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CHAPTER ONE

Grace stood on the edge of the party, clutching a glass of warm white wine and peering round hard for Henry. Concentrating on the search was difficult; everywhere she looked she saw someone distractingly famous.

A mere paperback’s toss away, Nick Hornby was deep in conversation with Helen Fielding, while, just behind them, V.S. Naipaul and Joanna Trollope were laughing uproariously at something Robbie Williams had just said . . . Robbie Williams? Grace did a double-take. But yes, there was no mistaking that elastic, humorous face. Of course, Grace remembered, he’d been asked to be a Booker judge this year.

The St Merrion Festival, long renowned for the number of celebrities it attracted, had clearly excelled itself this time round. Anyone doubting that books were the new rock and  roll, Grace thought, only had to be here, at the festival’s cocktail reception, to see how much more like a film première it looked than anything to do with the traditionally fusty world of writing. Hair shone, teeth gleamed, laughter tinkled. Everyone looked tanned, sleek, wealthy and confident; everyone, moreover, seemed to have film deals.

‘So Warner Bros have just optioned your book, then?’ a blonde in diamanté mules to Grace’s left was asking a brunette in a leather jacket.

The brunette gave a self-satisfied nod.

‘What a shame. Disney have bought mine outright,’ simpered the blonde, tossing a cloud of split ends. ‘Much more money that way, of course.’

Jenny Bristols and Sassy Jenks, Grace registered. Two of the best-selling young female writers in the country and bitter rivals in the same publishing house.

‘You shtill on your own?’

Grace’s toes curled at the voice she had hoped not to hear again that evening. Looking down, she saw the short, florid, former solicitor known to millions of readers as Lucinda McCann. The discovery that the ‘Queen of Romance’ was actually a man and, judging by his wandering hands, a straight one at that, had been disconcerting.

‘Like all the greats, I write about love,’ he had explained to Grace earlier. ‘Tolstoy wrote about love. Shakespeare wrote about love. So tell me. What’s the difference? What else is Lord and Master about than love? Say Yes, My Darling  - it’s all about love. So why are my books not classics? I’ll  tell you why,’ Lucinda raged, as Grace realised the question was rhetorical. He threw an arm out to the glittering crowd around them, his colour heightening with anger. ‘Because of the snobbery of the literary establishment, that’s why.’

‘Is that what it is?’ Grace had murmured, longing for Henry’s untidy head to make an appearance and rescue her. It was ridiculous he was not here yet, not least because, as an author whose own mother would describe as obscure, it was a miracle he had been invited to the St Merrion in the first place.

‘But I’ll show them,’ Lucinda had seethed. ‘The book I’m working on at the moment,’ he confided in garlic-laced gasps, staring into Grace’s cleavage with excited eyes, ‘has got Booker written all over it. It’s going to be about sexual awakening written from the point of view of a fourteen-year-old girl.’

In the end, an invented visit to the loo had been Grace’s only escape. But now here Lucinda was again, hot little eyes fastened once again on her breasts, sandy toupée noticeably askew, clearly several over the eight.

‘Shame,’ he said. ‘Nishe girl like you, all by yourshelf at a party.’

Grace considered another loo dash, but decided in the end that it was safer to stay put. Mainly because it maximised the chances of Henry finding her, but partly because in her eagerness to escape from Lucinda last time she had trodden on Louis de Bernières.

‘My author should be here any minute,’ she said firmly.

But Lucinda, suddenly, wasn’t listening. His eyes, narrow  with loathing, were focused on someone in the crowd. ‘There’sh that bashtard Mark Lawson. He ripped Lord and Mashter to shredsh on Front Row the other week. I’m just going over to give him a piesh of my mind.’

‘Good idea,’ said Grace, taking a grateful sip of her wine.

Snatches of literary gossip drifted over.

‘. . . so she came to the end of her author talk and the chairman said, “Well, now, do the audience have any questions they’d like to ask Miss Atkinson?” and someone put their hand up and said, “Yes, I want to know where Kate bought those shoes . . .” ’

‘. . . so there I was saying goodbye to Gore - Vidal, you know - and when I turned round, Melvyn Bragg had stolen my taxi . . .’

‘. . . yes, apparently she bookmarks all her rivals on Amazon to see how they’re doing. And writes all her own Amazon reviews, so no wonder they’ve all got five stars . . .’

‘I suppose you’ve heard I’ve been nominated for the Lemon,’ Sassy was saying loudly to Jenny. Grace raised her eyebrows in surprise. If this was a competition, that was definitely fifteen love to Jenks. The Lemon, after all, was no empty boast. Aiming to recognise what it saw as ‘challenging modern fiction’, it was one of the most prestigious of the literary prizes. More so even than the Booker, in some eyes.

In reply, Jenny shot smoke out of her nostrils. It rolled like a thundercloud straight into her rival’s face. ‘Well done, darling,’ she trilled. ‘And marvellous you can be bothered,  really. Quite frankly, the prize money wouldn’t keep me in fags.’

Fifteen all for such bravado on the Bristols part, Grace thought. Everyone in the book world knew how carpet-bitingly incandescent Jenny had been when Shooting Up, Sassy Jenks’s first novel, had not only been snapped up for a record sum by the publishing house Ptarmigan, but had garnered the blanket acclaim of the book world into the bargain. A book world which, so far, had failed to recognise the genius of Jenny Bristols. And in particular, her new novel, Airhead.

So universal had been the Shooting Up reviews that Grace could remember them; they were, in any case, much the same. ‘Funky, urban and literary’ (Guardian); ‘Urban, literary and funky’ (Independent); ‘Literary, funky and urban’ (The Times). The remaining reviews had been variations on the theme of ‘the humour, power and unflinching realism with which Jenks portrays life as a teenager on a South London sink estate’.

The reason Grace could remember this so clearly was because many of the authors she looked after herself, in the publicity department of Hatto & Hatto, had constantly drawn Jenks’s success to her attention, the implication being that they deserved similar acclaim and it was her fault they hadn’t got it. Henry Moon, for all his lack of punctuality, had been practically the only Hatto writer not convinced that Grace’s incompetence alone stood between him and worldwide domination.

‘In any case,’ Bristols drawled, ‘Airhead’s won more than its fair share of prizes. The Dyno-Rod Book of the Year, for instance. The Tipp-Ex Editor of the Year Award. And we’re just waiting to hear whether it’s won the Spud-U-Like PR Campaign as well . . .’

Thirty fifteen, Grace thought.

‘Yes, I heard things were complicated by the entries being an even lower standard than usual,’ interjected Jenks with a sweet smile.

Thirty all.

‘. . . not to mention Airhead’s notching up almost half a million in paperback sales,’ retaliated Jenny, tossing back her strawlike frizz. So much money, Grace thought. And yet apparently so little conditioner.

An angry red spot, she noticed, had appeared on each of Sassy’s high cheekbones. Bristols had slammed in an ace there. Just as well known as the fact Jenks’s literary acclaim annoyed Bristols was the fact Jenny Bristols’s huge sales figures irritated Jenks. Forty thirty.

‘And I hear congratulations are due on your Bad Sex Award nomination,’ Sassy purred, barely missing a beat. ‘They say Braindead’s almost certain to win.’

Deuce, Grace thought. Braindead, Jenny’s last novel, had sold phenomenally well. Grace had seen its retina-frying pink cover so often on Underground posters that the book’s cover line, ‘A barnstorming bestseller set in the sex-’n’scalpels world of neurosurgery’, had almost become etched on her brain. This was, however, the first she had heard of  the book’s being a contender for the most notorious literary award of all, the prize no author wanted to win and every author dreaded being nominated for, the annual prize given by the Literary Review for that year’s worst sex scene in a novel.

Handed over each year at a famously lavish party, this most infamous of literary gongs invariably attracted much humorous newspaper comment. Yet, given that publicity and prizes were all authors seemed to want, their wish to avoid the Bad Sex one at all costs always struck Grace as odd.

Irritation momentarily creased the Bristols brow. She paused for a second before once again firing both nostrils straight into Jenks’ face. ‘Yes, marvellous, isn’t it?’ she beamed, showing all her teeth. ‘The Bad Sex Award is such a fantastic honour. I’m so excited, especially as there’s a rumour Mick Jagger’s presenting the award again this year and I’ll get to meet him.’

Advantage Bristols, thought Grace, hiding a smile in her wine which was getting nearer and nearer the bottom of the glass. She looked for a waiter, and saw that she was not the only one. Beth Allardice, literary editor of the powerful mid-market tabloid The Globe, was staring hopefully around with an empty glass in her hand.

‘Beth!’ Grace suddenly heard Sassy yell. ‘It’s been ages.’

Back to deuce, Grace decided, watching confusion ripple the Allardice features as both Sassy and Jenny, elbows out, plunged towards her at speed.

‘We’ve met of course,’ Jenny urged, flashing all her teeth once more. ‘Jenny Bristols. Airhead.’

Advantage Bristols again, Grace thought. Jenny was certainly quickest off the mark.

‘And Bad Sex Award nominee,’ added Sassy sweetly.

Back to deuce. Grace looked at Jenny. Yet there was something odd about the Bristols expression. She had not risen to the Bad Sex bait before; why, wondered Grace, was she doing so now? Jenny’s eyes were bulging and her lips were drawn back in what could equally have been a rictus grin or an expression of agony. Her arms were rigid, the hands tensed and clenched like claws.

Her gaze dropping further, Grace saw that, just above floor level, the Jenks stiletto, a thin, sharp shaft of what looked like steel, was currently plunged straight into the Bristols big toe. As she watched, the stiletto twisted. Game to Jenks, thought Grace as Jenny gave Sassy a mighty shove and stumbled off into the crowd, face twisted with pain and loathing. Set and match, she added, as satisfaction spread like butter across Sassy’s haughty face.

There was a sudden movement beside her. ‘Hi, Grace.’

‘Henry! Where the hell have you been?’

His thick, dark hair was, as usual, standing out in all directions. The bags below his eyes swelled tired and purple. Heavy brows the thickness of a finger pressed down from above. The overall effect was that Henry Moon’s organs of sight were almost entirely hidden. More so when he curved his mouth in a smile as big as a slice of watermelon.

‘You look rough,’ Grace said, trying to sound stern. Henry in theory was easy to be angry with; as always, it was almost impossible in the flesh. Or what flesh there was - Henry’s skin stretched taut across the frame of his tall, broad-shouldered body like the canvas on a kite. She had always found it impossible to imagine him alone with a rucksack, exploring the Himalayas for a lost and legendary tribe who ritually sat around with pebbles in their mouths, yet he had, and Sucking Stones was the result. ‘Dreams, drama and dysentery; the pursuit of a personal challenge by the last of the gentlemen explorers’, as Grace had put it on the press release. She had been reluctant about the dysentery, but Henry had insisted. ‘Makes it sound less serious,’ he said.

‘But it is serious,’ Grace had replied. ‘You’re a serious explorer.’

‘No I’m not. Well - I’m an explorer. But I’m not serious.’

And about book promotion, Grace knew, he was particularly not serious. There was nothing she could do to make Henry regard the business of touting his tome as anything but a hoot at best, mild humiliation at worst. Even when the St Merrion Literary Festival, to whose organisers she had written in the confident expectation that absolutely nothing would come of it, had replied expressing its interest in having Henry come and talk about Sucking Stones, he had seemed oblivious to the great honour that was being done him. So oblivious, in fact, that in the hours just passed before he finally made his appearance, she had become  increasingly certain he had forgotten about the festival completely.

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded again, noticing, as Henry grabbed a glass of wine from a passing tray, that he looked not so much tired as shattered. ‘Burning the midnight oil?’ He had, she knew, been having difficulty starting his next book, yet refused to admit he had writer’s block. Henry hated to whinge about anything.

‘Midnight oil of a sort,’ Henry confessed, the wine restoring faint colour to his cheeks. ‘I had a curry in Brick Lane at half past one this morning. Washed down with tequila slammers,’ he added ruefully. ‘Didn’t wake up till eleven, so I had to get the train after the one you said to catch. But I’m here now.’ He shot her a winning grin.

‘So we’d better get going,’ Grace retaliated. ‘I need to get you round as many newspaper and radio people as possible - the party’s nearly over. Come on.’ She seized Henry by the arm. ‘That’s the editor of Woman’s Hour over there, and in that corner are the editors of the Sunday Times Style section.’

Henry suppressed a groan. As he stumbled after her, he accidentally trod on the foot of someone deep in conversation with Melvyn Bragg.

‘Ouch,’ yelped Louis de Bernières.

 



Following the party, Grace directed Henry into the village of St Merrion to check in at the only bed and breakfast with vacancies at the time the green light came from the Festival.

‘Past the church and down the lane to the right. You can’t miss it. It’s called Ivanhoe.’

‘Very literary, I’m sure.’ Henry grinned, brows lifting to reveal eyes of red-rimmed hazel.

‘I’ll wait for you here in the writers’ marquee,’ Grace told him.

The fact that the Festival boasted an official writers’ area had been a surprise to Grace, more accustomed to the grotty corner of the bar that, at most literary events of her experience, passed for a writers’ common room. The facilities offered by the St Merrion to its participants - a large and splendid tent strung with fairy lights and piled with rugs, cushions and long divans - were a revelation. It was towards this tent that Grace hurried, determined, now her charge had finally arrived, to soak up some literary atmosphere at last. Not to mention the free wine and sandwiches with which The Yurt, as it was known, was allegedly plentifully supplied.

Grace’s entry to The Yurt was blocked by someone she did not recognise - a tall, silver-haired man, clearly a writer, who was having his photograph taken. He had a tanned, slender Spanish elegance about him; no doubt, Grace thought, some magically realistic laureate from the land of García Márquez. She hesitated before him; he inclined his head but did not move. Seeing his slightly questioning smile, Grace realised that he was expecting her to produce a book for him to sign. When she confessed that, actually, she was only trying to gain access to The Yurt, he stepped aside and in she went, feeling embarrassed already.

With luck, there would be someone in here she recognised. As long as it wasn’t Lucinda McCann; but he mercifully seemed conspicuous by his absence. Very much present, on the other hand, was a group of large, black-clad and bra-less women with frazzled grey hair and bare legs tucked up under their generous bottoms. They glared at Grace suspiciously. One of them wore a T-shirt bearing the slogan ‘Men Should Come With Instructions’.

Scurrying past, Grace was gratified to spot Jane Lewis, author of Fromage, chatting to Mike Bloke, wild-haired, bespectacled star of the Lit Lad firmament. ‘Yes, it was wonderful when Brad agreed to star in the film of Fromage,’ Jane was reminiscing, a beatific beam on her face, while Mike looked tense. Grace smiled to herself. This was more like it.

She walked over to the refreshment table, revelling in the strange feel of carpets spread over grass. She poured a glass of white wine and helped herself gratefully to a couple of prawn sandwiches. They were curling at the edges but welcome nonetheless. Mounted above the table was the writers’ notice board. Munching, Grace inspected it.

The board was peppered with missives to someone called Lucy Love. Grace furrowed her brow before remembering that, of course, it must be that Lucy Love, the attractive, Titian-haired wife of multi-millionaire rock star Mike Love, whose recently published novel had generated much interest. An interest, Grace recalled, directed mostly at the Titian-haired attractiveness, not to mention the multi-millions,  but there was no doubt Lucy was a decorative addition to the literary scene.

As Grace gazed at the festival programme, also pinned to the board, a warm glow overcame her that had nothing to do with the wine. There, listed among the events of tomorrow, such as V.S. Naipaul previewing his latest novel, Gore Vidal’s insider’s view of American politics, and a ‘Meet the Author’ with Margaret Atwood and Doris Lessing on science fiction, was - roll of drums, fanfare of trumpets - ‘Henry Moon talks about his latest work, Sucking Stones’. Gazing at it, Grace could feel the tears pricking the back of her eyes. She had never managed to interest the mighty St Merrion in any Hatto author before. Getting Henry here had been an achievement. In more ways than one.

Just then, Henry himself appeared through The Yurt’s elaborate wooden archway entrance. ‘My God,’ he said loudly, looking round in amazement at the intricately carved domes, the cushions and kilims. ‘Takes me straight back to the Khyber Pass.’

The women in black glared and whispered furiously to each other. While Grace, straining her ears, could hear phrases like ‘colonialist bastard’, Henry made a beeline for the drink.

Suddenly, there was a ringing sound of laughter at the entrance, and in sashayed a beautiful young woman surrounded by at least ten men, their faces turned so eagerly towards her that some of them were walking backwards in front of her, like the Lord Chamberlain in front of the  Queen. The woman was shaking her long curtain of glossy red hair, undulating her compact, curvy body and showing small, perfect teeth as she laughed and clutched a folder to her small, perfect breasts. Lucy Love, Grace recognised, seeing, with a jolt of jealousy which surprised her, Henry lower his bottle of Becks from his mouth and stare at the new arrival in open admiration. Grace, suddenly keenly aware of her own lack of curves and excess of height, her practical blonde bob, her unremarkable grey eyes, unrelentingly nose-shaped nose and unastoundingly mouth-shaped mouth, felt a sudden sense of sisterhood with the bra-less coven in black who were staring at Lucy with unmitigated loathing.

‘Lucy darling, you were wonderful,’ breathed one of the throng, a pale young man with orange-framed glasses and a prominent Adam’s apple.

‘Yes, brilliant,’ chorused the others fervently. Although Lucy accepted the praise heaped upon her with pretty smiles and high-pitched words of thanks, Grace detected a certain impatience on her part, a covert watching of the tent entrance.

After a few minutes, a man in chauffeur’s uniform appeared and Lucy wiggled to the door, gasping, ‘Must fly, darlings,’ to her admirers. The farewell, Grace imagined, was literal; Lucy’s husband famously had at least five houses as well as a passion for air travel.

‘Where’s she gone?’ Henry asked, shuffling up.

‘Off in one of her many helicopters to one of her many  homes, I should think,’ Grace said, trying to steer her tones to the airily uninterested side of seething envy. With no great success, judging from the amused way in which Henry was regarding her from over the top of his bottle.

‘Would you like to know who else is here?’ Grace muttered, reddening. ‘That’s Jane Lewis over there. Author of Fromage.’

‘Never heard of it,’ Henry said cheerfully.

Grace stared at him. ‘But Henry, it was the publishing sensation of last summer. All about this piece of over-ripe Camembert, and how it unlocked memories of the war for this old soldier . . . no?’

Henry, biting into a sandwich, shook his head.

‘Made into a film with Brad Pitt?’ Grace prodded, lowering her voice as Mike Bloke walked by. ‘And that’s Phil Plant over there,’ she added.

‘Who’s he?’

‘Stand-up comedian, wrote a book called With A Ferret Down My Trousers, about walking from Land’s End to John O’Groats with, well, a ferret down his trousers. Sort of comic travel book. Sold like hot cakes.’ Grace stopped, uncomfortably conscious that Henry’s travel book had done less well. Significantly less well. Quite badly, in fact. She looked at him apprehensively.

Henry’s attention, however, had moved on.

‘Who’s that woman?’ he asked, as Jenny Bristols entered, shrieking excitedly at a weaselly looking man Grace recognised as being from one of the newspaper diaries.

‘Absolutely dreadful, isn’t it?’ Jenny was yelping. ‘Classic flash in the pan syndrome. Poor Sassy.’

‘Just awful,’ agreed the man, scribbling rapidly. ‘So the rumour is that Shooting Up was written by someone else entirely?’

‘Yes, but I didn’t tell you that,’ Jenny said, lowering her voice to a mere thunderclap as she swept past Grace and Henry. ‘We agreed unattributed quotes, remember? I mean,  imagine,’ she added, collapsing on a divan in the corner. ‘I’d  die if my editor told me my second book was so bad, such  utter rubbish, such crap, that it needed to be completely rewritten. Started absolutely from scratch. There’s talk of returning half the advance and everything. Sassy’s devastated,’ Jenny added in a stage whisper, thrusting her breasts forward with her elbows.

‘Putting a brave face on it though,’ the diarist remarked, looking across to the entrance where a very-obviously merry Sassy, champagne bottle in hand and pair of boxer shorts on her head, had just arrived and was performing the cancan with Germaine Greer and a man in a bra.

‘But she’s crying inside,’ Jenny said determinedly, looking down at her big toe and wincing.

‘I need to get out of here,’ Henry said suddenly to Grace. ‘Fancy a walk? It’s still light and we might catch a sunset.’

Taken aback, Grace nodded.

The farm on whose land the festival was being held occupied a lofty position atop a Cornish peninsula. They walked between the tents of the temporary festival village -  Henry stumbling here and there over the guy ropes. The warm evening air, scented with fresh-cut hay, spiced with the faint salt tang of the sea, swirled around them. As Grace and Henry turned out of the flag-fluttering festival entrance and into the lane, hedges superabundant with flowers flanked them; bluebell, garlic, foxglove, buttercup, cow parsley, valerian, gorse, campion, London Pride; all entangled so artistically it seemed, Grace thought, impossible that they had not been deliberately arranged by some fashionable florist. When, feeling rather ingenious, she mentioned this to Henry, he looked horrified. ‘They look much better than that.’

Her similies thus checked, Grace decided not to mention how the sky, streaked in all the glowing colours of sunset, reminded her of cavorting deities on stately home ceilings. High up, clouds like slashed gold velvet revealed salmon-pink islets in seas of duck-egg blue. Below, the sinking sun glowed into the clouds like a flame held to mother-of-pearl. All that was missing were a few bearded muscular gods and luxuriantly plump goddesses clutching immodest scraps of cloth.

As they walked along, Grace pointed at the sheep gathering in the dusk around an electric pylon. ‘Why do you think they’re all sitting there?’

Henry shrugged. ‘Dunno. Maybe they get a buzz out of it.’

Grace giggled. It was very pleasant, this, striding along next to Henry beneath the Olympian sky. Even if, she realised, tuning in guiltily a few moments later, she had not  been listening to a word he was saying. Something about his travels, by the sound of it.

‘. . . woke up one night in Kenya to the sound of water. I thought it was a rainstorm until I heard a growl and realised a lion was pissing on the side of my tent.’ His eyes sparkled. ‘Talk about lucky.’

‘You’d never just want to go to the Caribbean?’ asked Grace, to whom this sounded anything but lucky.

Henry groaned. ‘The thought of lying in the sun on a beach all day makes me want to lose the will to live.’

‘Does it?’ Grace sighed wistfully. She had, in recent weeks, been fantasising about a stretch of golden sand by a turquoise sea. The kind of place where you stuck flags in the sand when you wanted another cocktail. Perhaps it was being with Sion that had done it, a man whose idea of a seaside holiday was the Socialist Workers’ Party convention at Skegness . . . But I’m not thinking about that, Grace told herself sternly. Part of the reason she had come here was, after all, to stop obsessing about Sion.

‘Absolutely,’ Henry confirmed. ‘But honestly, you’d love some of the places I’ve been to. Did you know there’s a part of Eastern Europe where they still have bubonic plague?’

Grace shook her head vigorously.

‘And North Korea is just wild. Like being in a different solar system. They’ve never heard of Princess Diana, even.’

He pulled on his cigarette. What Grace could see of his eyes looked far away. ‘I’ve been chased down the Amazon by armed drug dealers. Been reduced to eating my own dog  in the jungle. Dined on steamed silkworms with Chinese gangsters.’

Grace grimaced. ‘Ugh. How could you?’

Henry flicked her a narrow-eyed glance. ‘Like I said, it was with Chinese gangsters. You eat what you’re given in those circumstances. And they’re quite nice, really. Sort of subtle-tasting. Rather like . . .’

‘Chicken?’ guessed Grace. Anything odd-sounding, after all, usually did.

Henry nodded, beaming. ‘You’ve had them then?’

‘Of course. Hasn’t everyone?’

He rolled his eyes, realising he was being teased. ‘Travelling. There’s nothing like it.’

‘I loved Sucking Stones,’ Grace leapt in eagerly. ‘I thought it was wonderful.’ Diplomatically, she did not add what a surprise this had been. Not naturally drawn to tales of Himalayan derring-do, Grace had approached the book with professional resignation and personal reluctance, but had been gradually drawn in by its drama, humour and general air of joie de vivre. So much so that she had twice missed her stop on the Tube while reading it. ‘That bit where you come over the mountain ridge to find the whole tribe sitting there with huge stones in their mouths? Amazing.’

They had just come over the top of the hill themselves and were looking down the darkening finger of land pushing out into a sea of liquid gold. ‘It’s so beautiful,’ Grace murmured.

Henry smiled at her. His eyes, she noticed, were rising  slightly out of their cushions of bag; slits of amber in the setting blaze of the sun. Turning to her, he raked a hand through hair that had clearly not seen a brush for some days. Less bed hair, Grace thought, than hair that had never made it up the stairs in the first place. ‘It’s good to be here,’ he said. ‘I’m having a great time.’ His voice seemed oddly low and gruff; with extra meaning? Grace wondered. Or early stage emphysema?

‘Good,’ she replied, higher and more breathlessly than intended. ‘The St Merrion Festival is very prestigious.’

‘I’m not talking about the bloody festival,’ Henry stared unrelentingly at her as she reddened. He took a long, contemplative draw on his cigarette. Silence fell.

Grace’s heart was rushing about her ribcage like a dazzled rabbit. ‘Shall we go back and have a drink?’ she squealed.




CHAPTER TWO

Back in the festival bar - they had eschewed The Yurt on account of what Henry called ‘those scary motherships’ - they drank steadily and copiously. Grace felt excited, nervous, unsure what exactly Henry had meant out there on the promontory, and uncertain how or whether to make further enquiries. The way back had not offered much in the way of elucidation; furthermore, she had Sion to consider. Perhaps it was best to let providence - or the Pinot Grigio - take its course. She sipped warmish glass after warmish glass, increasing her intake steeply after the two packets of nuts eaten in lieu of supper. Her head was starting to spin. And she had long since stopped counting how much whisky Henry had drunk.

Henry’s attention was no longer on her in any case. He  was watching an inebriated Mike Bloke make grinding gestures with his pelvis up against the main tent pole whilst grinning lasciviously at the waitresses. ‘Lad novelists,’ he chortled in a manner implying that he regarded the genre with little respect. ‘Boy meets girl. Boy drinks too much beer . . .’

Grace blinked. The scenario sounded familiar. The beer, certainly. Had she and Sion not had a huge row only the week before about him coming in late and drunk long after she had gone to sleep?

‘Boy comes home late . . .’

Of course, she understood that Sion’s PhD thesis on Why New Labour Are Bastards required him to interview MPs on the extreme left wing of the party. What was less understandable was why these interviews invariably involved the consumption of large amounts of beer. Increasingly recently, Grace had retired to bed leaving the door of her flat unlocked because of Sion’s late night protracted sessions of putting the world to rights. Or lefts. On one or two evenings he had not turned up at all.

‘Girl finds out he has been sleeping with someone else . . .’

Grace had tried not to mind too much about the fact that, as chairman of the local Revolutionary Socialists, Sion spent Saturday mornings rattling buckets with impressionable women outside supermarkets. Nor about the eager female students on the course he taught on The Obstretics of Oppression: Blair and The Birth of the Nanny State at  the University of Penge. Apparat-chicks, Grace had labelled them, trying to make a joke of it, trying not to worry exactly what Sion was teaching them about The Third Way. Many of the Apparat-chicks left messages on Grace’s answerphone - Sion’s own flat lacked one, its tenant considering them bourgeois affectations - in which they addressed her boyfriend in awestruck tones. She guessed many were in love and was not surprised; tall, red-haired, impassioned and trailing all the romance of his Celtic-sounding name, Sion presented a dashing figure, particularly on the frequent occasions he was late for his Penge-bound bus. Reliability, Grace reflected, was hardly his middle name. She had been rather surprised to find that Graham was.

Yet Grace was not excessively worried. She worried just as much as anyone in her position would. It was difficult not to suspect, especially after evening meetings from which he arrived back in the early hours of the morning, that Sion was sowing more than the seeds of revolution.

‘Girl finds out . . .’ chortled Henry.

Grace blinked. There was no hard evidence, certainly. Apart from that strange pair of knickers in his washing basket. Sion’s garbled excuse that he had bought them for her at a Socialist Worker jumble sale and felt they needed a pre-presentation wash had been wildly unconvincing, even given his legendary parsimony. Actually, she had been pretty angry about the whole episode.

‘Girl smashes up boy’s CD collection . . .’

Unfortunately, that had not been an option. Sion was  too mean - or too anti-capitalist culture as he put it - to buy music of his own. And about hers he was merciless, denouncing her Vaughan Williams as bourgeois and her Billie Holidays and Nat King Coles as proof of a patronising and superior attitude towards ethnic minorities.

‘Girl dumps boy . . . Want another drink?’ Henry got uncertainly to his large feet.

Grace nodded. She certainly did. In more ways than one.

How different Sion had been in the early days of their relationship. Grace had been on the rebound, if such an energetic word could be applied to the end of the affair with Tom, a prematurely grey City banker who had swept her off her feet at a garden party - literally; she’d been too drunk to walk to the car. She had woken the next morning to find herself with a man with lots of money, little time and no interest in anything besides vintage cars and the accumulation of wealth, neither of which much enthused Grace. The fact that he was hopeless in bed and what political views he had were wildly at odds with her vague but liberal own were part of the reason the relationship was in difficulties even before the night Tom’s 1965 E-type Jaguar was, much to his fury, clamped outside an expensive Park Lane restaurant.

His forcibly expressed view that the removal of an expensive vintage car outside Nobu symbolised the breakdown of the fabric of society had been the final straw. Grace had, in any case, realised that Tom’s ultimate intention was to immure her in a slice of prime Putney real estate and  impregnate her up to five times. He had even told her he considered her ‘good breeding stock’.

And so it was that when, a week later, Sion appeared on her doorstep passionately urging her to back his Socialist Worker candidate in the local government elections, he had seemed to Grace a knight in shining armour. Well, not shining exactly - nothing about Sion, whose outward appearance leant towards a Jarvis Cocker-like unkempt greasiness saved only by his physical beauty, shone as such - but at least he was the exact opposite of Tom. Motivated, passionate and bursting with conviction. Moreover, like her, newly single: his last girlfriend, he told her, was extremely politically committed and had left the country to take up a missionary position. It had not taken too much prompting for Grace to do the same.

‘Girl dumps boy,’ Henry reprised, returning from the bar and slamming their drinks on the table. ‘Girl’s mother is delighted.’

Grace gasped. Far from being funny, this was uncanny. Her mother would certainly be delighted if she and Sion split. She was aware - via twice-weekly reminders by telephone - that Lady Armiger’s intentions for her, now the approved-of Tom had left the scene, turned determinedly on one of the sons of the Foreign Office mandarins or foreign aristocrats that she, as wife of the British Consul in Venice, met in the course of professional duty. Not the least of my problems, Grace reflected, is having a mother not so much a social climber as a social astronaut. She sighed and took another slug of wine.

‘Not the sort of thing you have problems with, I imagine.’ Across the table, Henry was regarding her with a swaying head but an intense gaze. She started, realising she had lost the thread.

‘What’s that? What don’t I have problems with?’

‘Blokes. Got them queuing round the block, I imagine.’

Grace reddened. ‘Hardly . . .’ struggled out from between lips pressed tight with sudden emotion. It was the drink. Had to be.

Henry’s face registered woozy surprise. ‘Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘ ’S’all right.’

‘Bit of boyfriend trouble then?’

‘Sort of.’ Struggling to an upright position, Grace realised not all her limbs were obeying her commands. At least, not immediately. There was a brief, awkward silence. ‘You need cheering up,’ Henry announced. ‘What’s more,’ he slurred, pointing to her empty glass, ‘you need another drink.’ He tottered off to the bar where, as she watched, he slid to the front of the crowd with astonishing ease.

‘I’ve had an idea,’ he declared, returning with a bottle of red wine. ‘Let’s play a drinking game. I know a great literary one. Perfect for here.’ He nodded his head in the direction of the bar, by now almost full with shouting, smoking, staggering writers and their satellites. Over in the corner, she could vaguely make out a woman in tight white trousers dancing on the table. Whether the furniture or Jenny Bristols’s seams were most in danger, Grace could not decide.

‘What drinking game?’ Grace was apprehensive. Tom had enjoyed drinking games, in particular one involving dashing wine into every third person’s face after someone else had failed to answer a question correctly.

‘It’s called Worstsellers.’

‘The opposite of bestsellers, you mean?’ Through the thickness in her brain, Grace wondered if Henry was having a dig at Hatto & Hatto. Her authors’ success in featuring in the all-important Sunday Times top ten bestsellers list was admittedly limited; put bluntly, utterly nonexistent. Grace had her doubts about the defence that Adam Knight, Hatto’s Head of Fiction, invariably cited whenever the subject came up: ‘Hatto & Hatto will defend to the end the right to publish books that no one reads.’

‘That’s right,’ Henry chortled. ‘You have to think of an unsuccessful version of a famous book. Alice In Sunderland, for example, instead of Alice In Wonderland.’

This rang a vague bell. ‘Don’t they play this on the radio? On I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue?’

Henry nodded unsteadily. ‘Except this is different. If you think of a Worstseller, I drain my glass, and vice versa. You start.’

Grace paused, her mind a swirling blank. Then, suddenly, amazingly, surfaced. ‘. . . Zorba The Geek.’

‘Very good.’ Henry drank his glass of wine and refilled hers. ‘Lady Chatterley’s Liver.’

Grace giggled. ‘The Hound of the Basket Meals?’ Her head was spinning faster.

‘Ron Juan.’

‘A Room with a Trouser Press,’ snorted Grace, emptying her glass down her throat. It had been a long time since she had laughed so much.

‘Mansfield Car Park,’ yelled Henry, tipping off his chair into a crowd of chattering writers behind him.

‘Mind my foot,’ snapped Louis de Bernières.

‘The Merry Wives Of Widnes.’ Grace’s eyes were streaming. The world was whirling, full of excitement and laughter.

‘The Portrait Of Muriel Gray.’

‘Oliver Pissed,’ Grace shouted triumphantly, vaguely aware of an odd, sliding sensation. She realised that she too had fallen off her chair.

‘We’d better get out of here,’ Henry muttered, helping her to her feet.

They swayed out, Grace leaning on Henry’s shoulder, to find the bright sky had faded to a dark-blue velvet cushion on which stars lay scattered like diamonds. They stopped and faced each other.

Grace was dimly aware of Henry’s face approaching. As his lips touched hers, she took deep, slow breaths of his scent. Top notes of Colgate, a warm whiff of sweat and garlic, a faint tang of eau de Cologne. Plus base notes of distinct promise.

Henry was a committed kisser, hungry, greedy, even. The thought of Sion loomed briefly, then faded. Payback time for all his extracurricular activities, Grace thought, with a recklessness shot through with triumph.

Henry slowly detached his lips from hers. She felt him pull on her hand and lead her away among the tents, picking through the guy ropes with amazing dexterity given his alcohol intake. They reached the edge of the field, where a large tree bulking against the moonlight cast a deep black shadow. To Grace, gliding along, a glassy grin on her face, it seemed both natural and inevitable to follow. She felt no guilt, just eager anticipation.

 



Next morning, Grace stirred her spoon round her cereal bowl. The clank of metal on china was amplified by her hangover and the dank silence of the breakfast room. From the evidence of the abandoned tables around her, she was the last to surface - everyone else had eaten and gone, everyone else, that was, apart from the forbidding proprietress now approaching with Grace’s cooked breakfast. Grace avoided Mrs Ivanhoe’s eye; possibly she had heard their giggling, crashing return the night before. Definitely, Grace realised, as the plate met the table rather more emphatically than might have been expected.

Grace surveyed the cakey tops of the fried eggs, the shrunken bacon, the blackened mushrooms, the orange gunk bleeding from the fried tomato. As the savoury smell rose to her nostrils, her stomach rose to her throat.

She pressed the cool inside of her elbow against her boiling forehead. Why were breakfast rooms always so hot? Or was the source of the burning combined self-disgust and guilt?


Last night. Oh God. Why had she done it? It was so unprofessional, apart from anything else. She’d come here to work, to do a job, to help Henry through the perils of public performance. Not help him shag her senseless. Although she had not been senseless, she remembered, taking a deep breath. She had felt everything; that sunburst in her knees, soles and groin, those waves and shudders of pleasure. Henry, for all his apparent gangling ineptitude, was a surprisingly skilful lover, more so even than Sion and infinitely more so than Tom.

Sex with Tom was thankfully a fading memory, but Grace could still recall that feeling of crushing claustrophobia, pinned beneath the heavy duvet, his body scrambling painfully over her like a soldier on manoeuvres. Sion, by contrast, had taken her with a thrilling, rather brutal force, but always swiftly and always putting his own pleasure before hers. But Henry had been all solicitude, his knowing fingers lighting flames of delight all over her body, bringing her to a peak of gasping excitement before finally releasing himself.

But she should not have done it. She was still officially with Sion; she shouldn’t have slept with a man she hardly knew. Not that slept was the word - Grace now recalled with hideous clarity her animal writhing, her moans, the way she had pushed herself against him as if unable to get enough of him inside her. Did he think she did this with all her authors? Apart from a handful of regrettable university encounters, Henry was the only one-night stand she had ever had. Did this make things better or worse?

Grace looked miserably down at her breakfast. Was there something mockingly, indecently suggestive about the lewd angle of the burst sausage protruding above the top of the tomato? The arrangement of the fried eggs? In tribute to its status as the least innuendo-loaded item on the plate, Grace gingerly pricked the top of her mushroom. Thin black grease ran out.

The only compensation was not having to face him physically. Perhaps Henry had eaten breakfast already; perhaps, Grace thought, flicking her eyes towards the ceiling and wincing at the pain this produced, he was up there now in his room, the same guilty thoughts clattering in the same painful dryness of his similarly dehydrated brain. He might well have a Significant Other as well. He hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend, but she hadn’t asked. Or did he have sex with relative strangers all the time? Given the places he had been, this was a thought too hideous to contemplate. Grace scooped the tomato onto her fork where it promptly disintegrated and dripped down between the tines. God. What a mess.

If only Ellie were here. Her friend and colleague in the Hatto press office, a self-styled expert on men, would certainly have views on the matter. The fact that her relationships rarely lasted beyond a month - making Grace’s six with Sion look positively Darby and Joan - did not, in Ellie’s view, in the least compromise her ability to pronounce on those of others. ‘Those who can’t, teach,’ she would grin. What would Ellie say, Grace wondered. She had, after  all, overstepped the author-publisher divide by several hundred miles. Getting paralytic and opening her legs to all comers was hardly the act of a consummate professional. ‘Although a consummating one, certainly,’ she could hear Ellie cackle.

As the breakfast-room door opened, Grace, fearing Mrs Ivanhoe again, dug her fork into the bacon and lifted it to her mouth with every appearance of enthusiasm. It remained suspended in mid-air, trembling, as she recognised in the doorway the tall, dark-haired form of Henry Moon. Her intestines surged in shock.

‘Hi there,’ he grinned.

‘Hello,’ she muttered, frowning with pain as he sat down opposite and shook a noisy cascade of Rice Krispies into a small, floral bowl.

‘You look great,’ he told her.

Disarmed and amazed, Grace could only stare at him.  Great? The most fleeting of glimpses in the mirror - all she could bear - had told her that her eyes were piggy and bloodshot, her hair stuck out like straw and her face was streaked with mascara. She contemplated replying that she never came down to breakfast in anything other than full make-up. Last night’s full make-up, in particular.

‘How are you feeling?’ Henry asked.

Grace opened her mouth. Now there was a question to which there were several answers. Terrible? Regretful? Wishing none of it had ever happened? But, as the door opened and Mrs Ivanhoe came in carrying Henry’s cooked breakfast,  Grace cleared her throat and muttered, ‘Fine, thanks,’ in as dignified a tone as she could muster.

Henry’s breakfast had clearly done its time keeping warm in the oven. Henry, however, stuck his fork into his aged, blackened sausage with every appearance of enjoyment. ‘Delicious, thank you,’ he called after Mrs Ivanhoe. She paused at the door, her cross, careworn face melting into something perilously close to a smile. ‘You’re welcome,’ she replied, with a growl that was almost coquettish.

Henry dug into his breakfast. To Grace’s relief but also to her confusion, he offered no further comment About Last Night. Yet he clearly wasn’t pretending nothing had happened. There was an intimacy in the baggy-eyed glance which held her eyes for a second or two longer than was necessary. An added width to his monkey grin, even as he asked neutral and straightforward questions about the talk he was due to give at that morning’s festival. Grace, striving to create a distance, answered in as clipped and formal a manner as her compromising appearance and obvious hangover would allow. Yes, the talk was at eleven o’clock, in the Spiegeltent. No, she hadn’t the faintest idea what a Spiegel was.

‘I’m just going up to sort myself out,’ she said eventually, feeling, as Henry tore messily into a small plastic packet of brown sauce and squeezed it in a pool beside his eggs, that her bucking stomach would bear no more. Eating one Ivanhoe cooked breakfast had been unfortunate; to sit through another struck her as carelessness.

In her room, Grace attempted to brush her hair, clean her teeth and put on fresh make-up without calling on the mirror. Contemplating the wages of drink and lust was not an attractive prospect. And guilt was never a good look.

She lingered over her toilet as long as possible - at times literally, given that the fried eggs were attempting a last-minute bid for freedom - before descending the swirling Axminster staircase, whose alcoves bore bowls of potpourri and whose walls hung with gilt-framed school photographs of plump-faced Ivanhoe grandchildren.

Henry was waiting downstairs, flicking through the books section of the Daily Mail.

‘Seen any reviews of Sucking Stones?’ he asked, as they left Ivanhoe and struck out along the sunny lane towards the festival.

Grace shook her head too quickly, wincing as her swollen brain slammed against her cranium. ‘But I haven’t seen all the newspapers,’ she hedged. It was true in a way. She hadn’t seen the Racing Post, for example, for ages. Or Pigeon Fancier’s Weekly. She had, however, been scouring the book review pages of almost all the others since Sucking Stones’s publication day, despite the knowledge that none of the literary editors she had approached had been remotely interested in it.

‘Well don’t bother,’ Henry said easily. ‘None of them has anything about Sucking Stones.’

‘But the good thing about that,’ Grace countered, seizing on the oldest publicity department excuse in the world, ‘is  that at least no one’s been negative about it.’

Henry grinned. ‘I suppose so. But actually, I wasn’t talking about the newspaper reviews, or lack of them. I meant the Amazon ones.’

