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The fact that something is far-fetched is no reason why it should not be true; it cannot be as far-fetched as the fact that something exists.

CELIA GREEN






I

THE RIDGE
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1. A lost, lonely season unmoored. My mind erring

– Returning to half-empty halls

Of unending silence; enclosing, ensnaring –

Now torrid remembrance enthrals.

2. All trauma’s exiles, demented, therein

All unto night’s torments exposed.

Delusions roam; eerie qualms underpin –

Every spurious theory supposed.



‘SO, WHAT ARE YOU going to do all summer?’ said Marcus idly, through half a sandwich. ‘I mean, you can’t very well stay here in this shithole, can you?’

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘But, you know. Having no plan is also, like, a great plan. World’s my oyster. I can go anywhere, do anything.’

‘Right.’ Marcus seemed unconvinced by this; he made the word last two whole seconds. His mouth was still full. ‘Well, I suppose that’s technically correct.’ Amethyst gazed airily through the window, at the uninspiring bulk of the opposite wing of The Ridge, identical twin of the one we were in, and blew smoke dismissively from her nostrils.

‘I thought you were going to stay with relatives? Some aunt or something?’

Had I said this? It seemed likely I might have done, at some point, probably to change the subject. Either way, it wasn’t true. ‘I don’t want to be a burden to anyone. Plus, this way I’m very much my own person. I can do what I like. Go where I like.’

Marcus looked puzzled, as if reviewing a bill filled with items he hadn’t ordered. ‘Wait. Are you saying you’ve made no plans whatsoever? For the entire summer?’ And this statement was both horrible and unthinkable, and wholly and precisely correct, but I didn’t want to discuss it. Any of it. Instead, I shrugged and smiled as if this complete lack of forward thinking were no big deal.

‘Not yet. Like I say, it’s very liberating, in one sense. I mean, ha, terrifying in another, but also, y’know, ultimately very liberating.’

Amethyst chewed her lip doubtfully. ‘Really?’

‘Definitely!’ My voice brimmed with confidence. ‘People say if you want to make God laugh, make a plan, but my dad always maintained if you really want to make the old fucker slap his thigh, make no plans at all. See where you end up!’

To underline my complete confidence in the age-old, tried-andtested method of having absolutely no plan at all, I grinned, until my face hurt.
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Term had been over for half an hour. The Ridge, in that moment, still held a full complement of students, and so the usual noises still prevailed; slamming doors, scuﬄing feet, laughter and occasional shouting, music from radios and stack stereos, the drone of indie bands, the saccharine rush of dance music. Marcus and Amethyst were sitting in my room, as they were both already in the process of packing up their rooms. We were also listening to music; I had attempted to introduce them to Sonic Youth, but that had not gone well, so we were listening to a Jazz-Funk compilation and sharing the last third of a bottle of white wine.

I had met Marcus last September, before term started, when we’d both arrived early at The Ridge. There were only the two of us at first, and we got on well. But then, when everyone else arrived, and there had been drinks in the bar for the new residents, I saw for the first time how Marcus behaved in a social situation. Amidst a roomful of extremely self-conscious and shy eighteen-year-olds, fresh out of small towns all over Britain, Marcus was bracingly different. He made everything into a big, boyish joke, called everyone chum and genuinely didn’t care whether people liked him or not, which of course meant most people did. By the end of that first night, he was friends, it seemed, with everyone, and I made it my mission to let people believe that this loud, confident, easy-going young man was a close friend, that our friendship might go back years, rather than just two days. And most assumed precisely that, meaning I was spared a large portion of the burden of having to introduce myself to other people.

Amethyst had arrived a few days later, as close to the start of lectures as possible. Her scent arrived before she did – a thick, almost sickly perfume that pervaded the corridor, rolling out ahead of her like a red carpet; an astringent odour that insisted, almost angrily, that the wearer was an adult, a being of complexity and sophistication. This impression was only strengthened when I saw her. She did not resemble any nineteen-year-old I knew, certainly not any student. Her clothes seemed strangely middle-aged, as if her dress sense had skipped a couple of decades: roll-neck sweaters, thick cork heels, pleated trousers and large gold earrings that spoke of an exacting glamour painstakingly derived from the correct magazines. It turned out that she was not only on the wrong corridor that first day, she was also in the wrong hall – she was supposed to be at Hatfield, which was ten minutes away. I offered to walk over there with her and carry her bags, and from that moment – for better or worse – there was a connection between us. At the end of Freshers’ Week, we had gone to some kind of mixer for Humanities students, and ended up drunkenly sleeping together, and although this situation had not recurred since then, I imagined – hoped – that it eventually would. Until then, we had simply remained as friends, but friends who – to me, at least – shared a history, and possibly a future.

Looking at both Marcus and Amethyst now, in my room, I was suddenly acutely conscious that this was the last time I would see either of them in their current form. They were going away, to have experiences. Amethyst had already talked at length about her summer, which she saw as nothing less than a dazzling opportunity for an almost-three-month holiday. She was going to spend the first couple of days in London, where she had a few parties to attend with her two best friends from school. Then, she and these friends were off to South East Asia, possibly ending their trip with a week in Australia. And why not? Her parents would write a cheque for a large amount of money they wouldn’t even notice they’d spent. Why wouldn’t her summer be anything other than a fantastic adventure?

Similarly, Marcus had plans. He was going back to London, too, where his family lived, and then he was off to stay with a cousin in Florida, where the plan was to teach American kids to take penalties at what he called some godawful soccer camp somewhere outside of Tampa. These specifics, however, were irrelevant; they were both going somewhere I couldn’t imagine, somewhere where the beaches were white sand, the sky blue enough to make your eyes sting, somewhere where the sun shone, always. From my perspective, they might as well have been going to one of Saturn’s moons, the far future, the deep past.
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‘You must have some kind of plan, though?’ said Marcus. Thus far, I had been careful to avoid the subject of summer, or, when pressed, to bat it away. And it was odd to have no plan; I could see that now. Most of the other students had vague plans – summer jobs organized by relatives, weekends at festivals, trips abroad. But even vague plans were better than no plans at all.

‘Not sure yet,’ I said breezily, trying to turn a negative into a positive. ‘As I say, world’s my oyster really.’ I could have stopped there, but something – the painful sense that I was always, no matter how hard I tried, lagging behind them – made me carry on talking.

‘I’ve been thinking about going up to, um, Scotland?’ I heard myself say. ‘To work on a fishing boat?’

It was strange to hear myself say this. I had not planned to say this.

‘Wow,’ said Marcus, unsure how seriously to take this. ‘You’ve… got friends up there?’

‘No,’ I said, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘But, you know. They’re always looking for people!’

There was baﬄed silence. I realized they were both looking at me intently. The worst possible outcome: they were genuinely curious. Again, I felt compelled to talk. To keep digging.

‘I mean, I was just gonna turn up? They always need people to work on the, um, the trawlers.’

No-one said anything. I experienced a brief, hot panic that trawlers might not be the correct word. Worse, when the silence continued, I heard my own voice say, as an unnecessary addendum to my previous unnecessary statements, ‘I saw a programme about it on telly.’ This last statement, at least, was true, and was the genesis of the whole strand of thought in my mind, but the words sounded desperate – pleading, almost. In the following seconds, I swore I could hear my own face redden, a fizzing sound like fat on a griddle.

Amethyst looked distressed, as if something in her body had started to ache. Marcus gazed intently out of the window. From somewhere, there was the drone of a lawnmower; the clean, eternally optimistic scent of freshly mowed grass spicing the air. They were already cleaning The Ridge up for summer.

‘Don’t you need a lot of experience to do something like that? It’s very dangerous,’ said Amethyst eventually. She sounded both puzzled and disappointed. She lit another menthol cigarette. I smoked infrequently, usually after meals and at the beginning and end of the day, but Amethyst smoked constantly. Whenever she came to my room, I had to air the place out afterwards. She never asked if she could smoke. She just did; flicking an eﬃcient little flame from a slender lighter that I didn’t doubt was real gold.

‘Yeah, but… you can pick it up on the job.’ I just wanted this conversation to be over now. I looked to Marcus for help, but he was still gazing out of the window.

‘Also,’ said Amethyst, putting her lighter back inside her handbag and zipping it up, ‘don’t you have to be really strong to work on a fishing boat?’

‘Again,’ I said, irrevocably entangled in the flypaper of this ludicrous fiction, ‘I can shape up on the job.’

‘Right.’ She smiled and raised her eyebrows. ‘Well. It’ll be interesting to see what you look like in September.’ She stretched, arching her back like a cat. I knew from experience this meant that, truth or lie, whatever I was saying had ceased to interest her. She reached for the bottle of wine and splashed the last of it into her glass. The Jazz-Funk compilation was still playing at a low volume, the Brand New Heavies or Galliano or someone. I couldn’t actually tell the tracks apart; I found this kind of music irritating. I suddenly realized I’d only bought this album because Amethyst had mentioned in passing that she liked it.

‘When do you think you’ll be back in the country?’ I asked casually, trying to make it sound as if the answer was of very little concern to me.

‘September.’ Amethyst flicked her hair back. ‘As close to term time as bloody possible!’

‘Well, why don’t we meet up?’ This was a plan I had considered raising for a long time, and was now straining hard to pass off as something I’d only just thought of. In that respect, it was the precise inverse of the conversation I’d just endured, only just as awkward.

‘When we get back?’ said Marcus.

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I mean, I suppose, the three of us, sure. But I was thinking more of just—’

‘We could go out!’ said Amethyst, smiling. ‘A night on the town. We could all meet up in London and go out!’

‘Well, I mean, we could—’ I began.

‘That’s a great idea!’ said Marcus. ‘I know a few places around Green Park we can go to. We could start at my dad’s club. I mean, everyone there’s about a billion years old, but the drinks are cheap.’

‘There’s a new club I want to check out in Piccadilly,’ said Amethyst. ‘It was set up by two DJs from Chicago. Someone said they saw Lenny Kravitz in there!’ This was clearly big news to Amethyst. She gave us a couple of seconds to absorb this world-changing information.

‘Wow,’ I said flatly.

‘Yes,’ said Amethyst, enchanted with her own idea of what our night out would be like. ‘It’ll be fun!’

‘When will you be back?’ I asked again, as casually as I could, directing the question at Amethyst. Despite my best efforts, the words were shot through with a thread of pure desperation.

Neither of them appeared to have heard me. And so, I decided to affect indifference, about this, about the whole crushing matter of them leaving, about my failure to engage with the immediate future and my need to lie about it, almost a reflex now; my need to lie about everything.

And the needlings of Marcus and the indifference of Amethyst were, ultimately, small and trifling cruelties compared to the deeds of The Annihilator, and the events of the Last Day.




2


3. Under night’s urging, that treacherous evening,

Reason and base lies engineered:

Mad and deluded, erring; perceiving

In tedium, infinite fears.

4. Under lone exile, desire: even now,

This house entices, surprises

Until naught remains; I see easily how

An unquiet night terrorizes.



I SLEPT BADLY. My night was full of half-dreams, broken scenarios in which I was always close to humiliation, abandonment and utter defeat; I woke feeling as if I’d fallen down a flight of stairs. To cheer myself, I dragged a chair over to the window and sat watching, with a cup of instant coffee and a cigarette, as the rooms at The Ridge began to empty.

At first, I’ll admit, it was funny to me, seeing everyone leave. From three floors up, I watched, delighted, as they packed up – along with their Anglepoise lamps and stereo systems – their lurid, noisy university personas. The people they had tried out being, wearing like costume, for the past year.

And so, there went Nick Tanner, captain of the university rugby team, climbing sombrely into the black Saab that belonged to his dad, who, it transpired, was some kind of clergyman. Nick’s expression was a mask of shock; he looked for all the world like he’d been arrested. I half-expected his stern-faced father to push him down by the top of his head into the back seat. And there went Fay, shy to the point of fainting when sober, but if given more than one drink would reliably make an exhibition of herself. Fay’s mousy parents approached their daughter cautiously across the tarmac, as if she were being freed from a hostage situation, descending on her in a tearful embrace. And there went Nikki, or Nicola Molyneux as she’d now have to resume being, who had foamy-looking white dreadlocks and a nose stud and described herself as a New Age anarcho-collectivist, usually when nobody prompted her to do so. Her librarian-sensible and painfully embarrassed-looking mum came to collect her in a tiny blue Mini Cooper, which the pair of them packed up in a silence so strained I could feel the crackle of it from fifty yards away.

The amusement began to pall, however, when people who were more than simply the background scenery of my life at The Ridge also started to disappear. Phil – probably my best friend here after Marcus – an amiable ginger-haired young man who never swore, always shared cigarettes and played fragmentary Metallica songs on his acoustic guitar, was the first on my corridor to go, knocking on my door to wish me a good summer. I watched sadly as his bemused dad – looking uncannily like an older version of Phil – arrived as though through a time warp to rescue his younger self. Angela, who lived directly across from me, was next to vanish, meaning the corridor would never again vibrate to the shockwaves of her constant manufactured dramas, ranging from the terror of upcoming exams to breaking up with her on-off boyfriend, a singularly dull Classics student called Andrew.

It was easy, during term time, to sneer, yet now, it was plain to see that all of this was colour, was context, was life. It was infinitely precious, all of it: youth and folly and energy, the envy of the whole dead world, now itself dying, ossifying into the stale shorthand of nostalgia, a simplification of itself from which it would never recover. This rich combination of things – people, time, place, circumstance – would never repeat, never happen again, and its priceless complexities would be smoothed away by time, its heady and unique flavour condensed by memory into a series of images bland as flashcards; a dance, a laugh, a kiss, a song, stripped of all vitality.

And every hour, the corridor I lived on, and the hall of residence that surrounded it, grew quieter; the building around me seemingly growing larger and more imposing as its population dwindled. It’s like they’re all dying, I thought, as I shut the window. Succumbing, each one, to a disease that would take them, and leave me, cursed and alone, with the one person whose company I wasn’t sure I could endure.
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After lunch, Marcus and Amethyst left together in Marcus’s car. This made sense, as they both lived in West London; Marcus in Ealing, Amethyst in Notting Hill. Neither of them had very much stuff, so their belongings all fitted into Marcus’s battered blue Volvo. I persuaded him to take a couple of boxes of my things too, partly because it reduced my luggage here solely to things I could carry, which I felt might be handy, and partly because I wanted a hook, some sort of obligation, in Marcus’s life. Even someone as allergic to short-term planning as I knew that beyond the immediate problem of summer lay the larger problem of next year’s living arrangements, and I half-hoped that Marcus and I might get a house together, maybe with Phil. Leaving Marcus in possession of my music system was therefore a tactical move. It meant that when he came back, one of the first people he would have to see would be me.

I helped them load the car. Every cardboard box I carried was a step closer to being alone, and having to face whatever happened next, so of course I dawdled. When the car was finally packed, I realized I was staring at Amethyst, as if I were a faithful dog, she my indifferent owner.

‘I suppose this is it,’ I said, more sadly than I intended. In response, she smiled a restrained, political smile.

‘See you, Alex.’

‘Take care out there,’ I said. ‘Let me know when there’s an address I can write to you.’

She looked excessively grave and serious. ‘I shall.’ I got the impression that Marcus was grinning, but when I looked, he turned away.

‘Goodbye then,’ I said. What did I want to happen? In that moment, I wanted her to embrace me, to kiss me, to make it clear that she would miss me. I wanted to matter to her. In the end, of course, she simply gave me a perfunctory hug and a kiss on the cheek, before detaching herself from me with the air of someone having fulfilled some grim but necessary duty. And, ultimately, wasn’t it better this way? This way, I could maintain the agonizing fiction that we were drifting towards being a couple, that the endless summer apart was just one more bump in a road that led to a beautiful inevitability. I could survive on that delusion all summer. Before I could say anything further, Marcus’s hand clapped firmly onto me, gripping me so tightly I thought his fingers and thumb might meet somewhere in the meat of my shoulder.

‘See you on the other side of summer!’ he said, playfully mock-punching me. And then, he turned away, opened the driver side door of the Volvo and swung himself inside.

As he did so, he muttered, almost imperceptibly, from the corner of his mouth, ‘Good luck on the trawler.’

For a split second I perceived his grinning face as something diseased – a ripe spot about to burst. I looked away, just as a smirking Amethyst, already in the passenger seat, put an elbow playfully in Marcus’s ribs. Then, Marcus parped his horn twice as the car accelerated up the driveway, and Amethyst’s pale, delicate arm appeared from the passenger window and gave a regal wave.

And they were gone.


[image: ]


I went back up to my room, intending to look out of the window, down onto my fellow students, for a while, but the fun had soured. Plus, I was just watching strangers now, people I didn’t know, and never would. A thin young man with bleached hair and a vintage leather jacket with band names carefully painted onto it was arguing in a petulant voice with both parents about something he deemed of vital consequence. This argument continued into the car, meaning that the young man’s distracted dad almost drove into another car, triggering shouts and beeps and sheepish apologies. Some distance away, a tall young woman with long, vibrant red hair, wearing a pale green dress, turned away from this scene as if offended by it, meaning I would never see her face. Someone’s mum carried a ballgown wrapped in plastic in their outstretched arms, as tenderly as if it were a child pulled from an earthquake.

I left the window, and lay on my bed for a long time, long enough for the squares of fading amber reflected from the windows of the opposite wing of The Ridge to travel most of the way across the walls of my room. I didn’t move, save to breathe.

People descended the stairs at the end of the corridor. Everything sounded louder now, hollow, booming, clattering. I became aware that, while everyone else was descending, I was climbing upwards, doggedly, against the crowd. Upwards, upwards, until the staircase became impossibly baroque and wide and grand, yet somehow also narrow, claustrophobic, filled with items and objects, and I was almost to the top, and something long forgotten that I knew was there, a puzzle that I might finally, this time, resolve. And then a step was missing, and I fell forever, jerking awake with a shivering start, fully clothed.

My room had grown chilly; the window was still open, but the temperature had plummeted. Outside, it was evening, night strengthening in shifting shades of blue and grey, giving way to darkness.

Something on my desk caught my eye, white to the point of luminescence in the failing daylight.

One of Amethyst’s menthol cigarette filters, kissed with crimson lipstick, sat in the green glass ashtray I had liberated from the nearest pub specifically so she could smoke in my room.

I stared at the cigarette butt for a long time, suddenly aware that this moment, however small, was one of profound choice.

It was very easy to foresee a moment when I might, my judgement eaten away by loneliness, make of it a relic, another thing that reminded me of beautiful, unobtainable Amethyst, soon to be on the other side of the world. I could see myself putting this cigarette butt in a matchbox, putting the matchbox on a shelf. Taking this treasure out at night, like a medieval priest with a fragment of saintly bone. Her lips touched this. Putting it to my own lips, imagining a kiss. The object representing not just a person, but an era, now gone forever. And this would be madness.

I picked the cigarette butt up as if it were something dangerous but currently inert, like a stunned hornet. Before sentiment could intervene, I threw it out of the window.
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5. Each day enduring that endless routine,

Numbed in those years so received.

Uttered in nightmare, eternity’s dream;

An unholy becoming achieved.

6. Dreadful exigency, losing one’s nerve,

Gethsemane. Death’s abrogation.

Yet salvation’s impulse now something inverts:

Let endless night come. Elation!



ON MONDAY MORNING, I awoke to find I was the only person left on my corridor.

The cleaners arrived, three cheery, chatty local women in their fifties, whose loud laughter announced their presence long before they were visible. They fell silent when they saw me, sitting at the kitchen table chewing cereal; they seemed baﬄed as to why anybody would choose to linger in this place. The three of them bustled around me, moving with a clear and defined purpose that I, lacking any purpose whatsoever, found both tiring and vaguely shaming. After ten minutes in the kitchen, trying to make coffee and bumping into one or other of the three women at every turn, I couldn’t stand it any longer and left.

I wanted to go for a walk, but the weather had soured alongside my mood. June – which had begun with sunny days, boozy picnics on the lawns and drunkenly innovative celebrations of exam results – was ending in the static wash of constant rain, too heavy to make going outside a practical proposition.

That didn’t matter, however. There was enough of the vast emptiness of The Ridge to explore.
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Without students, The Ridge’s role was not immediately obvious. The place could just as easily have been a boarding school or a mental hospital. The rows of lifeless rooms were depressing, though I was obscurely cheered to note that the bile-yellow linoleum floor tiles of my corridor had been inflicted on the entire building. From a tall, grand window at the end of the wing I didn’t live on, I paused to look out at the main entrance, where the words SOMMERIDGE HALL ran across the top of the porch, in Antiqua Double. Over the years, whatever held those words to the pediment had degraded, the letters had sagged out of line, and the psychological effect of reading the building’s name now was akin to the feeling of watching a lunchtime drinker trying to appear sober and dignified in a busy oﬃce.

While the dorms had become merely sad, the communal areas had become downright unsettling. The main corridors were now lit by single bulbs set into wire baskets, like the emergency lighting on a stricken submarine, enhancing the impression that some unspecified catastrophe had occurred. The refectory, once so loud with the clatter of cutlery and the barrage of excited chatter that you could barely hear someone across the table talk at normal volume, now sat cavernous and echoing. The hall bar, where so many drunken nights had played out, was saddest of all – closed steel shutters and clean, empty ashtrays, the stale smell of the aged carpet slowly curing in the still, grey air. The shadows seemed to have multiplied, to replace the people who had left, gathering in corners, lurking under staircases. The slightest noise would make the emptiness mutter.

Of course – having no choice – I had stayed at The Ridge over the Easter holidays, and before that, bits of Christmas, but this was different. On those occasions, other students had stayed behind too, and there was a sense that the place would be back to normal again in a couple of weeks. Now, it was being reset, waiting for a new cast of characters, the previous year’s intake having cleared the stage. Standing in the empty lobby, before a mass of pigeonholes half-filled with letters that had arrived too late ever to be read, I was hit with an overwhelming sense of being in utterly the wrong place.

When I returned to my corridor, the cleaners had left, the small communal kitchen smelled of bleach, and all the rooms bar mine had been left open, with doors ajar, as if ransacked. I opened the door to my room – with its posters and timetables of lectures and flyers for club nights, now oﬃcially a time capsule of a bygone age – and flopped down onto the bed.
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That night, when I leaned out of the window and counted the other lights still burning in The Ridge, there was only one, a solitary light shining from the ground floor, cutting into the fading daylight, making a slab of watery yellow on the lawn outside.

Two people left, then. In a building designed to house hundreds.

So there was me, and – who was the other person?
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On the Monday of the second week, the rain stopped, and the sun, unseen for days, broke through, making everything sparkle. Inspired by this change in the weather, I decided to take decisive action to improve my situation.

I would make the forty-five-minute round trip to the nearest corner shop, to buy more cigarettes.

In my pigeonhole in the front lobby, I found a brown A5 envelope. No stamp, just my name punched crisply into the brown paper by an electric typewriter: a letter from the university. The sunshine gave me confidence, and – in a decidedly uncharacteristic show of meeting a situation head-on – I tore open the envelope as I shoved the front doors of the building open, and read its contents as I walked.

Nothing in the letter came as a surprise. It reminded me – with the steely politeness of English oﬃcialdom – of the period by which all students should have left their university-owned student residence and sought alternative accommodation, going on to apologize profusely for the university’s carelessness in not reminding me sooner of this fact. The letter was practically mortified, therefore, to have to point out that I would definitely have to leave at the first opportunity, and that I had currently accrued one week’s worth of extra accommodation fees, payable to the university governing body as soon as possible.

The letter’s author, a jagged sawtooth line of blue ink above the words STUDENT HOUSING OFFICER, sincerely hoped I would understand.

I understood, but not in the way I imagined I was supposed to. I screwed the letter up and threw it away.
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And so, although events were taking shape around me whether I participated in them or not, I still found myself quietly calm. I was strangely unmoved by the threat of imminent eviction, or even the accommodation fees I absolutely couldn’t afford. I had no idea why I was so calm, but didn’t want to investigate this perspective in case, in doing so, I dismantled it. I bought my cigarettes and smoked two on the way back to The Ridge, in a mood that was almost triumphant.

One way or another, I mused, things were coming to a head.

The sunlight clotted over with cloud at about 2 p.m., and the day resolved into a warm, wet, grey. I drew the curtains. As much as I tried not to, I thought of Amethyst. What was she doing right now? Was she still in London, or had she already flown abroad? Already lounging on a beach in some country I would never visit, this place and me the very last things on her mind? I imagined her trading thick handfuls of absurd-looking paper currency to jaded locals in exchange for drugs. A beach party at dusk; everyone in swimsuits, everyone high, minds filled with thrilling and utterly inconsequential chemical revelation. And I saw – very clearly, as if she were in front of me – Amethyst herself. She was wearing a dazzling white bikini, large bug-eyed Jackie O sunglasses. She was smiling, in a way that she had smiled at me perhaps twice in our entire acquaintance, a smile of genuine warmth, and if I embraced her, I knew, her hair would smell of salt, of the sea. The sunlight that fell on her flat stomach, on her breasts, her hips, her cheekbones, was as white and pure and alien as the light of a distant star. This vision pulled on a cord that wound itself very tightly around my reasons to be alive, and contemplation of it sucked the breath from me as surely as if I’d been punched in the gut.
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The question of who the other resident might be was answered later that night, when, leaning out of the window for a final night-time cigarette, I saw the Pale Strange Boy.

