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PROLOGUE

If there was ever a building somewhere on the tall cliffs behind Dillon’s Park, as some people say there once was, then it’s probably not there any more. My grandfather told me it was only a rumour, started long ago – a story that parents used to tell their children to frighten them into staying away from the dangerous heights above the beach.

Hotel Magnificent is what they used to call it – a place that was said to be full of ghosts who could be heard singing and calling out, and would pull you up into it if you got too close.

There’s no proof anywhere that a place like that existed. The cliff path is broken and inaccessible now, so even if you were curious and wanted to go and see for yourself, there’s no way up any more.

Most people say there isn’t anything to be scared of around Dillon’s Park and that there’s nothing weird or ghostly about its surroundings.

Personally, I’m glad the old story has more or less died out. It’s hard enough to pay proper attention to all the things in this life that are actually real without being distracted by things that are not.








ONE

Bee claimed that the faces of our parents were clear inside her head, but there was no possible way she was telling the truth. I could barely picture them myself, and I’m five years older than her. I tried hard to remind myself of the sounds of their voices, the words they could have spoken, the songs they might have sung. But it was like opening my eyes under water, or squinting through thick fog at something far away. I could only ever make out the haziest of smudgy shapes, the vaguest of muffled sounds.

I didn’t like to dwell on what had happened to them. Whenever Bee asked me about it, all I would say was that one morning, when she was small, our mum had died. And then, not long after that, so had our dad. It was a relief that she didn’t look for more details, and unusual too, considering how curious she normally was.

Uncle Freddy had been travelling around the world when the news reached him and there was nothing to do but come straight home because Bee and I were there, bewildered and sad and waiting for someone to take care of us. The captains of our lives were gone and so was the great safe boat of love that we’d sailed in. It felt as if we were very small, like tiny corks bobbing around and lost in a frightening sea.

It was Uncle Freddy who rescued us. In the shock and sorrow of our sudden parentlessness, I wasn’t too sure what we would have done without him, or where we would have gone, or how we might have felt.

‘It makes one shudder to think!’ as Bee often said.

Uncle Freddy had long hair and tanned skin with little fans of white lines around his eyes where the sun hadn’t reached because of all the smiling. If his Facebook page was anything to go by, before he became our guardian he’d spent a huge amount of time on boats in hot places, on water that glittered and flashed all around him like a diamond-scattered blue blanket.

We loved Uncle Freddy instantly. He hardly ever got cross, and when he did, we always had plenty of warning because of a deep crease that crumpled on the bridge of his nose.

The first thing he did when he arrived was fix the windows in the living room, and the kitchen, and the hall, which had all somehow got broken – I didn’t remember how.

He bought a big pack of modelling clay and made strange small heads with massive nostrils and frowning faces and he built a shelf on the outside of our bedroom door where we put those little statues. ‘These are gargoyles,’ he told us.

‘Why are they so ugly?’ I asked.

‘They have to be like that,’ he replied, smiling and ruffling my hair, ‘otherwise they wouldn’t be any good. They’re there to protect you. They ward off evil spirits.’

After that Bee got into a habit of marching around the house saying, ‘Gargoyles,’ over and over again.

Uncle Freddy rearranged the kitchen and bought us whatever we wanted to eat and I remember telling him that Bee liked sweets even though at that point she’d never eaten or asked for a sweet in her life.

Best of all, Uncle Freddy arranged for our Grandfather Patrick to move out of his nursing home so he could come to live with us too.

‘Hello, girls!’ said our grandfather in the doorway, leaning on a silver-tipped walking stick, his lovely shadow darkening the hall. ‘I’m delighted to be here! And it’s wonderful of you to have me. I do hope you won’t find me a nuisance.’

As soon as she saw him, Bee reached out for him with her soft-creased toddler hands.

Granddad Patrick was stronger than he looked. He gathered both of us up into a hug. It felt a bit clumsy and I was kind of embarrassed, but Bee leaned her head against Granddad’s chest, and that was more or less it. Kindred spirits from that moment on. No separating them.

It would have been lovely to stay in that big, warm, happy hug for longer, but there were bags to be carried in and belongings to be unpacked.

It was only when I was dragging Granddad’s suitcase through the door that I noticed the basket on the ground, and in it, a messy little curled-up clump of wool, moving slightly.

‘What’s this?’

‘I thought you’d never ask!’ he said. ‘You can pick him up if you’d like.’

I crouched down closer to the bundle, which had ears that twitched and eyes that turned towards me.

‘Airedale Terrier,’ said Granddad.

‘What?’

‘He’ll grow big, but right now he’s only little, just like Bee.’ Bee squeaked and then held on to the dog’s ears, squeezing them with a weird kind of seriousness that made me worried, but from the very start, that dog never minded what she did. He seemed totally fine as she kept on squishing him, happy even. And he looked into her eyes with nothing but hope.

‘Is he ours?’ I had asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really. His name’s Louie.’

I didn’t care what he was called. He needed us, and we needed him, and that was that.

As soon as Granddad moved in, we got to know Janine too. She came to the house three times a week. She had sparkly nails and lovely shoes and dark red lipstick that made Bee stare.

‘It’s very nice to meet you,’ she’d said on her first visit, shaking my hand and rubbing Bee’s plump little cheek with her finger.

Janine’s long-term plan was to open up a nail and beauty bar, but right now her job was to mind Granddad because even though he was strong and wilful he was old too. Very old. And he needed help with certain things like shaving and figuring out which pills to take when. She always brought presents, including a bright pink pill box for Granddad with compartments for each day of the week.

‘I’m your granddad’s carer,’ she told us, smiling and handing us cardboard tubes full of chocolate chips.

‘It’s a disguise!’ Granddad said. ‘She’s really my secret girlfriend.’

Janine rolled her eyes.

On Granddad’s poker nights, Janine helped us out by preparing massive piles of sandwiches and baking cakes. ‘It’s not strictly in my job description,’ she told us, ‘but he does love his cards.’

She got to know all his friends, especially Lal and Gertie. ‘Demons of the game,’ Granddad called them. Scully, my only friend at the time, usually came along too. Janine wasn’t sure if it was appropriate for us to be gambling with what she liked referring to as ‘the old sharks’.

‘Nonsense!’ Granddad would say. ‘They lower the average age at this table by a very welcome amount. And besides, won’t they keep us on our toes?’ The old sharks were already on their toes as far as we could see.

Scully and I would sit ready for the deal, and Granddad and Lal and Gertie would grin at us saying oblique things like ‘always double when everyone checks,’ and ‘never bet into but always see a one card buy.’

We let Louie sleep anywhere, first in our room and then on our beds. We fed him from the table. ‘No boundaries – that’s the problem. He’s spoiled rotten,’ was what Uncle Freddy said, but his eyes were all shiny as usual, and I could see he wasn’t really cross. He never got cross about anything that dog did.

Louie’s wildness was his brilliance. It made him bark at strangers and it gave him the energy to run like a furry bullet up and down the rocks by Dillon’s Park, growling at the sea.

 

I used to watch other people’s mothers at the school gates, and listen to what they said, and I tried to say the same kind of things to Bee, just to make sure she didn’t lose out on anything.

‘Do you have your lunchbox?’

‘Brush your hair!’

‘Mind the step!’

‘Watch for cars!’

Things like that.

And then, slowly, as time went by, I suppose we almost completely forgot about our parents.

‘Sure, children are so adaptable,’ Lal or Gertie often declared from the poker table. And everyone would nod their heads as the cards were dealt.

We loved those nights. It was fun to be part of them, pouring whiskey and making tea and serving sandwiches and huge slices of Janine’s cakes for everyone.

Sometimes, Uncle Freddy’s friends would put on their sad faces when they looked at us. ‘Ah, Telpis,’ they’d say.

‘There’s nothing tragic about these two,’ Uncle Freddy would insist. ‘It doesn’t do to be defined by misfortune or heartbreak. Day-to-day life is hard enough without being haunted by the shadows of grief.’

I didn’t really know what he meant but I knew he wanted us to be happy. So even though there were unnamed oceans of sadness deep and dark inside me, I did my best.

Before Bee was old enough to come with us, my granddad would take me fishing down by the shore. I learned to cast a spinner into the sea and reel it in, and I’d be full of expectation and hope that we would catch something as we talked. But the sea seemed empty in Dalkey Sound. They’d been over-fishing along the whole coast for years, and there was nothing left to be caught. In the end we stopped trying. Then one day Uncle Freddy went to the shed to look for something and he caught his finger on a fishhook. After that, the rods got thrown away, I think.

It wasn’t until last summer that Bee came across this dented old Christmas card.

It had an extra fold right across the middle where there shouldn’t have been one. She’d found it right at the bottom of an old, black wooden box that Uncle Freddy kept things in.