‘Oh, right,’ Grace said guardedly. The online bookshop’s customer review pages were famous for not pulling their punches. They had certainly not done so with Henry. Oh God. She’d been hoping he wouldn’t log on. Or know how to.

‘Actually,’ Henry admitted, ‘I looked twice. The first time there was only one stinker. I was 300,012 in the sales charts then. But when I looked again later,’ an expression of wonderment crossed his face, ‘someone from Germany had left a two-word review which had had an incredible effect on the sales.’

‘Great,’ Grace said, relieved. ‘What did they say?’

‘ “Very disappointing.” So now I’ve dropped to about three million and three.’

‘Ah.’

‘My fault of course,’ Henry grinned. ‘Looking at Amazon reviews is a mug’s game. For a start, if you discount all your bad ones, you can’t take the good ones seriously either.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Then there are the mad ones,’ Henry continued. ‘Those wordy ones written by people who’d like to be professional critics but aren’t, and those weird ranty ones written by survivalists that say “This Writer Is The Antichrist”. I suppose the only comfort,’ he added, getting into his stride,  ‘is that no one is immune. Not even God. If you look at the King James Bible you’ll find some loon has filled in the author’s comment section, signing himself Jehovah aka The Lord etc., followed by something like “This nonstop rollicking look at humanity throughout the ages will ensure not a dry seat in the house. There are fires, floods, wars, tortures and puzzles. Something for everyone”.’

Grace could not help smiling. Reluctant, however, to be lured back into friendly intercourse with Henry, let alone any other variety, she strode ahead, enforcing their distance both physically and psychologically. Henry, however, his much longer limbs shifting easily into gear to keep up, strolled alongside, chatting, forcing her to walk even faster. Thus, at near-marathon speed, through hedges uproarious with July, Grace and Henry reached the festival site.

Grace noticed that the air, wonderfully hay-scented yesterday, now had a sour tinge of manure. Yet - perhaps it was the vigorous exercise - she was definitely feeling better. The sun was shining, the sky was blue and, judging from the various other grey-faced people stumbling uncertainly about the site, she wasn’t the only one to have done something she regretted the night before. Moreover, whatever personal misdeeds had been committed with the author, there was no doubt that Henry’s approaching talk was a professional triumph. It was the first time any Hatto & Hatto writer had appeared at so prestigious a festival; still less, one so gratifyingly keen to have him. And she, Grace, had set the whole thing up. Penetrated this inner literary  sanctum. Perhaps there were reasons to be cheerful, after all.

They arrived at the Spiegeltent twenty minutes before Henry was due on. This made the large, female crowd sitting inside, restive and expectant, all the more gratifying a sight. Among them, Grace was amazed to see, sat the black-clad coven from The Yurt.

‘Stay here,’ she said to Henry, not quite meeting his eyes. ‘I’ll just check the bookshop’s stocked up for your signing session afterwards. Looks as if there’ll be quite a demand.’

At first sight, the bookshop seemed innocent of a single copy of Sucking Stones. Obviously she was not looking properly. Grace went round again, noticing as she did so that the large sign by the doorway announcing ‘On in the Spiegeltent’ listed the 11 a.m. event to be not ‘Sucking Stones: Henry Moon, Last of the Gentlemen Explorers, Discusses His Adventures’ but ‘Talking ’Bout Our Genitalia: Marilou Honigsbaum, Feminist and Creator of  The Clitoris Chronicles’.

Grace gasped and pointed at the notice. ‘There’s been a mistake,’ she hissed urgently at the diffident young man stacking up copies of Airhead and Shooting Up  in Manhattan-like piles. ‘It’s not, um,’ she squinted disbelievingly at the sign again, ‘The Clitoris Chronicles on now. It’s Henry Moon and Sucking Stones.’

‘There’s been a change of plan, apparently,’ said the bookshop assistant.

‘What?’ Grace stared at him, incredulous.

‘They’ve just changed it. About an hour ago.’

Grace’s mind whirled and clicked through any number of sensational possibilities before settling, with great effort, on the calmest and most logical. Henry’s talk had been moved for some reason. Shifted up the schedule a bit. It happened sometimes. Sometimes, Grace thought, gripped by a sudden excitement, because demand for a particular talk outstripped the original venue and the show had to be moved to another, bigger one. Yes. This was obviously what had happened.

‘What are The Clitoris Chronicles, anyway?’ she asked, conversationally, picking up the top volume from the pile. ‘Over 400 Women Talking Frankly About Their Clitorises’, announced the cover. The assistant reddened. ‘I see,’ said Grace.

‘Very big in the States, apparently,’ the assistant mumbled, his blush intensifying. Grinning, Grace placed the book back on the pile and returned to the Spiegeltent, looking both for Henry and an official to explain the changed plan. Neither seemed much in evidence. The Clitoris Chronicles, however, were about to start.

Grace elbowed her way through the crowd to where she had spotted a tall, frizzy-haired man in a creased white suit and a festival official badge. His arms were folded and a look of pleasurable anticipation suffused his face. He looked benignly at Grace as she pushed purposefully up to him.

‘Why have you changed the time of Henry Moon’s talk?’ she hissed.

‘Sssh,’ snapped a woman with a fringed blonde bob in front of her.

To deafening applause, a dark-haired woman in jeans and a T-shirt announcing ‘Clit Girl’ in glittery lettering had appeared on the stage.

‘GOOD MORNING, I’M MARILOU HONIGSBAUM, ’ shouted the woman in a cawing New York accent. The crowd hooted appreciatively.

Grace prodded Creased Suit questioningly on the arm. ‘Excuse me. Can you tell me why Henry Moon’s talk has been moved?’

‘WE’RE HERE TO REACH PEACE WITH OUR VAGINAS,’ yelled the Clit Girl. ‘TO ACHIEVE CLOSURE WITH OUR CLITORISES.’ Whoops and yells greeted this.

‘It’s not been moved,’ Creased Suit said absently, staring at this stage. ‘It’s been taken off the schedule altogether.’

‘Taken off ?’ Grace felt her voice rise hysterically. The blonde woman turned angrily.

Creased Suit nodded.

‘I WANT YOU TO ANSWER A QUESTION,’ the Clit Girl was shouting to her audience. ‘IF YOUR CLITORIS WORE A HAT, WHAT SORT OF HAT WOULD IT BE?’

‘A French beret,’ roared Blonde Bob.

‘Why?’ roared Grace at Creased Suit.

‘Why not ?’ roared Blonde Bob, whirling round with an insane gleam in her eye. Grace backed away and trod on someone behind her.

‘Ow!’ snapped the voice she had now come to associate with the author of Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.

‘A wimple,’ shouted someone else.

‘A crash helmet,’ yelled another, to general hilarity.

‘Look. I need to talk to you,’ Grace insisted to Creased Suit, pulling him to the side of the tent. His name, she saw from the badge, was Eustace. ‘I don’t understand what has happened,’ she hissed. ‘You were dying to have Henry Moon and Sucking Stones at the festival. In fact, I distinctly remember it being said that he would electrify the audience and you hadn’t had anything so interesting for ages.’

‘Ye-es,’ Eustace admitted. ‘But we hadn’t quite realised then what the book was about. I mean, you know.’ He shrugged helplessly.

