the way so many things were Before. The tractor driver, seated high in his cab, raised a hand in thanks.

         ‘Be a bit quiet for you, won’t it, out here in the sticks?’ their own driver said, catching Grace’s eye in the mirror. She gave a wincing smile back.

         Yes, it would. That was the whole point. Curious as she was to see Flambards, Grace had baulked at Mum’s idea of staying for so long. Wouldn’t just a day visit have been enough?

         What was she going to do there? She’d be cut off from Marie-Louise, cut off from everyone – even from the people she didn’t especially want to see. ‘For the whole summer holidays?’ she had protested, when Mum told her. ‘But that’s weeks and weeks!’

         Her mother had said that they could both do with a change. As if they hadn’t had more than enough change already! And none of it through choice. What she meant, when Grace pressed, was that they needed a change from being at home – though they couldn’t really call it home any more, with most of their things packed up in boxes.

         Grace didn’t like not knowing where home would be. When they’d closed the front door at Rignell Road earlier this morning, it felt like leaving for ever. Where would they go after their stay here? Mum didn’t know, though she kept promising that something would be sorted out.

         The taxi had reached a village street. Grace looked out at a pub and an old-fashioned shop – or was it actually a modern shop pretending to look old? – with baskets of fruit and vegetables out on the pavement and loaves of bread in the window. An old man with a whiskery grey terrier on a lead stopped to talk to a woman with a shopping trolley. She thought of texting Marie-Louise: All ancient people round here. Wish you were here! It’d be a lot more fun.

         Marie-Louise was in Paris with her parents, having left on the first day of the holidays. When they came back, and Grace and her mother were settled in, she might be able to come and visit. Grace hoped so. Everything would be much less strange if Marie-Louise could be here to share it with her.

         ‘Not far now,’ said the driver. Beyond the church and graveyard he turned off the road into a narrow drive, bordered by trees. A large painted sign at the junction said, FLAMBARDS – courses, retreats and workshops throughout the year, with a website address and a colour photograph of the house. Now they entered what looked like a private road, fenced on both sides; it led slightly uphill, a wood to the right, a field on the left with sheep grazing. Grace looked out with a sense of travelling farther and farther from everything she knew. If she wanted to get out – to go down to that village shop perhaps, though it didn’t look promising – she’d have to walk there and back. Was there a bus, perhaps, that might take her somewhere else? At least Mum had promised there’d be wifi, so that was something. She could hardly bear to think of six weeks without wifi.

         The car turned a bend and the house came into view. There it was: Flambards, leaping into vision with a tug of familiarity, the house of her imagination made real and solid. Huge, it looked, standing square and proud, as if it were saying, Here I am. People come and go, times change, but I’ll always be here.

         The taxi pulled round in front of the house and halted with a scrunch of tyres on gravel. Grace tilted her head, looking up. The house reared tall, clad to its eaves in a dark mantle of ivy.

         Mum sorted coins while Grace heaved herself out of the back seat and the driver lifted their luggage out of the boot. A white van had followed them up the drive, not slowing as it veered round the parked taxi – barely missing the rear bumper – and went on past, spitting gravel, where the drive curved to the left of the house. Grace glimpsed the curly dark hair of the man at the wheel as he darted a scathing look their way, as if the taxi driver had done something stupid by stopping there.

         The taxi man, dumping Grace’s case, raised his eyebrows. ‘Always in a hurry, that one.’

         ‘You know him?’ Mum asked.

         The man jerked his head to one side. ‘Lives in the cottage here.’

         Perhaps everyone knew everyone else in a small place like this.

         ‘Thank you.’ Mum handed over the money. ‘Keep the change.’

         He nodded thanks in return and drove off, waving out of his open window. Grace watched him go; he seemed to have become a temporary ally, his friendliness set against the hostility of the van driver. So that man lived here? It wasn’t a good first impression.

         The only other people in sight were a man and a woman, both youngish, busy with sketchbooks under the shade of a tree. This tree, an immense cedar with spreading inky branches, was recognizable from Granny Izz’s photographs – unchanged, as if the passing years meant nothing to a tree. Neither of the pair with heads bent over their drawings had taken any notice of the taxi’s arrival and departure.

