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  CHAPTER 1


  Joannas father Toby had wanted to call her Melissa but he played no part in the final decision because he died more or less in childbirth. Her mother Fleur dismissed the
  name out of hand and even Tobys death did not change her mind.


  So it was that Joanna Mary Driscoll was born at 8.15 in the morning on the last Wednesday in May of 1994, breathing in the air of the York Hospital Maternity Unit with a puzzled and anxious look
  in her pale blue eyes. Toby would have picked her up and comforted her but he had been dead for over an hour by that time, driving straight into an oncoming petrol tanker as he left the hospital
  car park in an unreasoning panic. He was racing home to collect Fleurs bag of vital accessories  left behind by him, as she pointed out, when her waters broke.


  They didnt tell Fleur about the accident until after Jo had been delivered, and something began to go wrong between mother and daughter as soon as they did. Fleur, the few remaining soft
  parts of her beginning to harden over, looked grimly at her baby with blame already hanging in the air between them.


  Fleur had been the main wage earner in the marriage and she went back to work as soon as she could, so Jo was cared for by a succession of nannies mostly too young to show her more than an inept
  sentimentality. Over the next few years, the ones who were old enough to understand rapidly fell foul of Fleur when they dared to imply she might do well to spend a bit more time with her daughter.
  It was just after one of these had left, fired abruptly the previous evening as soon as she had finished the ironing, that Fleur found she had no alternative but to take Jo with her on her
  days business.


  That was why Jo, as a toddler, quite baffled by the world, found herself in the village of Stamford Bridge, a few miles outside York, tagging along as her mother strode round a ramshackle
  Georgian mansion. Fleur was barking questions at the cowed girl from the estate agents, who was starting to understand why her more experienced colleagues had suddenly found pressing alternative
  duties.


  Jo started to cry when she looked out of the patio doors across the farmland behind the house. Irritated, Fleur asked her what was wrong, but she couldnt explain because she didnt
  know. At four years and two months old, how do you decode a tide of adult grief without any protecting drainage channel of words or concepts? All Jo knew was that the bit that she was just starting
  to understand as herself was shredded by a turmoil of utter sorrow bowling down at her from across that bleak field.


  Fleur tried to reason with her but reason had nothing to do with this. Crying turned to howling and then into such an utter loss of control that the young estate agent found herself propelled
  forward to bend down and clutch the tiny girl to stop her damaging herself while the mothers mouth tightened in anger as she stood and watched.


  After ten minutes, all the muscles Jo was using to cry and writhe were so worn out that she heaved to a halt, rolled over towards the window and stared out in a dull torpor. That was when Fleur
  finally picked her up, taking care to keep the childs tear-stained cheeks away from her silk blouse.


  No more? she said. Youve finished then? and the little girl pointed with an unsteady finger out across the fields as if that explained everything.


  Driving back home to York brought a change in Jo that her mother was too annoyed and too busy with her own thoughts to recognise. Sitting strapped in her child seat, Jo tried to turn her head to
  look behind, then stared out of the window when a bend in the road allowed a brief glimpse of the receding village. She had a picture of a bridge in her head but it faded away so sharply that she
  gave a little sniff of surprise. It left something behind. All at once, and for the first time, Jo felt her separateness, aware suddenly that she was one single person, different to this mother in
  the front seat. Furrowing her brow, she began to explore herself, trying to test out where she stopped and started.


  That night, Jo lay in her bed knowing she was alone, that beyond the tips of her fingers and her toes nobody else was there who knew what she was feeling in the exact way she felt it. She wanted
  Francesca to read her the rest of The Gruffalo but Francesca had been sent away. She picked up the book from her bedside table, struggling with both hands, and opened it to look at the
  pictures, trying to find the last one they had looked at together before Francesca had kissed her goodnight and gone to finish the ironing  before she had heard loud voices downstairs and
  her mother shouting. She let the book fall on the bedcover and saw the bridge again, in shape after shape, all imagined, all wooden, all sad. Clutching the woollen doll another lost nanny had
  bought her, she held it squashed against her chest, fearing that if she let it go someone might come and bury it in the earth by that bridge. Then she began to cry silently, keeping the sobs inside
  for fear of footsteps on the stairs.