‘To my darling Grace and Beatrice,’ she read in a thin, slow, wobbly voice that made me ache. ‘This card guarantees a camp night in Dillon’s Park. Next summer, when Mum is better and Bee is a little older, and all this is over, the four of us will sleep in a tent. We will light a bonfire and look at the stars and stay until morning, and we’ll fish with rods and spinners on the top of Seaweed Rock. Have patience, girls, if you can. There are better times to come. Love from Dad.’

A wave of different things seemed to flow through Bee: ‘Dillon’s Park! In a tent! Under the stars!’ She locked her hands together like she was saying a prayer. ‘Oh, Gracie, can you imagine such a thing!’ And she danced around the room.

‘Calm down, Bee,’ I said.

Then she sat on the bed, gazing down at the card on her lap, and she read those last words over and over again. ‘There are better times to come. There are better times to come.’

‘Oh God, Bee, can you stop it, please?’ I begged, with no effect.

When Uncle Freddy came in from work, Bee was full-on crying. ‘Better times never came!’ she shouted at him.

‘Bee, what is wrong?’ said Uncle Freddy before I had a chance to explain.

‘They never took me camping in Dillon’s Park! They never kept their promise.’

‘What’s this about? Where’s this coming from?’ he asked, and somehow it was me who was angry then.

I waved the old card in the air, and it flapped near his face, all limp and dead-looking itself.

‘Why did you leave this lying around? It was so careless of you, Uncle Freddy! Look what’s happened now,’ I said, pointing at Bee.

Nothing would soothe her until Granddad appeared. Then the two of them sat squashed up together on the sofa, staring into the fire with Louie spread extravagantly over both their laps.

‘What were their names again?’ sniffed Bee.

‘Barbara and Daniel,’ Granddad replied dreamily as he stroked Louie’s woolly fur.

‘How old was I?’

‘You were three,’ Granddad Patrick whispered.

‘And how did they—’

‘OK, ENOUGH ABOUT ALL THAT,’ Uncle Freddy interrupted a good bit more loudly than usual. ‘What I mean is … Crikey, look at the time. Everyone must be starving. Come on, now.’ He clapped his hands and insisted that Granddad, Louie and Bee snapped out of their reverie and came to the kitchen.

Uncle Freddy cracked eggs into a bowl in a sudden fit of action. ‘Girls – plates, glasses, salt, pepper,’ he said as if laying the table had become the most urgent thing ever.

Maybe we’d been wrong. Maybe the card had been a chance, a message from the past, containing the voices and hints of our parents that had been buried in Uncle Freddy’s box of stuff. Perhaps this had been an opportunity to talk to Bee about them. But the moment had gone.

It would have been hard to keep talking anyway because of the loud, busy click-splash of Uncle Freddy’s whisking, filling everywhere with noise.

 

Bee didn’t forget though. The Christmas card had planted an idea in her brain that wouldn’t go away. And every day after that, the idea grew a little bit.

‘What do you imagine it might be like to sleep in a tent?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘And what do the stars look like from Dillon’s Park?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Do you think there’s any chance we might still go camping there? Even though Mum and Dad can’t take us?’

‘Bee, I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Uncle Freddy’s a great fisherman. He used to camp all the time.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Grandfather Patrick told me. So maybe Uncle Freddy can take us.’

‘Maybe,’ I said.

‘Should I ask him?’

‘Do what you like.’

‘OK, great, I will.’

Later, when we were walking home from school, Bee turned right at the end of Castle Street.

‘Em, Bee, where do you think you’re going?’

‘To Uncle Freddy in the garage to ask him about the camping.’

‘You can’t go on your own.’

‘You told me I could do what I liked.’

‘OK, well, what I meant was to wait until he gets back from work. You can talk to him about it then.’

‘Righto, jolly good,’ she replied, skipping along beside me again.

As soon as we got in the door, she lugged a kitchen chair into the hall. She and Louie sat waiting and I just left her alone because sometimes there was no point in doing anything else.

When the key clicked in the door, Louie bounced and jumped and barked so crazily that I thought something was wrong. But it was just Uncle Freddy, holding his hands in the air and saying, ‘Whoa, cool it, everyone. What’s the problem?’

And Bee was all up in his face, telling him.

‘I can’t stop thinking about it! I simply cannot stop! It’s in my mind the whole time!’

‘What is?’

‘The card from Dad and the message that’s been in there, waiting for me to find it.’

‘It wasn’t waiting for anything, Bee,’ I said. ‘It’s just an old piece of paper stuffed into a box.’

‘Oh but no, Gracie, it’s so much more than that! It is magic. It is giving me thoughts. Thoughts of starry nights, and they are so clear I can feel our backs on the spongy grass in Dillon’s Park. I can’t think of anything now except fishing and lighting fires and sleeping outdoors in a tent until the morning. It was our parents’ promise. It’s terribly exciting really, when you think about it.’

‘Yes, Bee, I know,’ Uncle Freddy said. ‘It sounds as if it would have been a lot of fun all right. It was something they wanted to do, and I know they would have if … well, you know … if things had been different. But they can’t do it now.’

‘Of course I know that. But, Uncle Freddy, you’re here, aren’t you?’ And her eyes were very wide and she was looking into his face with a frightening sort of focus. ‘You could take us instead. Couldn’t you?’

Uncle Freddy rubbed his face with both his hands and said nothing.

Things had changed since my parents had been alive and one of the things was that now there was a big sign in Dillon’s Park that said ‘STRICTLY NO CAMPING’.

‘What sign?’ Bee said, frowning.

‘The huge one right at the entrance,’ I told her, ‘in gigantic red letters.’

‘It’s not allowed,’ added Uncle Freddy. ‘And anyway, there are no fish left. You’d never catch anything there now.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Bee. ‘What are you saying?’

‘We’re just trying to tell you …’

‘You mean, we can’t do it?’ Louie stood beside her, looking pathetic.

‘Listen, there are lots of other ways to have an adventure,’ Uncle Freddy explained. ‘We’ll make it up to you somehow.’

She spent ages trying to change his mind. In the end Uncle Freddy finally said, ‘Bee, that’s enough, OK?’ and when Bee knew there was no more arguing or pleading to be done, she became chillingly silent.

Her face was grave and her shoulders were slumped and something in her eyes went flat.

‘I think I’ll just go to bed now,’ she said, eventually, and we could hear the dejected little thuds of her footsteps as she walked slowly up the stairs.

‘Do you think she’ll be OK?’ Uncle Freddy asked me, but I didn’t want to talk about it, mainly because I knew Bee was probably lying on the carpet in our bedroom with her ear to the floor. She and I often listened there together. Through the floorboards, you could hear every word in the kitchen floating up into our room.

By the time I’d gone up to her I wanted to listen too, the mumbles of Granddad’s and Uncle Freddy’s voices buzzing from below.

‘I’m so out of my depth,’ said Uncle Freddy.

‘Our poor uncle,’ Bee said, apparently fully cheered up. ‘I do declare he’s under quite a lot of mental pressure.’

We could hear him pacing, his voice more worried and taut than it ever was when he spoke to us.

‘How can we talk about it to them, Dad, without bringing it all back?’

‘Perhaps a camping trip wouldn’t be such a bad idea,’ Granddad’s gentle voice suggested.

‘No!’ Uncle Freddy replied. ‘I don’t think it would be right of me to try to keep the promise that Barbara and Daniel weren’t able to. I’d get it wrong. They’d be disappointed. Even if it wasn’t illegal, the reality would never live up to the dream. And it would only make them wish for something they can’t have.’

‘I think we can change his mind,’ whispered Bee, smiling now, as if she’d never been sad.

‘Shush, Bee,’ I said, because Uncle Freddy hadn’t finished.

‘That label of sadness must not stick to them for the rest of their lives. I mean, they’re both so full of joy. I can’t have them thinking of themselves as …’

And then he spoke very low as if it wasn’t the kind of word you could ever say fully out loud:

‘Orphans.’


TWO

‘Wow, joy?’ I said, surprised. ‘And orphans? I guess I’d never really thought of us like that.’

‘Gracie, honestly,’ Bee answered. ‘It’s perfectly obvious that Uncle Freddy was only joking. Everybody knows that orphans aren’t real.’

‘What do you mean, they’re not real?’

‘I mean, they only happen in fairy tales – like unicorns and leprechauns and other things that don’t exist. That’s just silly.’

Many facts evaded Bee, which was funny when I thought about it considering how many non-facts she believed in with a disturbing strength of faith, including ghosts that controlled the weather.

The next day, Uncle Freddy took us to this green and purple office full of soft chairs where there was a low table and big mugs full of blunt crayons. Bee spent the whole time messily colouring in the pages of a mindfulness book. She stopped everything and stood up as soon as this woman called Mary came into the room. She told us she was a ‘Feelings Doctor’ and seemed perfectly nice to me, but Bee stared at her very suspiciously and slinked along with her back to the wall.

Mary asked Bee what it felt like to live with Uncle Freddy and Grandfather Patrick, and Bee said, ‘GREAT! WONDERFUL! FANTASTIC! BRILLIANT!’ in a ridiculously loud voice. And then she asked Bee if she ever felt sad about the fact that we didn’t have parents.

‘You must have us confused with somebody else,’ Bee replied.

‘Why do you say that?’ asked Mary.

‘Because we do have parents,’ Bee said and then spent ages explaining that just because you couldn’t see somebody, it didn’t mean they weren’t there.

‘If you could wish for one thing, what would it be?’ she asked Bee. I worried immediately that we were on hazardous ground.

‘A magical, star-filled night of fishing in Dillon’s Park, with a tent and a bonfire and sleeping under canvas and hearing the birds and trees all around us,’ Bee replied.

‘That sounds lovely,’ said Mary.

‘So I keep telling everyone,’ said Bee.

Personally, I thought Mary was easy to talk to. I told her about this habit that I used to have of studying other people’s mothers. I asked if she thought this made me strange.

‘Not strange.’ She gazed into my eyes. ‘Just very responsible. And very kind.’

It wasn’t really kindness or responsibility, I explained. I was only doing what I could to make sure that Bee could be more like everyone else: ordinary, unremarkable, normal.

Mary seemed especially polite and nice to Uncle Freddy.

‘Are there any photographs of your sister and her husband?’

‘Yes, plenty,’ said Uncle Freddy. ‘I even got them printed once.’

‘And where do you keep them?’

‘In a biscuit tin.’

‘And do you or the girls ever look at them?’

‘Em, no,’ he said.

In a low voice he explained that he didn’t look at them at all. ‘Listen, you see,’ he stumbled over his words, coughing from time to time. ‘There is one thing I hate to do more than anything in the world and that is anything – anything at all – that might … that might … upset them.’

‘I understand. I really do,’ said Mary, her eyes all liquidy and her face all focused. ‘Talking about death and sadness is difficult for everyone, especially under the circumstances. But all the evidence suggests that it is almost definitely better than not saying anything at all.’

Uncle Freddy nodded his head and then shook his head and then stayed perfectly still for a while. Bee and I looked at him and we looked at each other and I realised possibly for the first time ever that Uncle Freddy was sad too – maybe even the saddest of all of us – and somehow realising that made me feel terrible. Bee felt it as well, I thought. At least she gave me the same look that she usually gave me when we’d both done something wrong.

After we got home, Uncle Freddy went straight to the garden shed. When he came out, he was carrying the stepladder. He stood it in the kitchen and climbed to reach into a cupboard that was so high up we’d never noticed it before. He pulled out a dusty tin, and we watched as he put it on the table.

‘You can look at these together if you’d like,’ he said, and he went off to do something else.

‘This is the happiest day of my life,’ said Bee. She said that almost every day. ‘I know what’s inside!’ she claimed, and she blew the dust off the top and lifted the lid.

She raised them out as if they were fragile and precious things: tons and tons of photos of our parents and of us with them. Everyone smiling. Bee a really tiny little baby, but still looking and reaching and watching and wide-eyed, just like always.

All Mum’s details came back to me then – the line where her forehead and her hair met, and her earlobes and the smile that was a little bit crooked but perfect all the same, and the literal glimmer that shone out of her and the half-moons of her nails – nothing but perfectness.

There was one photo of me and my dad paddling – him with bare feet, holding my hands, the bottom of his jeans wet, and it seemed as if I was dancing, the water splashing up around our faces. That was a real moment that once happened, and I did my best to remember it in my head but I couldn’t – none of the sounds that must have been there or the smells or the feel of the sand and stone and water or the touch of my dad’s hands. Just a flat, still picture.

Bee and I took the biscuit tin up to our room and Uncle Freddy never mentioned it again.

That night, in half-sleep, I began to hear their voices – the velvet of my father’s whisper, the happy drumroll of my mother’s laugh, the warm honey of their singing – and I began to cry. Hot, silent tears. The cruelty of their absence became like a real breathing thing. There was a hole in our lives, all ripped and ragged and raw. How had we learned to become so good at tiptoeing around it, pretending it wasn’t there?

‘What ails thee, Gracie?’ Bee said when she heard me breathing heavily – my heart thumping crazily as if there was something alive, trapped inside me.
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