         Stone steps led up to an open front door, flanked by deep bay windows. On each side of the porch stood big tubs bright with scarlet flowers, and a tabby cat lay stretched out on the doormat.

         ‘What now?’ Grace looked at Mum, whose bright smile showed that she too was anxious.

         ‘Roger’s probably in the office. He’s expecting us.’

         ‘Mum, this Roger, and the others here’ – Grace edged closer and spoke quietly, though no one was close enough to hear – ‘they do know about – about me, don’t they?’

         ‘Oh, Grace.’ Mum put an arm round her. ‘Yes, of course Roger knows. And you’ll like him, I promise. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.’
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            CHAPTER TWO

            It

         

         So much had changed in the last year and a half that Grace felt her old life had been torn into bits and fed through a shredder. First, Mum and Dad’s split, after several months of will-they-won’t-they, with Grace caught in the middle, not wanting to take sides but trying to take both sides at once. That had been bad enough.

         And then that day – that May evening that severed Grace’s life into Before and After. That day that should have been marked on the calendar with a big red WARNING sign and flashing lights.

         The day of It.

         Since then, she’d gone over and over the small things and ordinary decisions that had funnelled her into It, as if It was meant to happen. Without any one of them, the day would have been as unremarkable as any other Thursday, not particularly remembered. If only it had been raining, then she wouldn’t have gone out for a run. If only she’d decided to go the other way to the park, through the alleyways, as she often did. If only her maths homework had been harder, taking her a few minutes longer to work through – a few minutes, a few minutes would have made all the difference between what happened and what so easily needn’t have.

         If only the Peugeot driver had taken another route. If only he’d stopped to fill up with petrol or buy chocolate. If only the traffic lights had changed to red a moment sooner. If only he’d been concentrating, not laughing with the woman in the passenger seat, singing along to loud music as he came round the corner too fast, much too fast, beating the red light.

         Any of those things could have been different, but they weren’t, and never would be. No matter how many times she replayed, it was always the same – herself running along the pavement, the red Peugeot turning right at the junction, the two of them pulled together as if by a powerful magnet.

         The moment when the engine sound became more than that of passing traffic. The car swerving straight at her. The driver’s hands wrenching the wheel, the woman passenger open-mouthed in horror.

         I’m dead, Grace thought, trapped by a high wall to her right. She could still recall the instant in which she was able to think that quite calmly.

         But next moment she twisted away and leaped, for a wild second thinking she’d jumped clear—

         Then the impact, the sickening slam. The car bucked forward as it struck. Her head and shoulder crunched hard against the bonnet. Searing pain carried her away on a dark wave.

         That was all she could remember. Letting the merciful darkness wash over her, drown her. Dying must be like that.

         Afterwards, everyone said she was lucky not to have been killed. If she hadn’t been pinned against the wall, she could have been flung right through the windscreen.

         Lucky.

         That depended how you looked at it, and she certainly didn’t feel lucky.

         Somehow she was still alive, but they couldn’t save her leg.

         She was too drugged and groggy after the emergency operation to take it in properly. It was Mum who told her in words that seemed meaningless, nothing to do with her as she floated in and out of sleep. ‘You’re here, that’s the most important thing,’ Mum kept saying, with a sob in her voice. ‘And we love you, we’ll always be here. We’ll get through this.’

         Dad was there too, she was sure he was. Did that mean they were together again?

         Much later – hours or days, she couldn’t tell – she was suddenly awake, staring at the ceiling. She registered that she was still in hospital. Did she live here now? Dad was slumped by her bed in a chair, making a small whistling sound as he snored. A drip thing was attached to her arm; she felt a dull pain in her hand, and saw the bandage that held the tube in place and the bag of liquid suspended on a metal stand.