  Lost in that misery, someone quietly spoke a name inside her head, touched her on the forehead  behind the forehead where it really hurt, kissing the tears away from the inside. In the
  filtered evening gloom of the curtained room someone was there with her, giving her courage, telling her she was not alone after all and everything really would be all right. Something like a story
  without words filled the room, sealed off the rest of the house and brought her safety. It was a story about friendship and love, a promise of the future  even better than The
  Gruffalo, thought Jo as she fell asleep.


  When she woke in the morning, she was so delighted by the visit that she told her mother about it at breakfast. A week later, her mother took her to a large, quiet house near the Minster where a
  quiet man sat in a quiet room and asked her lots of questions with long, quiet silences in between.


  Your mother tells me you have a new friend.


  She nodded.


  She says your new friend is called Girly. Is that right?


  It was near enough, so she nodded again.


  Is that Girly? he asked, and it took her a moment to realise that he was pointing at the woolly doll. She was so surprised at his mistake that she laughed out loud.


  Thats a toy, she pointed out in a kind voice so he would not feel hurt. You would have thought a grown-up would know that.


  Afterwards she sat in the waiting room, watching Antiques Roadshow on television while the quiet man talked to her mother.


  Its nothing to worry about, Mrs Driscoll, he said. A high proportion, perhaps even a majority of children of Joannas age have imaginary friends. It can be a
  reaction to all kinds of things  a bit of stress, a bit of loneliness, sometimes neither of those. Its often the more intelligent children who need to have someone they can talk to.
  It may be an animal or a fairy or another child.


  This one isnt any of those, said Fleur. She talks as if its a grown woman.


  The psychiatrist was about to suggest this might be a mother substitute but he looked at the jut of Fleurs jaw and thought better of it.


  Theres another thing. She keeps eating grass.


  Grass?


  Well, plants and leaves. Things from the garden and the hedges. I told her she would poison herself and she just said no, she wouldnt, and it made her feel better.


  Thats probably harmless, said the psychiatrist uneasily. Animals do it. Lets look at the other side of all this. What is it you like about your
  daughter?


  Like?


  Yes. Well, all right. What pleases you? What does she do right?


  All that came into Fleurs head was that her daughter was surprisingly good at predicting the weather but that felt more like an irritation than an accomplishment, starting from the fine,
  warm day when Jo had developed a wobbly bottom lip when she wasnt allowed to bring her raincoat with her and they had both been soaked by a downpour that seemed to come from nowhere.


  Shes very tidy, Fleur said, but it didnt seem an adequate response.


  Back home, Fleur often found herself wanting to shout Dont watch me like that when she saw her daughters eyes following her. What she meant was Dont
  need me like that, which you might say was not her fault, going straight back to her own mother and her mothers father and grandfather, and on backwards veering between genders for
  thirty, forty, fifty generations  all the way back to one who started the whole chain reaction without any parental influence whatsoever. Perhaps any one of them could have broken the chain
  by deciding to do it differently. Could have done, but didnt.


  Jo became a very quiet little girl when she was at home. At school, she could talk to her secret friend in her head, but she learned to close that door when she knew her mother was around and
  that meant that at home she was only half a person. At night, when her mother was downstairs, she could talk again, sometimes out loud, and her friend would be there to reassure her, to go over the
  events of the day with her and show her how to smooth away the sharp parts. She didnt know that Fleur could creep up the stairs, leaving the television turned up to cover her. She
  didnt know that from the other side of the thin plywood that had turned the old doorway between their rooms into a clothes cupboard, her mother could hear anything she said and write down
  what she heard. That was why, once or twice a year for the next five years, Fleur would take her daughter to another quiet specialist and then another, always hoping they would take it more
  seriously than they did. She wanted them to treat her daughter like you treat an old house for woodworm, as if a spray from some magic chemical might make her normal.


  When Jo was nine, Fleur went to a parents evening at her school. It was an expensive private school and she went because she had recently bought the vicarage next door.
  As a speculation it looked like being rapidly rendered unprofitable by unexpected problems in the roof and she thought perhaps the head might see it as a worthwhile investment to help the
  schools expansion. That meant serving her time by sitting down to listen to Mrs Hedges, Jos teacher, and it soon became apparent that Mrs Hedges had something to say.


  Im very interested in an expression Joanna used in class, Mrs Driscoll. Its not one Ive heard before.


  Fleurs first thought was that her daughter had used a swear word because it would not have surprised her at all that Mrs Hedges hadnt heard it. Mrs Hedges seemed to have only a
  small fingerhold on the real world that Fleur inhabited, the world of business. She had no time for the whimsical and indulgent take on childhood that Mrs Hedges had displayed on the few occasions
  they had met. She did not see it as a teachers function to show undue fondness for the children in her care nor to bring them up in the belief that the world was a benevolent place only
  distinguished from fairy tales by the absence of talking rabbits.


  What did she say?


  We were discussing proverbs, you see? Its such a good way to get them to look at language and culture and history.


  The only proverb that immediately came to Fleurs mind was A fool and his money are soon parted, a statement of which she thoroughly approved, so she simply raised her
  eyebrows and Mrs Hedges, sensing a chill without understanding why, floundered on.


  I asked them if they knew any proverbs and she put her hand up, you see? She doesnt often do that so I went straight to her and she said this odd thing.


  Which was?


  She said, The mist on the hill bringeth water to the mill. Now, I wonder, is that something you say in your family?


  No. Why on earth would anyone say something like that?


  Mrs Hedges opened a folder and Fleur noted grimly that the cover was decorated with stuck-on pictures of roses. Then she said, Womens jars bring mens wars. At
  least I think thats what it was and, um, yes, The hasty hand catches frogs for fish.


  And is that supposed to mean something? It sounds like nonsense. Fleur looked across the school hall to where Jo and a group of other children were being rehearsed in some
  entertainment that she feared the parents would be expected to sit through at the end of the evening.


  I was hoping you could tell me, said the teacher. I took the one about mist and mills to mean that good things come out of bad and I looked up the frogs one on the internet.
  It says its very old and Sir Walter Scott used it in Ivanhoe. I wondered if youd been reading Ivanhoe to her or something like that?


  No. Fleur hadnt been reading anything to Jo and wasnt sure if Ivanhoe was a poem or a book.


  And the womens jars thing? I cant find any trace of that.


  I have no idea. Does this matter?


  Well, yes, I think perhaps it does. Since then her writing has really taken off. Shes turning out to be very imaginative. She has been writing some lovely stories.


  Mrs Hedges delved into the rose-covered folder again and any other mother there would have smiled and reached for the papers she brought out and been thrilled that their daughter was showing
  early literary talent but Fleur, who was not any other mother, had something more pressing on her mind. She looked across the room and saw Justin Reynolds, a member of the Council Planning
  Committee, just getting to his feet from another session at another table. She left Mrs Hedges stunned by the speed of her departure, though somewhat relieved.


  In the car on the way home, as Jo waited without success for any mention of the songs she had sung in her first ever public performance, her mother said, Ive arranged for Maria
  Reynolds to come and play.


  With me? asked Jo, surprised.


  Well, of course, with you. Who do you think shes coming to play with? Me?


  To Jo that somehow seemed less unlikely. The closest she had ever come to Maria Reynolds was in the brief moment before Maria had pushed her over in the playground. She said nothing.


  Where do you get all these sayings from? her mother asked. All this stuff youve been spouting in class about mists and frogs and jars. Have you been reading
  books? It sounded like an accusation.


  Someone told me.


  What someone?


  But Jo had learned not to mention the friend she talked to every night when she went to bed  the friend who was there for comfort and for wisdom, who spoke to her from inside her
  head.


  I dont know, she said.


  Youre getting very secretive. I dont like it.


  That evening Jo sat in her room, getting ready to do her homework. Mrs Hedges had asked her to write another story.


  She settled in her chair and opened her exercise book. What shall we write about this time? she asked into the silence of her room and listened to the answer, smiling to
  herself.


  Fleur came in much later, noticing the light still on. She had been on the phone for most of the evening trying to sort out the problems at the Durston barn conversion where the highways
  department were kicking up about access on to the lane. She tutted when she saw Jo lying asleep with most of her clothes still on, unbuttoned all she could and rolled her daughter under the duvet.
  Then she saw the open exercise book.


  My Cottage, she read. My cottage stands where it has always stood, under the edge of the hill, and it is made out of the bones of the hill. All its stones came out of the
  hill and its beams are made from the trees that grew on the hill. One day it will sink back into the hill but only if I am not there to save it.


  They lived in the heart of York, in a house made of good Victorian brick. Fleur tutted again. Mrs Hedges might like it, but imagination didnt put bread on the table.


  Jo wriggled away from the noise her mother made, burrowing miles down to the place where she really lived, in the cottage room under the eaves where the evening air, blown by birds wings,
  carried in the scent of kindly thatch.


  After school the next day Maria Reynolds came to play. She loomed over Jo, blotting out the light and hissing murderous and mysterious words of ill omen at her whenever they were by
  themselves.


  Have you been saved? she said. Youre going to burn in the fire. Did you know that?


  For once Jo tried to stay as near her mother as possible to keep this fat malevolence under some sort of restraint, but Fleur shut herself away in her study, leaving her daughter to endure the
  pinches and the mean taunts. Even when Marias father came to fetch her, the misery did not end because Fleur poured him a glass of sherry and shut him inside with her. Jo set up the skittles
  just outside the window for safety and she could see them talking inside  saw her mother unfolding plans, laughing and smiling as she never normally did. They were at it for half an hour and
  whenever they were both looking the other way, Maria would throw the hard wooden ball at Jo instead of at the skittles.


  Im going to heaven, she said. Ive been saved. You havent. Youre a sinner. You deserve whats coming to you.


  At the weekend, Fleur announced that they were going out for a picnic, which was not something they had ever done before.


  Where are we going? Jo asked.


  Its by a river. Theres a field I want to see.


  It was usually houses and old barns her mother wanted to see and Jo was very used by now to hanging around while Fleur talked to men with clipboards and tape measures who got out of battered
  vans. Its what keeps us fed, my dear, was what Fleur always said if she thought she caught a look of boredom. Your father didnt provide for us, so I have
  to.


  A field sounded good until she asked the next question, looking at the hamper her mother was loading. Will we eat all this food?


  We will, and Mr Reynolds will, and Maria and her little brother.


  It took them nearly half an hour to drive there. Now, what I want you to do is take Maria and her brother off and give me some time to talk to their father, said Fleur.


  Isnt their mother coming? Jo asked hopefully.


  Shes coming a bit later, said Fleur, when shes finished doing something or other for their church. Theyre very religious, you know. Theres no
  need to make a face. Theres nothing wrong with believing in things.


  The picnic was indeed in a field on the edge of a river, but what Fleur hadnt said was that the river flowed through a village that felt a bit like a small town because it had factories
  and a big caravan site on that side. The field was a bit further down the river but it wasnt the sort of field that promised fun even if Jo had been by herself. Marias brother was
  called Simeon With an e, he told her, like in the Bible, and he joined in the game of bullying Jo with a zeal that showed how accustomed he was to being the usual
  target.


  You dont go to church, do you? he asked as soon as they were by themselves.


  Ive been to church, Jo said. Ive been to a wedding and a christening.


  Thats not real church. Thats misusing the churchs solemn fabric for earthly ends. If you dont go to real church, youll go to hell. You have to be
  saved.


  She wont be saved, said Maria with contempt. Who would bother to save her?


  God the Father would, said Simeon. He saves anyone who wants to be saved.


  Not her, said his sister. Dont talk about what you dont know about.


  Hed save her.


  Who says so?


  I say so.


  Words came to Jos mouth.  They say so is half a liar, she said quietly.


  What does that mean? That doesnt mean anything. Are you saying Im a liar? Maria stepped up to her, inflating herself and butting Jo with her stomach so that she had
  to step back.


  I dont think a real god would be like that, Jo answered bravely. God tempers the wind to a shorn lamb.


  Simeon made a loopy sign with his hand. You say stupid things, he said, and Maria pushed her so that she fell over backwards, then kicked her and walked off laughing. Jo felt tears
  coming to her eyes with the pain of the kick and reached out in her mind to her private friend, the wise and gentle one who was always there for her, but instead of that comforting strength she
  could only feel distant misery.


  That was a shock. It was the first time there had been any distance at all between them. She could not remember the time before her friend. That calm, consoling voice had always been somewhere
  just there. If she could have reached inside her skull, she could have put her finger on the exact spot, towards the back and a little to the right. Now she could feel someone still close by, but
  not with her  and it was someone who was hurting even more than she was. Jo got to her feet and ran along the edge of the field, with the water flowing just beside her, past the
  twisted shopping trolley wedged among the stones and the pool where dark fish flicked their tails, all the way to the far hedge where she knew her friend was, where she was needed.


  She knelt close to the riverbank right by her friend but there was a wall between them and she knew this best of friends didnt want to drag her into whatever was happening. She persisted,
  opening herself up to the misery next to her until she broke through the barrier and found out, much too fast, what death and the sorrow of death felt like.


  Fleur eventually found her there, curled up in a ball and weeping. The Reynoldses were close behind her, the father and the mother, with Maria and Simeon hanging back behind them, grinning.


  Whats going on? Fleur demanded, and Jo was too carried away to observe her usual silent discretion.


  He was killed, she got out between sobs. They killed him. He did it to save him.


  Who did it to save who?


  He did. Her son. Her brave, brave son.


  Whose son. Who is her?


  But before Jo could find a way not to answer that, they both became aware of a mumbling from behind them. Fleur turned sharply to find Justin Reynolds wife, Leah, making the sign of the
  cross over and over again as she recited an incantation in a language Fleur did not recognise at all.


  What on earth are you doing? she demanded.


  Asking the help of the Lord for your poor daughter in her affliction. The Lord will come to her aid.


  Fleur remembered just in time that she needed the Reynoldses and choked back her words.


  Leah Reynolds, warming to her task, gesticulated ever more violently, then knelt and put her hands on Jos head. Jo twisted to escape but the woman wrapped one arm right round her and held
  the girls head back against her chest with the other hand. Her husband watched with an expression of pride on his face.


  Shes done this before, he said. Casting out. She has special powers. Fleur thought hard about his position on the Planning Committee and did her best to smile,
  as Leah Reynolds continued to intone.


  Let me go, said Jo quietly. Leah Reynolds ignored her. What? said Jo. There was a silence, then she said, You have no right to restrain me. Please take your
  hands away.


  Leah Reynolds went on speaking in a monotone. Fleur thought perhaps it was Latin and then Jo started to laugh and laugh, not hysterically but in adult amusement. Oh you silly
  woman, said the child. Go on. Just get it over with.


  Next week, her mother took Jo to a new person in a new office  a woman this time who was far less quiet and told her more than she asked her. After she saw the woman, her mother started
  to give her tablets and Jo could hear her friend telling her not to take them, to hide them in her mouth and spit them out later, and that worked for a week or so until her mother caught her and
  then she was forced to drink a whole glass of water and it was impossible not to swallow. The tablets made her feel sleepy and dull and not at all herself. The worst thing was that they pushed her
  friend away so she could only feel her, waiting anxiously, too far off to talk  her friend Gally.


  



  CHAPTER 2


  They left the house in York when Jo was twelve years old. She got up when the alarm went off on a perfectly ordinary Friday morning. There was no milk in the fridge, just two
  half-empty bottles of white wine and a carton of apple juice. She looked for bread to toast but had no luck there either, so she poured the apple juice over her cornflakes. It wasnt good.
  She searched the ironing pile then went upstairs. Fleur was in the bath with the door ajar.


  I cant find my gym clothes, Jo said quietly.


  Where did you leave them?


  In the washing. