

[image: image]



Contents

Cover

About the Book

Title Page

Dedication

1Creation Myth

2Big Knickers

3Earth’s Fabric

4Party-Plan in Stalemate

5The Logic of the Lawyer Jones

6Death by Soap

7Dagobert’s Adventures in the Retail Trade

8Soft Tissue Damage

9Predictable Results of a Peace Conference

10A Bad Case of Democracy

11There Goes the Neighbourhood

12Widdershins

About the Author

Also by Jan Mark

Copyright



[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]


About the Book

Charlotte knows that Compton Rosehay is the biggest joke of the century; it’s modern phoney suburbia in all its glory. She watches plastic families leading sad, stereotyped roles and living in fake ‘period’ houses. Charlotte witnesses all this alone – until she meets Elaine and her intoxicatingly fun family. Together Charlotte and Elaine crack open the shell of Compton Rosehay to expose the world of Stalemate, and its refreshingly wild and insane population and history.


THEY DO THINGS
DIFFERENTLY THERE
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For Alison Gomm


1

Creation Myth



The Martians came to Stalemate on a night of luminous calm. It was summer. A balmy haze obscured the stars, the moon was gibbous and yet to rise when a small matt-black capsule entered the ionosphere, fired its retro-rockets and descended silently, unobserved, making landfall in the flower beds outside the convent of the Combat Sisters. It was midnight; still. The seven occupants of the capsule filed out on to the lawn and stretched their forty-two cramped limbs, before stealing nimbly away into the darkness. The first that anyone in Stalemate knew of this was at 8.45 the following morning. The nuns, rising early for Prime, had observed the capsule, inadequately concealed in a ceanothus bush, but assuming it to contain a message from the Pope decided to examine it later, after Sister Orthodontia had had a chance to run the Geiger counter over it.

Mrs McCadaver, at 28 The Glebe, was washing up the breakfast dishes when she heard a discreet knock at the front door, which surprised her since there was a perfectly good set of electric tubular bells that played a muted, tasteful chime. On going to answer the door she discovered in the porch a soberly-dressed man with four arms.

‘Tell me,’ he said, raising his hat politely, ‘have you ever had any thoughts about the after-life?’

All this happened long ago, but it was still some way in the future on the day I quarrelled with Rowena Gibbs and walked home through Old Compton for the first time. I had not meant to walk through Old Compton; the quarrel erupted unexpectedly.

‘Can I borrow your Macbeth notes?’ Rowena asked as we strolled down the school drive at the end of the afternoon.

‘When I’ve finished writing them up,’ I said.

‘You told me I could have them tonight.’

I was feeling surly. ‘Well, it’s not tonight, is it? It’s this afternoon. I’ll let you have them later.’

‘I need them now. I’m going out later.’

‘Then you’ll have to do without, won’t you?’ I said. I wouldn’t have snapped like that at anyone else, but I was tired of doing Rowena’s homework.

‘Selfish cow,’ Rowena said.

‘Or you might even try writing your own,’ I suggested.

‘Stuck-up bitch.’ ‘Snob.’ ‘Swot,’ said our other friends loyally. As far as I could see, the insults had nothing to do with my refusing to hand over the notes before I had finished with them, but it was the spirit of the thing that counted, not accuracy.

The four of us were out in Tithe Barn Lane, now. Since we all lived in the same direction—everyone in Compton Rosehay lives in the same direction, that is part of the plot—the only way I could avoid trailing sulkily in the rear was to turn left instead of right. That took me to the end of the lane in a couple of minutes. Then I had the choice of striding purposefully down a cul-de-sac of sheltered accommodation or taking a scenic walk along the back of the sports hall. Behind me a voice called out, ‘Where does she think she’s going, then?’

I had to look as though I knew where I thought I was going. I turned left again, past the sports hall and mercifully out of sight of Rowena and the others, although not out of earshot.

‘Only slags go round there. Who do you think wants you?’ Marie bawled.

‘Charlotte the harlot!’ That was Lynzi. I hadn’t thought she’d know a word like harlot. There are much easier ones that mean the same thing.

I was on a stretch of concreted road meant for overspill parking. It led nowhere, while it was a road, but at the end of it were three bollards marking the mouth of an alley-way. The taunts of Rowena, Marie and Lynzi were still faintly audible over the roof of the sports hall; they were waiting for me to hit a dead-end, reappear sheepishly, confess my faults, hand over the Macbeth notes and be received back into the fold. I entered the alley.

Long ago tarmac had been laid along it, but weeds had broken through, vigorous thorn bushes met over it, only slightly above head height. It was clear that very few people ever came this way. No one with any sense would walk it after dark. Accustomed to the spacious streets of Compton Rosehay, I felt nervous about treading along a path so overgrown and unkempt and therefore possibly dangerous. Automatic security lighting had entered my soul. It was the kind of place where maniacs, perverts and molesters would hang out, I felt sure, and I was not sorry when the alley turned slightly and I saw a second trio of bollards marking the far end. I glanced once over my shoulder to make sure that no molester was on my heels, and passed between the bollards, into another world. I had left Compton Rosehay behind at the far end of the alley-way and emerged into somewhere I knew about, but had never expected to see, a place only fifteen minutes from home and five from school: Old Compton.

People who do not believe in Darwin’s theory of evolution have trouble accounting for fossils. Some maintain that God created them at the same time as he created everything else and sneakily slipped them in under the bedclothes, as it were, to give people something to think about. There was a man called Archbishop Usher who worked out that this happened at 9 a.m. on 23 October 4004 BC, everything created all at once, and while God was making fossils he knocked off Compton Rosehay and stuck it down in the middle of farm land, twenty miles out of London. This would have been around 12.30, by my calculations, when he was getting bored and starting to think about lunch.

Compton Rosehay looks as if it was made all at the same time, in a mould, and carefully disguised, like the fossils, to appear extremely old. It is quaintly faked out of mellow red brick, with terracotta tiles on the roofs, and half-timbering and ancient Tudor chimneys to let out the ancient central heating fumes; olde worlde double garages with electronic doors to house the olde worlde Rovers and Vauxhalls. The streets have phoney historical names like Coldharbour, Mockbeggar, Sennacre, Starveacre, Copsewood, The Furlong, and if there ever was a tithe barn in Tithe Barn Lane it is under the sports hall now. Even the shopping centre, which came straight out of the same mould complete with a Venetian clock tower, is called Manor Garth. There are three pubs, The Woolpack, The Drovers and The Dog and Partridge, and a wine bar, Robin Hood’s. All the brickwork has diamond patterns in rows so you feel as if you are living in a petrified Fair Isle pullover.

I didn’t care about any of this at first. Compton Rosehay was just a new town where we were going to live, and it was nice; a lot cleaner than the old town where we had been living, with open country all round, a new railway station only three miles away, and a link to the motorway. God created Lord John Randyll’s Comprehensive School at the same time, along with half a dozen middle and first schools all named after Lord John’s dim relations, and I thought Lord John’s was all right—at first. It was big and clean and well-equipped (it’s still big) and God created eight hundred and fifty students to fill it, and forty-three teachers. We had a house in Coldharbour with a fitted kitchen and carpets and a security light that came on automatically, and a real tree created just for us already growing in the front garden. It was all all right until I went to the library and saw the maps.

There were two of them, huge things, in frames on the wall. One was just sad. It showed what had been there before God created Compton Rosehay. Originally there were two villages, one slightly bigger than the other. The little one was called Rosehay. It was so little you could count the houses, twenty of them, scattered round a crossroads with a pub and a church and a post office. The bigger village was really just a street, with buildings straggling along it. It was called Compton. I looked at that map for a long while, thinking that these places must be quite close by and that it would be nice to visit them sometime. Then I noticed the other map.

It was a map of a town, almost perfectly circular, with a road running right round it where a junction led out on to the motorway link. In the middle was a shopping centre, Manor Garth, and leading from it, to the ring road, streets that ought to have been straight, like spokes, but had been made to curve and double back on themselves as if they were following the paths of ancient farm tracks. In between them were tucked cul-de-sacs and closes and crescents. At the bottom of the map was the name of this place, Compton Rosehay.

I looked from one map to the other until I understood. This was where I lived. Compton Rosehay, with its phoney ancient streets and its phoney ancient houses and its phoney ancient name, had been created, whole, and dumped down on top of those two little villages. The one that had been Rosehay was right under it which accounted, I now realized, for the occasional really old house among all the fake old ones. At the side of the map, like a chord cutting across a circle, just inside the curve of the ring road, was the other village: Old Compton.

I had never located Old Compton because it was not on the way to or from any of the places I ever went to, but after discovering the maps I couldn’t help noticing Rosehay. At the end of our street, Coldharbour, there was a big Victorian house. Next time I passed it I looked at the name over the door: The Old Vicarage; so I guessed that the church must be not too far away, and went to find it. I’d have thought that a church would be hard to miss, but it was no older than the vicarage and built of red brick, so it did not stand out the way a stone one would have done, and it had no tower, just a kind of shelter on the roof at one end, with a bell hanging in it, a bell that never rang.

According to the map in the library, the pub was somewhere nearby, not one of the created pubs but the original Rosehay local. I found it in the end, halfway along Starveacre. It was called the Trafalgar Inn and the sign, with Lord Nelson on it, was still hanging outside, but it wasn’t a pub any more; someone was living in it. There were wagon wheels with clematis trained through them leaning against the walls, and a row of those stone mushrooms called staddles—only these were made of concrete—along the edge of the front garden, and a huge Victorian lavatory pan with geraniums growing in it, right by the front door. I bet somebody thought that was really witty. You could imagine what the owners said to visitors when they asked where the loo was.

It took me a couple of weekends, but at last I discovered the whole of Rosehay, and by that time I was wishing that I had never started looking. I don’t know who used to live in Rosehay, but they couldn’t have been the people who live here now. They were probably farmers and labourers, not the people who built extensions that were bigger than the cottages they extended, and installed double garages and double glazing, drove the estate cars and four-wheel-drives that stood on the gravel forecourts, oh no. Those early inhabitants had got out fast when they looked up, one morning, and saw God lowering Compton Rosehay on top of them, like someone putting down a loaded tray without looking to see what’s underneath because they can’t carry it any farther.

After I found Rosehay, I didn’t want to go looking for Old Compton and now, without looking for it at all, I had found it.

What had happened to Compton, when it was down-graded to Old Compton, was even worse than what had happened to Rosehay. The alley I had walked down sloped all the way, so that the street I was standing in now was much lower than Tithe Barn Lane. On one side lay a little patch of overgrown allotments, and at the end of them was a sheer bank that ran parallel to the street. Along the crest of it was a row of tall close conifers which I recognized as being the same tall conifer hedge that skirts our school field, only on our side is a chain link fence, four metres high. I had never once wondered what lay beyond it. Now I knew.

The straggling narrow street that was Old Compton was completely cut off by that barrier from Compton Rosehay. No doubt God had created the conifers fully grown. It was hard to imagine seeds being involved, the hedge was so hard and solid. On the other side of the street, Old Compton was hemmed in by the ring road which ran there on an embankment. All that could be seen was a grassy slope and the crash barriers along the top.

I started walking. I had no idea if I should find an exit at the far end or if I would have to retrace my steps in order to get out again. In either case I should be late home, but I doubted if my mother would worry, she would think that I was loitering with my friends along the mediaeval paths of Compton Rosehay, and Compton Rosehay is so safe. Anyway, I could always ring her from a call-box, if I could find one; which I was beginning to doubt. Old Compton had not so much been hemmed in as cut off, amputated. It was withering away. It could never have been a pretty village but that was hardly an excuse for what was being done to it. I passed a row of eight cottages, and five of them had very weatherbeaten FOR SALE boards outside. The post office was closed down; old notices were curling in the window and there were still three yellowed postcards in a little glass case by a concrete square set in the pavement where the telephone box must once have stood.

More cottages, then another shop, boarded up. A chapel; a big double-fronted villa, also for sale; another chapel, then a third. None of them looked as if anyone worshipped there any longer.

There was no one about, not even cats. I saw one parked car and a motor bike standing outside a house, but no traffic passed me. The end of the street where the alley-way came out was closed off by the embankment of the ring road, but seeing the parked car made me hope that there would be a way out at the far end, unless the car had been sealed in when the village was severed. Still, it looked quite new, and then I found proof that Old Compton was not yet quite extinct. As I followed the curve of the street, which was not as straight as it had looked on the map in the library, I heard music. It was real music, a symphony, not Compton Rosehay music which God had created with one finger on an electronic keyboard. It was coming from the open door of a house on the left, one of those where the back garden ran up to the foot of the bank where the conifers stood. A privet hedge, rough and untrimmed, with bits sticking out of it which suggested that unlike a Compton Rosehay hedge it was actually growing, stood between the house and the street. I glanced over at the gate as I went by. It was one of those houses where the back door is in a line with the front one and I could see right through the house, into the garden beyond. I wanted to stand and stare, but I had been conditioned not to do that by three years in Compton Rosehay. In Compton Rosehay, if people see someone standing staring at their house, they ring the police.

The buildings were thinning out. I passed one last shop, the saddest of all. The lettering over the window read The Old Forge Antiques and I was glad it said old and not olde, but the thought of anyone trying to sell antiques in this forlorn place made my eyes fill with tears. I imagined them, day after day, hopefully opening the shop and waiting for the customers who never came, for this shop, I realized, was not derelict. The opening hours were displayed on the door and there were actually things for sale in the window; a threadbare tapestry footstool, three chamber pots, the inevitable jug and basin from a wash-stand and a leather-bound Bible, bigger than the footstool. They were not antiques, just second-hand, or third, or fourth. I felt worse than ever. What I had imagined was obviously the truth; no one would ever buy these things. The people who would once have driven through Old Compton now travelled on the motorway. The people who still lived in Old Compton must presumably do their shopping in the Manor Garth since there were no other shops left in the village.

I must look out for
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