         They’d said something about losing her leg, or had she only dreamed that? It was the sort of thing that happened in a nightmare and then you’d wake up, flooded with relief because you were in your own bed and everything was the same as usual. When she glanced down she saw the shape of her left leg – thigh, knee, waggle-able foot – all perfectly normal under the thin blanket; then a cagey shape over the other. So it was there, then. But she kept puzzling, knowing they wouldn’t say that unless it were true. How could her leg be gone?

         No. No. They couldn’t chop off part of her. She needed two legs; everyone did. How would she walk? Run? How would she be herself? She tried to wiggle her toes, but only felt heaviness there. Her mind blurred in panic and disbelief.

         ‘Dad. Dad! Wake up!’

         ‘Hmmnn?’ He pushed himself up, blinking.

         ‘My – my leg. What’s happened?’

         ‘Oh, Gracey.’ He leaned close, cuddling her. ‘Sweetheart.’ He could only force the words out with difficulty. ‘They – they couldn’t save it. It was too badly crushed. They had to amputate below the knee. You’ve still got your knee.’

         Even though it didn’t seem real, she found herself sobbing, holding him tight, smelling the clean cotton of his shirt and a faint sweatiness and soap while he rocked her. She knew he was crying too, and trying not to. At least he didn’t tell her she was lucky.

         My leg, she thought, my leg! It seemed the most precious part of her. It’d be sports day soon – she’d need her leg back by then. How would she run the 200 metres, the 4x100 metres relay? How could they take part of her body away? What had they done with it?

         One moment the truth of her situation thudded into her; next instant it skittered away, impossible to grasp.

         Days followed days of hospital, rehabilitation, physiotherapy. Marie-Louise came to visit, often; so, once, did some of her other friends from school, Carrie and Jenna and Luke. She didn’t know what she wanted from them. Not sympathy: ‘Oh, how awful,’ Carrie kept saying, her eyes filling with tears. ‘I can’t imagine what it must be like.’ (I know, Grace wanted to say, but perhaps you could try?) Jenna talked only about herself, as if the whole subject of Grace’s accident were best avoided; and Luke kept saying how cool it was, how Grace could be a blade runner and win medals in the Paralympics. ‘Tokyo, twenty-twenty. You’ll have three years to train.’ And, ‘What happened to your leg, after they cut it off? Did it have its own funeral?’ which struck Grace as just sick.

         Marie-Louise was the only one she really wanted to see. Marie-Louise, who wanted to be a doctor, seemed to understand that Grace didn’t want tears, or sorrow, or constant questions, and they had the kind of special friendship that meant they didn’t need to talk all the time. She brought books and magazines, and chocolate truffles her mother had made. She talked about prosthetic limbs and how people got used to them, as if all this were quite normal. As if there were a huge but perfectly manageable job to do, and she’d be there to help, all the way.

         There were times when Grace hated her body, wished she could slip out of it. It was spoiled for ever, broken, incomplete. Instead of a right shin and foot, her leg – swollen, multi-coloured with bruising – ended in a smooth stump below the knee. She could hardly bear to look, though the stump received constant attention to check that it was healing well, and had its own special shrinker sock to bring down the swelling.

         Stored on her phone was a photo she couldn’t help looking at, though it felt like being kicked in the stomach. It had been taken by Marie-Louise at the start of term, on the running track in the school field. There stood Grace – the old Grace, as she couldn’t help thinking of herself now – lined up with three others, eager, smiling into the sun. She wore a vest and Lycra shorts; her legs were long and slim.

         Legs. Both of them. Two; a pair. Ready to run. How fantastic it had been to have two fully functioning legs. She thought now that she should have been grateful for that, every single one of those days when she’d never given it a thought.

         When she remembered running, lived it, felt it with all her senses – she wanted to wail and howl. How could that have been taken away from her? The very worst thing she could have lost. Running was more than just running. It was who she was.

         This is me. Running.

         Now? That was me. That was the real me, not this wreck of a person. How can I get the old me back?

         Looking at the photograph through a mist of tears, she poised her thumb to delete it, but couldn’t. To do that would be to lose herself, her self. Fit, athletic Grace. Where was she now?

         I can’t let go of her. Can’t give in. That would make it real.

         ‘It’s all right, it’s all right to cry,’ said Nurse Liz, Grace’s favourite, with her corkscrew curls that sprang out from a tight ponytail and her big smile that could quickly turn to seriousness. When Grace sobbed, ‘It’s not fair, it’s not fair!’ Nurse Liz agreed that no, it wasn’t fair at all.

         There were greater unfairnesses in the world, Grace knew; no one had any special right to go through life untroubled, undamaged. But that knowledge couldn’t cut through her grief.

         ‘You were just unlucky. In the wrong place at the wrong time.’ She lost count of the number of people who told her that. It was the just that got her, that sneaky little word that crept in everywhere. Too bad, it meant. Put up with it. There’s no choice.

         In her dreams she had two legs again; she could run, swim, dance. She was anchor in the relay team, sprinting across the line with energy to spare while her team-mates yelled from the trackside. Reality and dream must have switched places; she would wake up, laugh off her disturbing nightmare and go for a run. Her mind was a betrayer, a cruel tease.

         At home the mantelpiece and windowsill were lined with the cards people had sent. Get well soon, some of them said, as if she could grow a new leg, or had nothing more lasting than measles. Looking at them from the sofa, Grace felt that she’d died, that these sympathy cards had been sent to the girl she used to be.

         Tuesday’s child is full of grace. Now the idea of being graceful was a sick joke.

         She progressed from a wheelchair to crutches, and consultations about a prosthetic limb once the shrinker sock had done its work – a temporary one at first, then endless fittings and tweakings and learning how to walk on her own new leg. It was weird that she had to learn that, how to step forward, how to balance on her new foot like a toddler finding its feet.

         Finding your feet. That was one of those sayings she’d never taken notice of before, but now kept hearing in everyday conversation. Stand on your own two feet. Put your best foot forward.

         It had taken a year for the case to reach court, the trial coinciding with the first anniversary of the accident. Grace’s parents attended each day, and Grace herself was interviewed via a video link to the courtroom. It was a new ordeal for all of them, and now it was over: Gavin Haynes, aged twenty-eight, had been found guilty of dangerous driving and given a ten-year prison sentence.

         ‘Ten years!’ Grace’s mother had raged. ‘Ten years, and I bet he’ll be out in five!’

         Sometimes Grace thought of him, in prison. He had wept in court and said that he was sorry, over and over again. ‘Sorry! A lot of use that is!’ Mum kept muttering.

         In a corner of her mind Grace thought that both of them, Gavin Haynes and herself, were serving a sentence. She was surprised to feel a flicker of sympathy because he’d done something awful that he could never change, or put right, and he’d have to live with that for ever.

         ‘Huh! Don’t waste your pity,’ Marie-Louise said, when Grace explained this. ‘He pleaded Not Guilty, didn’t he? Otherwise there’d have been no court case and you and your parents wouldn’t have had to go through all that.’

         
             

         

         Now the house in Rignell Road, Grace’s home all her life, was up for sale because of the divorce. The proceeds would be split between Mum and Dad when eventually the sale went through, and Dad was buying a brand new house with Chloe, who had money of her own. It seemed to Grace that he’d moved on far too quickly, making this whole other life for himself, while she and her mother scraped together the leftover bits of their old one. She had thought, in her post-operative daze, that the shock of the accident had jolted her parents back together, but no. It was too late for that, and the divorce had gone through soon after.

         Now she and Mum needed to find a flat for themselves, and soon. There was no way they could afford a whole house without Dad’s salary. Although Mum got plenty of work doing marketing and publicity, it was freelance, so she didn’t get regular earnings or holidays or sick pay. They’d need to stay in Hackney, near enough for Grace to continue at Westfields High, but – ideally – far enough from the fateful road junction for her not to pass it every time she went out, whether walking or on a bus. Mum said she felt sick whenever she saw the place – the rebuilt wall with its clean new bricks, the bollards, the traffic lights. What Grace felt was a thrill of revulsion that set her heart pounding and all those stupid what ifs clamouring again, pointless but insistent.

         Grace’s mother had only just started flat-hunting when she received a message from Roger Clark, who till then she’d never heard of. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, staring at her phone, and ‘Oh!’ and ‘Well!’ It was a few moments before Grace could get any sense out of her.

         Roger was the new manager at Flambards. Researching the Russell family for a First World War project, he’d found Mum’s name – Polly Russell – at first on an ancestry website and then on LinkedIn. ‘This is probably a long shot,’ he had written, ‘but I wonder if you might be related to the Russells who lived at Flambards in Essex in the 1900s?’

         Yes, Mum was.

         They had talked, agreed to meet; Mum had liked Roger, visited Flambards – ‘Oh, Gracey, it’s just as I’ve always imagined!’ – and learned that it was now a centre for residential courses. Roger had plenty of good ideas, Mum said after her visit, but they were struggling to get enough bookings to keep going, and needed an urgent boost in publicity.

         One thing soon led to another. The Trustees, who made all the decisions, had a meeting – Roger was one of them – and they agreed to take Grace’s mother on until the beginning of September, to see if she could make a difference.

         Grace was at first intrigued, then doubtful. ‘You mean stay there? But how can we find a flat if we’re stuck out in the middle of nowhere?’

         ‘It’s not that far from London,’ her mother said, and showed Grace on Google Maps. ‘I might even get myself a car.’

         So here they were: Mum with a job to do, and Grace with little idea of how she’d spend six long weeks.
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            CHAPTER THREE

            Just Christina

         

         ‘Welcome to Flambards! Though it doesn’t seem the right way round, me welcoming you two Russells.’

         Roger was tall and slim, about the age of Grace’s dad or perhaps a little older, with a ready smile, and longish hair streaked with grey. He asked about their journey, then said, ‘I’ll take you straight round to the stable yard, so you can see where you’ll be living. The tour can wait till after lunch. Here, let me take one of those cases.’

         There was a moment’s pause. He looked at Grace; she made a point of grasping the handle of her own wheeled case, to show that she could manage by herself. Instead Roger took Mum’s case, as she had a hefty bag as well, and they turned past the house frontage along a drive that curved round to the left. The wheels of the cases jolted and scraped on gravel.

         ‘We’ve got a group in, till Friday morning,’ Roger explained. ‘Landscape painting – you’ll see them at lunch. Then another lot arriving that same evening.’

         Grace felt his hesitation as he glanced sidelong to check that she could keep up; yes, she could. It had taken hours of physiotherapy and exercises at home to walk without lurching, so that when she wore jeans and trainers no one would notice anything unusual, unless they looked more closely than most people did.

         The drive passed underneath a brick arch, and now they were in a square yard flanked by buildings on three sides. A clock above the archway chimed the half-hour with a slightly mournful sound.

         ‘The stable yard!’ Mum said, looking around. ‘Just imagine, Grace – Granny Izz learned to ride a pony here, almost before she could walk.’

         Imagine this being home, Grace thought. Living in a huge house that stood all alone. Walking round to a yard full of horses to ride. It must have seemed quite normal to Granny Izz, as if everyone lived like that.

         ‘No horses here now,’ Roger said. ‘The old stables have all been turned into guest rooms. When your Russell relations lived here there’d have been eight or more horses, grooms to look after them, a coach house.’

         ‘Oh, I know,’ Mum said. ‘Granny Izz used to say that the horses were looked after better than the people. They got the best food, hours of grooming, warm rugs in winter – they lived in complete luxury.’

         The guest rooms had doors that opened in two halves, like stables, and there was a large stone block in the middle of one row, topped by a pot of scarlet flowers. Grace imagined horse heads looking over their half-doors, and a stable boy wheeling a barrow of hay, whistling as he worked.

         ‘At one time, before your grandmother, Isobel, was born, this used to be the local hunt kennels,’ Roger was saying. ‘The William Russell who owned Flambards before the First World War – now, how was he related to you? – your grandmother’s grandfather, so however many greats that is. Anyway, he lived for hunting, it seems, till he was crippled in a riding accident.’

         The word crippled reverberated into an abrupt embarrassed silence. Grace stood numbly. Mum shuffled her feet on the gravel and Roger looked stricken, as if only now realizing what had come out of his mouth, but with no way of snatching it back.

         Crippled. No one said that any more, but Grace knew what it meant. She felt a flash of sympathy for this William Russell, then withdrew it as she thought of the fox-hunting. Crippled. It suggested someone hunched up small, moving about with difficulty on gnarled, painful limbs, like an illustration in a Victorian novel. For an excruciating moment she thought Roger was going to apologize, which would only make things worse.

         ‘Think of Granny Izz’s mother coming here from London, Gracey, when she was only twelve!’ Mum put on an air of determined cheeriness, to cover the awkward moment. ‘Christina. All on her own, having to learn how to fit in.’

         ‘Oh, yes.’ Roger sounded relieved.

         ‘Christina was my great-grandmother. Grace’s great-great-grandmother,’ Mum explained.

         Roger nodded; clearly he knew that. ‘Yes, orphaned when she was only five. And she certainly did fit in. Ended up owning the place.’

         ‘I can just about remember her from when I was small,’ said Mum. ‘But Flambards had been sold by then – she moved away for her last few years, when it all got too much.’

         ‘She seems to have been quite a wealthy lady,’ Roger said. ‘I gather she inherited her parents’ money when she was twenty-one, and that gave her enough to take on Flambards.’

         ‘Mm. I’ve no idea where all that money went,’ said Grace’s mother. ‘The house must have swallowed it up, I suppose. Or the horses did. Imagine owning a house the size of Flambards, Gracey, and all the land that goes with it! It sounds like you know more about the Russells than we do,’ she added to Roger.

         ‘Hardly! But I am a bit obsessed, because of the First World War stuff. We’re having a special weekend here in November, for the hundredth anniversary of the Armistice, and an exhibition. So Christina and the other Russells will be part of that. And I’ve got a family connection of my own, but I’ll save that for later. So, come and see your flat. It’s upstairs – the converted hayloft. This way, next to what used to be the harness room.’

         A separate door, labelled The Hayloft, opened to a narrow flight of stairs that led to another door at the top. Roger and Grace heaved the cases up; he produced a key with a flourish, and opened up.

         ‘Here we are. All yours for the summer.’

         Mum and Grace followed him in, and Mum exclaimed, ‘Oh, this is lovely!’

         They were in a light, airy main room. One wall was the kitchen – sink, fridge, cooker – and there was a round dining table, a sofa, armchair and flat-screen TV. Roger put down Mum’s case in the middle of the floor, and Grace lugged hers across to join it.

         ‘Bedroom, bedroom, bathroom,’ said Roger, opening doors to show them. ‘Airing cupboard here – towels etcetera. I think you’ve got everything you need, but let me know if not. I’ll leave you to settle in, shall I? Lunch is at one – see you over at the house.’

         He clumped down the stairs, and Grace and her mother looked at each other.

         ‘We’ll be happy here, won’t we?’ Mum said, and there was a kind of pleading in her look, as if it were up to Grace, as if you could decide to be happy.

         ‘Mm.’

         ‘Roger’s nice, isn’t he? I told you.’

         Grace shrugged. ‘He’s all right.’

         But she did feel inclined to like him, in spite of his blunder. Possibly even because of it – he’d obviously felt awful the moment he heard what he’d said.

         ‘Which bedroom would you like, Gracey? I don’t mind. They’re both gorgeous, aren’t they?’

         Grace chose the smaller of the two, which had a sloping ceiling and a dormer window. Her mother had at first been disappointed that they wouldn’t be living in the main house, but Grace thought this was better, with its wood floors and rag rugs and print curtains, everything clean and new. The big house would be full of people; over here she could get away from everyone when she wanted to.

         Her window, like the ones in the main room, looked out to another yard, behind the stables, where a number of cars were parked, among them the white van that had arrived in such haste. On one side was a brick cottage with its own fenced garden, next to a greenhouse and vegetable beds; on the other, a huge barn. Beyond all that she could see fields and trees, and a distant mauvey-blue horizon.

         ‘The shower’s a walk-in one,’ Mum said, coming out of the bathroom, ‘so it’s fine for you – I did check. We’ve got plenty of wardrobe space. And our own kitchen, so we can cook for ourselves here if we want.’

         ‘Where’s the wifi code?’

         Grace ignored what Mum had said about the shower. She thought of Mum asking Roger about it, explaining that she had a disabled daughter. Disabled. Grace still had trouble accepting that word in relation to herself. Disabled had always meant other people, not her. It meant wheelchairs and handrails and ramps for people who couldn’t do the simple, ordinary things everyone else did without even thinking.

         Mum picked up a folder that lay on the table. ‘Look, there’s the hub, and here’s the code. Let’s make a start on unpacking before lunch.’

         Grace took three photos and sent them to Marie-Louise: It’s going to be really boring here. What are you doing?

         Unpacking could wait. She looked at Instagram, followed a couple of links, but her attention wandered to what Mum had said about Christina. Grace knew from Granny Izz how Christina had come from London at the age of twelve, all by herself, knowing nothing about her relations here or about horses or the countryside. And she was staying for much longer than six weeks – she’d come to live here, whether she wanted to or not. That must have been just like this, only worse.

         Grace hadn’t taken a great deal of notice of all that family stuff; it had been too long ago to mean much, and she’d been too young to find it interesting. Coming to Flambards, though, and standing in the stable yard where Christina and then Granny Izz had learned to ride, had brought it into focus. And there was the inside of the house still to see. One of those windows high in the ivy must have been the one Christina looked out of when she woke up after spending her very first night here.

         Great-great-grandmother – that was too many greats to get hold of. Just Christina was enough. That way Christina stayed forever young, not getting old, old, older, like Granny Izz. Christina was that much further in the past, out of reach, whereas Grace remembered Granny Izz as a frail old lady, slowly getting smaller, a grey wisp of her earlier self.

         A reply pinged back on her phone: Cruise on the Seine then ice cream and film. More soon. M-Lx

         Grace sighed, her thoughts still half with Christina and now pulled in two directions. Had Christina been parted from a best friend she’d left behind in London? If so, she’d have had to write letters and go down to the village to post them, and wait days for a postman to bring the reply. At least Grace could message Marie-Louise and expect an answer within minutes. Even if it made her think she’d rather be eating ice cream by the river Seine.
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            CHAPTER FOUR

            A Line of Russells

         

         Looking around the dining room, Grace could see only one person who might be under twenty-five: a dark pretty girl in an apron who was speeding in and out through the door to the kitchen. Wasn’t there anyone her own age here? Hadn’t Mum said that there would be? An older woman in an apron glanced through the doorway a couple of times, assessing the buffet table; she smiled at Roger but darted back out of sight before he could call her over.

         ‘That’s Pam, our cook,’ Roger told Grace and her mother. ‘We’ll go and say hello properly after lunch.’

         While he and Mum talked about the forthcoming courses, Grace gave her attention to the food. At least that was good, and there was lots of it – salads and dips, quiches and cold meat, with bread warm from the oven, laid out on a long table for everyone to help themselves. The three of them sat at a table in one corner, from where she saw people filtering in, in twos and threes, through doors open to the terrace and the cedar-tree lawn. Most were grandparent sort of age, with only a few younger ones, and even they must have been as old as Mum. A man with a ponytail came over and introduced himself as Frank, the tutor for this week’s course, before taking a seat with his group.

         ‘Thanks, Irina,’ Roger said, as the dark girl put down a jug of water on their table. Irina’s smile took in Grace and her mother before she whirled away. Grace glimpsed slim legs in cut-off jeans and the fine bones of tanned feet in ballet pumps.

         Before It, she’d never thought much about feet, but now she gave them close attention, reluctant but fascinated, whenever they were on display. Tanned feet, strong feet, painted toenails in sandals, the graceful turn of an ankle: she’d never realized before that feet could be so beautiful, so expressive. She had to push away the feeling that all these feet and ankles were there to taunt her, which was just ridiculous. What did she expect – everyone to go around in Ugg boots, out of sympathy, in the middle of summer?

         Roger turned to her. ‘Irina’s from Leipzig, on a gap year from uni – she helps out in the office as well as in the kitchen. It’ll be a younger group at the weekend. Contemporary dance. And you’ll probably meet Jamie this afternoon – my nephew. He spends a lot of time here, and there’s Marcus too – Sally, his mum, is our gardener. Jamie and Marcus are great friends. So you won’t be entirely surrounded by oldies, Grace.’

         ‘I don’t mind,’ Grace mumbled, prodding at her slice of quiche. That wasn’t exactly true, but now she felt daunted at the thought of meeting two boys who she gathered, as Mum asked questions, were both fifteen, a year older than her. They might look at her. They might know. Or they might not know, and find out. Which would be worse?

         The dining room must have once been grand. Grace pictured Christina, a newcomer like herself, eating her dinner at a long polished table like the one that now held the buffet. The high ceiling and chandelier and elaborate tiled fireplace must have been here then – they were as old as the house, Roger had said – but there were modern touches too: bright abstract paintings on the walls and gauzy curtains at the open doors to the garden.

         When lunch was over and the art students had drifted off again, Roger showed Grace and Mum the rest of the ground floor. There was a smaller, cosier room furnished with sofas, armchairs and bookshelves; next to that was the book-lined library she’d seen from outside. There was a sort of classroom, and overlooking the front drive was the office, where Mum would work with Roger and sometimes Irina. From the entrance hall a stone-flagged corridor led to the kitchen, where four people – Irina, Pam and two others – were clearing up from lunch, stacking a dishwasher and cleaning the work surfaces.

         ‘I can’t show you the upstairs rooms,’ Roger said, back in the entrance hall. ‘It’s all guest accommodation up there.’

         Looking up the wide staircase, Grace saw a half-landing with a stained-glass window, and felt perversely annoyed at not being allowed to go up. She wanted to see Christina’s room – if anyone knew which one it was.

         ‘Do you live here?’ she asked Roger.

         ‘Not yet,’ Roger said. ‘The plan is, I’ll move into the upstairs flat when it’s ready. The decorators are busy there now. But that depends on whether we manage to keep the place going. For now I’m staying with my brother and his family a couple of miles away. The other staff live out, apart from Sally. She and her family are in the cottage you can see from your windows, behind the stable yard.’

         Grace glanced at Mum. Presumably the impatient van man was the husband of this Sally.

         ‘It’s impressive, this entrance,’ Grace’s mother said. ‘Those are original tiles, aren’t they?’

         ‘Yes, they are. It’s a lovely house altogether, but costs a fortune to maintain – that’s part of our problem. Let’s go back to the office. I want to show you the family tree I’ve been working on. Your family tree.’ Roger paused, looking at them both. ‘I can’t get over having two real-live Russells here. Does it feel like coming home?’

         Mum laughed. ‘I don’t know about that. It’ll take a while.’

         ‘Well, to me it seems right,’ Roger said, and Grace found herself adding, ‘Me, too,’ rather to her own surprise.

         ‘If only you’d started four years earlier.’ Mum followed him into the office, with Grace behind. ‘You could have met Granny Isobel. She was born and brought up here.’

         ‘Oh yes – born during the war; 1916,’ Roger said promptly. ‘I wish I could have met her. But now I’m meeting you. The next best thing.’

         ‘I’ve brought a few of her photographs. There’s an old album at home too,’ said Mum. ‘I’ll bring that when I’ve got my car.’

         Having talked vaguely about getting a car for a while, she had now bought one second-hand, and would collect it tomorrow. On the day she chose it and put down the deposit, she came home looking proud. ‘My very own car! I’ll feel so independent!’ Before, she and Grace’s dad had shared one.
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