As I watched him cross the lawn, returning to his room, I realized I had observed him many times before, throughout the year, without really seeing him. This situation was made possible by the fact that even though he was obviously shy, he was also very distinctive-looking. His hair was white and waxy, like sheep’s wool, and his skin appeared to be the same colour as his hair, as if he were made of the same materials throughout. You’d have almost said he was an albino until you saw his eyes, which were a striking mineral blue.

I watched him, hardly daring to move, as if I were observing something wild that could easily be spooked. He was carrying two heavy-looking plastic shopping bags, walking silently and carefully across the gravel path, like someone trying not to wake a light sleeper. As he did so, he looked nervously all about him, even glancing up at my window. My lights were off; I had finished my cigarette and had dropped it out of the window before I had seen him, and so I was certain he couldn’t see me, but I still held my breath for a second.

He turned away, approached the main entrance, paused to find his keys.

The front door of The Ridge slammed shut behind him, harsh and final in the damp night air.
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Again, the next day, I considered the idea that it would be prudent to make a plan, some sort of survival strategy for the next few days and beyond. But once again, I found the future paralysing in its immensity, insufferable with its constant demands, its desire to be at all times catered to and created. It was annoying, a pest; I almost felt it was beneath me. A wounded, arrogant voice pulsed through my head sometimes, and it did so then: I lived through catastrophe, it said, and I saw The Annihilator. As a result, my perspective is entirely different – not only to what it was before, but also to everyone else’s. Why should I bother with these trifling matters? For enduring the things I lived through, I should either be celebrated, or left alone. With no small effort, I ignored the voice. Instead, I went into town and, as an act of defiance, used a chunk of my remaining savings to buy a bottle of very good wine.

Returning to The Ridge, I found another oﬃcial-looking brown envelope in my pigeonhole. I took it up to my room, and burned it in the ashtray, before pouring myself a glass of excellent Merlot.

I realized I was waiting for something; a sign. Some catalyst that would spur me into action. Such a thing, whatever form it might take, could not, nor could ever be, the letters from the university, or my own dwindling funds, or even the food – scavenged from other people’s cupboards and the freezer before the cleaners arrived – running out. It would, I felt, be something unambiguous, something I couldn’t ignore. A sign.

I wondered, almost idly, what shape such a thing might take.
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Over the next three days, I saw the Pale Strange Boy more and more, coming and going, always nervous and awkward, largely nocturnal, his waxy paleness accentuating the impression that he was something not quite formed, something larval. He gave off, even at the distance from which I observed him, an impression of fearful furtiveness. I wondered who he was, what he was studying. Classics, I guessed, or Philosophy; something you’d have to rectify later with the inevitable law conversion course. Or maybe he even studied English, like me, lurking at the back of the lecture hall to minimize the chances of being asked for an opinion, and that’s where I’d seen him before? I couldn’t remember.

I thought of saying hello, given that events had conspired to put us in the same boat. Had it been practically anyone else I was sharing the abandoned hulk of The Ridge with, I would have made some kind of friendly overture, or at least introduced myself. And it would have been in my best interests to do so, to find out what his situation was; how things stood with him and the university, what his plans were, how he was coping, what the hell he was going to do next.

But I didn’t approach him, without articulating to myself precisely why. I suspected it would feel unwholesome, like putting your hand in cobwebs.
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7. Storms orchestrate rumbling rain overhead,

Weep over everything. Rust.

Flow, live, old water, in night’s grey undeath.

Narcotic, his eyeless eyes dust.

8. Eerie does night end. At the horizon,

Dawn’s rays: emerald, amethyst.

Righteous eyes must perceive this. Your dubious reason,

Evil’s arcane motives suppressed.



IT WAS THREE DAYS LATER, just before dawn, when I heard the scream.

At first, it seemed inseparable from the state of sleep, an overspill from a nightmare; one single bright burst of noise, of scalding realization, that sounded briefly and then stopped. It echoed around my skull, around the vast cube of space enclosed by the empty arms of the building, and was gone, to the point where I began to question whether I’d heard it at all. However, as full wakefulness came, there was no doubting that I had heard it, and no question as to where it had come from.

I opened the window as wide as it would go.

The Pale Strange Boy’s room, the light always on, looked quiet and still.

Should I do something, call someone? The Pale Strange Boy, whoever he was, sounded as if he were in real distress. There had been something animal in the scream, simultaneously free from human restraint but trapped by circumstance.

And then all at once the front doors of the building cracked open with a sound like a gunshot, and there he was, lit by the sickly yellow glow of the entrance hall.

His waxy white hair looked even more artificial by this light, his pale face virtually fluorescing. He wore pyjama bottoms, but no shirt: I could see his narrow chest rise and fall rapidly, as he gulped down air, like a rabbit hunted to ground.

I was sure I couldn’t be seen, but nonetheless, I dared not move.

He walked a few paces forward, staring into the empty lawn, the row of trees beyond. He raised an arm and pointed, accusingly, into the shadows under the cypress trees. He pointed and lunged, jabbing his finger, his mouth agape. His sightless eyes widened.

Hardly breathing, I looked over to where his gaze was fixed.

There was nothing there.

His arm dropped to his side. He staggered forward two more steps, as if in a passion of doubt, and seemed to realize at the same time I did that his feet were bare. They were, like the rest of him, very white, shining under the dawn light like bone. Cautiously, he advanced across the asphalt driveway, like a wading bird at low tide, each foot placed carefully, tentatively, in front of the other. All the while, he didn’t take his eyes from the row of cypress trees.

What was the thing you did with sleepwalkers? You woke them up? Or was that the very thing you shouldn’t do? In that moment, I couldn’t remember.

Slowly, he wrenched his gaze away from the trees. He turned in his own time, like a rusty clock mechanism in the shape of a human being, emerging stiﬄy on the hour to strike a bell. Then he stopped, and, in one smooth movement, turned and looked upwards.

Directly at me.

Time itself elongated. The blood in my body felt like something corrosive; I thought that he might point again, might scream again – only with words, this time, terrible words, some awful, final judgement on me and my character, my life story, seen in its entirety by a pitiless god, something I would never, ever recover from. But then, he simply turned to face the doors again, setting each footstep down carefully. His hand plunged twice for the door handle, gripping it at the third attempt.

And then he was gone, and the courtyard was empty.
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The ground seemed a thousand miles below me, a black chasm.

I became aware that I was shaking. I was about to light another cigarette when I realized there was already a freshly lit one between my fingers, somehow. I breathed the smoke in gratefully, as if it were clean mountain air, and listened as my heartbeat went from a gallop to a canter to a trot, and slowly – slowly – returned to normal.

This place – The Ridge – had changed, or maybe had simply reverted to what it had always been. Belatedly, I saw that it was merely a piece of scenery that reflected whatever mood was projected onto it. Life – noisy joyful existence, carefree term-time fun and youthful energy – had fled from it, and it had responded to this absence with spite, becoming something else, something strange. Only the insane could live here now; rising barefoot to greet the dawn, screaming at the trees.

They were welcome to it.

I shut my window and, with daylight purpling the sky, closed the curtains. At some point I must have gone back to sleep, but not before I finally, finally, made a decision, and set my alarm.
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A few hours later, I got up, showered and dressed, and went to do what I should have done weeks ago.

I called the Student Welfare Oﬃce from the brown payphone in the lobby of The Ridge. It was time to come clean, collapse the waveform, turn the many dire possibilities of my immediate future into one single dire outcome. I needed to know my options: I needed guidance. The secretary, in a voice both sweet-natured and cheerful, informed me that my timing was appalling, as the Student Welfare Oﬃce was closed until Thursday, three days away, for staff training, but if I came in at ten that morning, I should be able to see the Welfare Oﬃcer in person. I nodded contritely, as if the woman could see me through the telephone, and wrote the details of this appointment down on the back of a bus ticket.

Three days away. Three more nights, at the very least, stuck here at The Ridge, with a man who screamed at the trees.
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That night, however, as darkness fell and I leaned out of my window to smoke, the rain coming down hard and heavy, I saw no other lights anywhere in the building.

Even the Pale Strange Boy, it seemed, had finally left. Now, I was entirely alone in The Ridge.

My initial sense of relief was replaced by a greater, unanticipated sense of unease.

It occurred to me that I might be the only human being for a mile in every direction. It was unlikely anyone would be out in the nearby suburban parkland in this kind of weather; even the hardiest or maddest of joggers or dog-walkers wouldn’t venture out in this downpour.

Previously, I had felt isolated at The Ridge, but now, I felt like the last surviving member of the human race. Every single door of every single room stood open, and every single room was empty. The echoing rain made the place seem even more like the abandoned hulk of a great ship, adrift in the night, driven by the mindless tide, bows washed in spray; pilotless, rudderless, The Flying Dutchman. The clouds dissolved, and the moonlight gave the world and its contents a uniform texture, as if all were composed of the same indefinable substance, grey as lunar soil, hard as marble. In that moment, it became diﬃcult to believe there ever was anyone else alive, anywhere; as if space and time had crumbled, decayed, and there would only ever be this, now.
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9. Because life is suffering, sanity-rending;

Its poor end not in numinous glow.

Instead narrowing to oblivion ne’erending;

Our trite heaven is not granted, now.

10. Ever, strange sickness: grinding relentlessly;

Our woes incarnate nothing great.

In night’s numb inkiness, giddily, heedlessly,

True misery accumulates.



FINALLY, THURSDAY CAME. I showered, dressed in my most respectable clothes, caught a bus into town and made my way to the Student Welfare Oﬃce. For once, the sun shone.

The oﬃce was housed in a grand Victorian family house of considerable size, partitioned up into oﬃces, near the Humanities faculties. The largest oﬃce of this complex, situated on the first floor, was the lair of a tiny, fearsome, caustic woman called Daena McCullough. Daena McCullough’s role, as far as I understood it, was to make sure nobody fraudulently received financial help, or genuinely received financial help, or received any help, of any kind whatsoever, from the university. She was excellent at her job. I had been to see her once before, when a grant cheque had not materialized on time, and I needed cash to cover the days until it appeared. The encounter had been an ordeal: I had left with nothing apart from an indefinable feeling of guilt for having the temerity to bother her. I had come here today to – what? To beg her to ignore the fact I was still living on university property? To kick me out? Again, I just wanted to know what my options were.

On my last visit to see Daena McCullough, the waiting room outside her oﬃce had been full. Students freaking out due to exam stress, or seeking advice about emergency contraception, or simply just enduring a good old-fashioned nervous breakdown. Today, however, after I’d clomped my way up the stairs to the first floor, I found the waiting room empty apart from the receptionist. I sat fidgeting for five minutes, already feeling that same obscure sense of shame familiar from my last visit, as if I were awaiting treatment for a sexually transmitted disease. I worked out things I was going to say, in the sure knowledge that I would forget them the second Daena McCullough set eyes on me.

The receptionist called my name; superfluously, as I was the only person there. I stood up so fast my vision blurred, and stumbled into Daena’s oﬃce.
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She sat behind a desk, comparing one set of paperwork with another. She didn’t look up when I came in, merely pointed to the empty chair on the other side of her desk with a red pen. I never saw her when she wasn’t sitting in her chair, but from what I could see she was a small woman in her early fifties with caramel-coloured hair, styled into something tall and defiantly at least twenty years out of fashion. Despite the warmth of the day, she wore a brightly coloured sweater with a knitted pattern of Scottie dogs; her fingers were adorned with a variety of rings set with large, garish stones. After a couple of seconds of silence, I realized she wasn’t going to prompt me to speak, and so I began to talk, explaining what I could of my predicament. All the time I spoke, she didn’t look up, or desist from writing notes with her red pen.

‘You’re not unique, you know,’ she said, apparently speaking to the document in her hand. ‘There’s a few of you who preferred to stay here over the summer.’ The red pen went through another line of text, deleting it from existence.

‘I didn’t.’

‘Didn’t what?’ There was already frost in her voice.

‘Didn’t prefer to. I didn’t want to stay here. But there’s nowhere else I can currently go.’

‘Really?’ The red pen deleted another line of text. She still hadn’t looked at me.

‘I have to stay here,’ I said. ‘I have no choice.’

‘Really,’ she said, again. ‘No choice? You’re nineteen years old, Mr Lane. All you have is choice. Trust me. Endless choice.’

‘I don’t,’ I said. ‘Have a choice, I mean. There’s literally nowhere else I can go.’

‘Hmmm.’ She tapped her upper lip with the pen. Her gaze was still firmly fixed on the documents in front of her. ‘I mean, you could always just go home? Everyone else manages to.’

‘I can’t.’

Finally, she looked at me over the top of her glasses.

‘Why ever not?’ Her tone was artificially cordial, the prelude to unleashing a black torrent of scorn. But, for the first and only time in my dealings with Daena McCullough, I was ahead of her.

‘It’ll probably just be quicker if you look in my file.’

She peered hard at me, scanning me for impertinence. When she could detect none, she scooted her chair the short distance to an olive-green filing cabinet. A few seconds of casual flipping with her pink acrylic fingernails produced a cardboard folder. She scooted back to her desk and opened the file.

After a minute or so of silent reading, during which she rolled her tongue round her teeth as if counting them, she reached the relevant information. The Last Day. The Day of The Annihilator.

This discovery was unmistakeable. She froze, and, slowly, her mouth hung open involuntarily as she read, giving her a vaguely simian look. A minute passed. Two minutes. Three. Eventually, she closed the file carefully, as if the details needed to be shut away, lest they contaminate other files, other life stories. She took her glasses off. They were on a cord, and sat on the bosom of her brightly coloured Scottie Dog jumper as she put her elbows on the armrests of her chair. She was, I realized, assessing me properly, for the first time.

‘No other relatives you can stay with?’ she said at last, in a quiet, almost kind, voice.

I shook my head. She put her glasses back on, but by now she was looking through me, not at me, and thinking. I didn’t interrupt her; I had played my only card.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Here’s what I can do. You’re not the first student to have… extenuating circumstances. You’re not even the first one to have come to me this week, though you have left it rather later than I would have liked for me to do anything about it. So here’s what I can do. You’re up at… The Ridge? Yes?’ She spoke the name as if the place were a maximum security prison.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, every summer each hall of residence is hired out for conferences or whatnot. Including The Ridge, I’m afraid. So you can’t stay there. In two weeks’ time the place will be swarming with Mormons.’

‘Okay.’ I had no regrets about this at all. After the last three weeks, I felt that if I never saw The Ridge again, I’d be happy.

‘There are of course various other university-owned properties, houses and so forth’ – she gave a little pause before dashing my hopes – ‘but they’re all currently occupied.’

‘Oh.’ Was she toying with me, I wondered? Dragging me forcibly through a tour of my own stupidity, in order that I might learn an improving lesson? She reached for a folder in a wire in-tray.

‘However, it would appear… you’re in luck.’

She opened the folder. ‘Six miles north of The Ridge, in the countryside, the university is looking to acquire a large, empty property called Marshlands, and all adjoining properties, with a view to turning them into a seventh hall of residence.

‘Marshlands is a former private hospital. It’s been empty for a long time, but there were some… issues with the estate. The plan is to entirely renovate the place over the next two years or so, but in order for that to happen, the university has to finalize the sale of the place, and in order for that to happen, the surveyors have to make a proper assessment. And in order for that to happen, the place has to be entirely cleared out, and all contents removed.

‘So, in an attempt to be magnanimous to people like yourself, who’ve elected – or ended up – spending the summer here, and also to save money, the university has thrown this task open to the student body. There’s a team of supervised students who’ve signed on to clear it up. They started this week, I believe.’

‘I… didn’t hear about this?’

‘There were posters about it all over the Student Union.’

I almost never went to the Student Union building. Amethyst disliked it, so that had more or less made the decision for me.

‘Anyway, as well as being accommodated in a dormitory on-site, the team up there are being paid three hundred pounds a week, which the university has deemed fair for the work.’

‘Bloody hell,’ I said, before I could stop myself. I needn’t have worried, however; my swearing didn’t even slow her down.

‘Bloody hell indeed, Mr Lane. And as you can imagine, on such attractive terms, all of the available positions were filled ages ago by eager students.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ Then why the fuck—

‘However,’ she said, shutting the folder, ‘I had a phone call late yesterday afternoon. One of the students helping with the clean-up has dropped out. Family emergency, apparently.’

‘So they… have a free place?’

‘Yeeees,’ said Daena McCullough slowly, as if talking to someone heavily medicated. ‘For as long as they have work that needs doing, anyway.’

‘So… I can stay there? And be paid?’ It had been so long since I had felt joy, or enjoyed any kind of good fortune, that I felt breathless.

‘It would appear so. Your timing, Mr Lane, is excellent. I will place a call to Jilly Cowie, the project leader up there, immediately. And Mr Lane?’

She peered at me over her glasses. If I’d considered her previous stares withering, they were as nothing compared to this one.

‘I’m sticking my neck out for you here, so don’t make me regret this.’

‘Of course. I mean, of course not.’ I was reeling. What had I expected, realistically, from this interview? A rap on the knuckles for staying at The Ridge without informing the university, a bill – payable whenever possible – for the weeks I’d already lingered? And me begging Daena McCullough – not figuratively – for another week at The Ridge, so I could find a dismal single room in town and a summer job to match.

And now, suddenly, everything felt luminous.

‘Thank you,’ I said, standing up. I held my hand out for Daena McCullough to shake. I have no idea why I did this. She stared at my outstretched hand with cold baﬄement until I retracted my arm, mechanically, over the table. In my mind’s eye I saw my hand shrivel and drop off, onto the floor, to join the desiccated husks of other well-meaning hands there, going back many years.

‘I imagine there are forms to fill in?’ I said quietly.

‘Oh yes,’ said Daena McCullough, visibly and genuinely brightening for the first, and only, time in our acquaintance. ‘A lot of forms.’
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Two hours later, I sat in a pub near the Student Welfare Oﬃce, sipping a celebratory second pint of Guinness, stunned by my good fortune. Calls had been placed, forms filled in, and Daena had informed me that the team at the hospital would be expecting me up there on Monday afternoon. Everything had – with no effort on my part – entirely worked out, and now not only had I somewhere to live and a job, I also had a purpose and a plan, possibly for the entire summer. And I would be paid, and paid well. If I stayed for the next eight weeks or so, up until term started, I could walk away with just under two thousand pounds, once my debts to the university were paid. I could put down a deposit on a house for next term, maybe even have a little left over. Who cared that it didn’t mean I would get away anywhere? I could make up a more exciting summer when I finally saw Amethyst again.

Or, I thought, I could just work for six weeks and fly out to see her, wherever she is.

The alcohol, on an empty stomach, made me euphoric, and so I simply sat, adrenalized and exhilarated by my undeserved good fortune. I headed back to The Ridge two pints later, still luxuriating in the lack of pressure, the absence of guilt for my very existence. My key, scraping four-pints-drunk around the lock, sounded loud in the empty courtyard.
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My bare feet pattered down the concrete stairwell, onto the ground floor and into the lobby.

There was the reception area, with its wall of pigeonholes. There were the oil paintings of notable benefactors, hung high enough to deter all but the most determined pranksters, grotesque and monstrous, grimacing out from murky silence. I drifted noiselessly through the empty refectory, chairs tipped against tables, the room pungent with disinfectant.

I had known all along where I was heading. At the east side of the ground floor, I walked along another hallway lined with open doors. The rooms beyond had not been cleared yet. In the first one, a box of cornflakes and a can of kidney beans sat on the desk; on the second one, some scattered postcards were stuck to a corkboard, reproductions of works by Cranach and Bruegel. The third room was still decorated with fluorescent Day-Glo flyers for rave nights at various clubs: Utopia, Elysium, Eden, Xanadu.

None of this was what I was looking for. Advancing, step by cold step, I halted by the fourth door on the right, and knew at once that this was it.

The room of the Pale Strange Boy.
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The door stood half-open. The room smelled of stale washing, a faint chemical whiff of deodorant. In the middle of the floor was a cardboard box, which had once held fabric softener but now contained empty vodka bottles.

On the desk, however, was some kind of book or journal; large and old, leather-bound, not the kind of thing one would deliberately leave behind. A red volume.

I was about to open it when something made me glance out of the window, into the dark, still courtyard, and upwards, to my room.

Within the rectangle of shadow contained by my window, something twitched, turned.

A pale face floated out of the abyssal blackness of the room like the face of a submerged corpse, and grinned down at me.
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The bang of the chair hitting the floor was loud: I did not recall standing up. But I was lying down, surely? And then briefly, I was both, caught in a superposition, trapped here, in the dead building, and I was dead too. Maybe I was haunting myself. Maybe there was never anyone else here, and if there were, maybe they were here years ago. Amethyst and Marcus, everyone else who lived here, maybe they were all long dead. Three weeks ago. A hundred years ago. A hundred thousand. I thought I recognized this horrible predicament from somewhere, and that sense of recurrence made me panic even more until I realized I had kicked the chair over.

I was in my own bed, in my room. I had not wandered the cloistered expanse of The Ridge at all, just explored the model of it in my mind. I wondered if I had heard a scream or produced one, or whether I was just remembering the Pale Strange Boy and his night terrors of the previous – when was it? Time seemed not to be working any more. It was two in the morning. I was in bed. I had not gone anywhere. I had kicked the chair over. The chair was on the floor.

I snapped my bedside light on, but the dread at the core of the dream endured, present in everything, saturating my perception. I lay still, and only when my left forearm began to ache did I realize how tightly I was gripping it with my right hand. Time slowed, became meaningless, as sleep began to take me. Three weeks. A hundred years. A hundred thousand.




II

MARSHLANDS
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11. Regions immortal supposed hitherto,

Gilded ruin of this Earth, sparkling quartz;

Utopia, Elysium, Eden, Xanadu.

To realms empty, mad eyes sight awards.

12. Stranger. Reclusive, elusive, strange, pale:

In time’s empty tragedy held.

Ever, his own unhappy shout exhales –

In no sense atones. Now expelled.



NEXT MONDAY, on my last ever morning at The Ridge, I rose early.

I had expected to sleep in, to luxuriate in the feeling of having somewhere to go and something to do, but instead I found I was just keen to leave. I ate breakfast, then packed my things, which did not take long. As Marcus had left with my stereo, and all my tapes and CDs, the contents of my room fitted into one green canvas bag and a rucksack I’d bought a while ago from the Army & Navy Store. The minicab I’d booked to take me to the address that Daena McCullough had given me turned up at 3 p.m.; I got in, and, entirely without ceremony, the car pulled off, and we left. I thought I might watch The Ridge drop away behind me, melting away to nothing, as if I were in a film, and the moment narratively significant, but in the end I didn’t bother. I just wanted to be somewhere else.

After a mile of steadily thinning suburbs, urbanity gave way to trees and hedgerows, and I realized that I had been so elated at the prospect of leaving The Ridge that I hadn’t given any thought whatsoever to where I was actually going. I should have asked Daena McCullough dozens of questions, but I was too used to the habit of not being concerned about my immediate future, and too enamoured with the idea that I had landed squarely on my feet, to think about that at the time. The possibility occurred, far too late, that I might be heading out of the frying pan and directly into the fire, but there was nothing I could do about that now. Nevertheless, having nothing else to focus on, this dread grew and grew, and in the back seat of the cab I began to persuade myself into a silent state of panic at what I might have signed up for, three hundred pounds per week or no. Where was I even going? Daena McCullough had said it was a hospital, was that right? Even that felt like something I might have made up. I looked again at the card she’d given me with the address on it.

I read the word Marshlands, and a shadow fell across the page.

I looked up to see a pair of enormous stone gateposts, looming in front of the car, topped with stone orbs. From these monoliths sagged two rusted wrought-iron gates, twelve feet high, once dignified, now bent and exhausted. A hand-painted hardboard sign attached to the right-hand gate with cable ties said PRIVATE PROPERTY – KEEP OUT.

And then we were on a small private road, approaching what appeared to be almost a small hamlet, a group of stone buildings huddled together under a vast, dreary sky.
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The cluster of dwellings were all two, three and, in the case of the main building, four storeys high, made of some drab local stone, now speckled with yellow lichen. This main building looked, at first sight, like a school: the kind of place where a single stern headmistress held sway over terrified staff and pupils, or where a cultish order of Victorian social reformers might have sought to manifest some highly specific Utopia. Extending diagonally outward from the right side of the main building, like a ramshackle prosthetic limb, was a 1970s one-storey wing of indeterminate function; seventy years younger than the rest of the complex, it was already falling apart. Two large three-storey blocks loomed behind the main building, with some kind of kitchen block a little way off; even further away sat the tiniest possible version of a chapel, suitable only for private prayer, now boarded up and padlocked. All of this was surrounded by meadows, not recently mowed, but clearly maintained to some degree.

We swung to a halt in front of the main building. The cab driver handed me my bags wordlessly, as if I had besmirched the family name and now must join the Foreign Legion. In return, I tipped him all the change I had in the world, which he still managed to stare at derisively, as if it were an insult.
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