‘Not realised? But I sent you a press release about Henry,’ Grace countered. ‘ “The Real Indiana Jones”,’ she quoted. ‘ “The Millennium Hemingway”.’

‘Mmm,’ Eustace said. ‘Explorers. It’s just that they’re . . . ah, how can I put this?’ He rubbed his chin. ‘A bit five minutes ago, I suppose. A bit boring.’

‘Boring? “The fascinating story of one man’s journey to discover a lost tribe”?’ Grace spat indignantly. ‘Do you realise what Henry went through? How he—?’

‘Yes, well,’ Eustace interrupted. ‘Um, I suppose we sort of focused on the title - you know how busy things get, no one has time to read a whole release - and, um, well, I suppose we sort of leapt to conclusions.’ A note of embarrassment had crept into his voice.

‘What conclusions? What on earth did you think Sucking Stones was about?’

‘Um, well, I suppose we sort of assumed it would be about um, well, groupies.’

‘Groupies?’ Grace gasped. ‘What, Plaster-Caster, I’m-with-the-band sort of groupies?’

Eustace’s eyes were fixed firmly on his feet. ‘Well, Rolling Stones groupies, to be precise. Sucking Stones, you know, well, it is quite a misleading title. We sort of thought . . . you know.’

Grace grappled simultaneously with her temper and the urge to batter Eustace to death with a tent peg.

‘So why leave it so late?’ she demanded. ‘Why have you only cancelled it this morning?’

‘We didn’t realise until the author turned up.’ Eustace turned strained features to hers. ‘You see, we thought Henry Moon would be a woman.’

‘A woman?’

‘Henrietta, you know. An understandable mistake . . .’ He grinned helplessly at her.

‘C**t, c**t, c**t,’ the women inside the Spiegeltent were shouting. Egged on by Marilou Honigsbaum, they were evidently well on the road to closure with their clitorises.

Grace, some way off anything similar with hers, stomped off to break the news to Henry. As she walked, the smell of manure in her nostrils grew stronger.

Grace could not look at Henry on the train home. She had long since stopped feeling embarrassed in every pore and nerve end; pores and nerve ends were no longer distinguished as such. Each had melded with the other, making her entire body a sheet of shame. Her burning face was turned determinedly to the window and the passing fields and cattle which seemed so placid and cool by comparison. If only I were a cow, thought Grace. If only I were anything but someone who works in book PR.

What had made everything worse was Henry’s sanguine, horribly reasonable response to the catastrophe.

‘But it makes perfect sense,’ he insisted. ‘Yes of course,  ideally they could have read the book, but I can see how they thought a rock groupie would draw in the crowds. No one cares about explorers. I should write about something else, really. Maybe,’ he added with a rueful twist of his large mouth, ‘I should even start writing Lad novels. That’s where the money is, after all.’

He had been almost unbearably jolly, cracking jokes for what seemed like hours to cheer her up. None of them did, of course. As the London-bound train had - after what seemed a wait of some weeks - finally dragged itself into St Merrion station, Henry had pushed down the tall metal handle of her upright suitcase to amusingly mimic a detonator. Some people on the platform had laughed, but their number did not include Grace. Henry’s ridiculous good spirits sprang, she was certain, from the fact that he found her ridiculous. Of course he did. And who could blame  him? After letting him screw her - in spite of the fact that she had a boyfriend - she had proceeded to screw up his event at a prestigious literary festival. She deserved to be laughed at. She was absurd. Worse, he was probably even sorry for her. The fact that Last Night had still not been mentioned struck Grace as increasingly sinister. Worse still, he seemed determined to assure her that the Festival cock-up - the other Festival cock-up, that was - was in no way her fault.

Tantrums Grace could have coped with. Vicious assaults on her professional incompetence would have been balm in comparison with his ghastly brand of amused resignation, his insistence that none of it mattered, that he hated reading to audiences anyway.

‘Besides,’ Henry added, as they emerged at Paddington, ‘I only came down because of you. Last night . . .’

‘What?’ Grace rasped, panicking. The moment had come. Last Night was being mentioned. Oh God. ‘Last night . . .?’ she bleated.

‘Was wonderful,’ Henry said gently.

The purple zoomed up Grace’s face like a high speed lift. She groped for a reply. ‘But you never said anything,’ was the best she could gasp at such notice. ‘At breakfast . . .’ she added, helplessly.

Henry grinned, the hazel flickers of his eyes gleaming in the station lights. ‘I’ve never thought it particularly good form to bring up the night before over the breakfast table.’

‘Oh.’ Grace felt obscurely annoyed. How relevant was good form, given the circumstances?

‘And anyway,’ Henry added, ‘it all sounds a bit complicated. You already being with someone, and all that . . .’ His voice tailed off; Grace could not identify its tone. Regretful? Or relieved?

‘Yes,’ she said, sounding harsher than she meant to. ‘It’s complicated.’

She could hear what he was saying clearly enough. That she should shuffle off back to Sion with never a backward glance. That he was not interested, even if she was, which of course she wasn’t. Why would he be interested? She was a disaster. In every possible sense of the word. No right-thinking man, and definitely not a man who, like Henry Moon, had experienced her sluttish incompetence at first hand and had more reason than most to be wary, would want to touch her with a bargepole.

‘I’d like to see you again,’ Henry murmured.

This not being in the expected script, Grace took a couple of seconds to register it. Then she rallied: of course, he had to say that. The last of the gentlemen explorers. Never forgetting the thank you with the wham, the bam and the ma’am. Of course he did not mean it. As if he could.

Grace looked down, sudden tears pricking the back of her eyes. ‘It’s complicated,’ she repeated.

‘Are you happy with him?’ Henry asked her softly.

A clever question, deliberately put, she thought. However she answered, she would sound stupid. And he, irresistible.  She was happy with her boyfriend, yet she had slept with  him; she was unhappy with her boyfriend, she had turned to him to forget. She shrugged. ‘Yes. I’m happy.’

Henry nodded. ‘Well, then, I’d better leave it.’

‘Yes. You better had.’

Was it relief that now suffused his face with colour? He was knitting his broad brow, no doubt to conceal a smile. Good riddance, he must have been thinking.

‘But if anything changes, will you let me know?’

Grace quickly converted her expression of amazement into a taut smile. That was all the reply she gave him as she turned and trudged, with her detonator suitcase, in the direction of the Underground.




CHAPTER THREE

‘I know, I know,’ Ellie cried, bursting into the office half an hour late. ‘But I’ve got a good reason.’ She waved her newspaper at Grace. ‘According to The Globe’s health pages, I can’t get out of bed on time because I’m immobilised in the absorption of everyone else’s negative energies.’

Grace stared. ‘What?’ Ellie’s excuses were always impressive, but this one beat the lot.

‘They’re running this series called “Chi Whizz: Know Your Motivations”,’ Ellie continued breathlessly. ‘It’s amazing. Has an explanation for everything. Apparently the reason I’m always so late is because I’m a people pleaser.’

Grace raised an eyebrow. Fond as she was of her assistant, there was no doubt that the person Ellie sought most often to please was herself.

‘I take on all sorts of tasks I don’t really have time to do,’ Ellie continued.


Ye-es, Grace thought. Ellie’s in-tray had residents more ancient than those of the average old people’s home.
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FAME FATALE *

She hit

time. But then it

hit back.
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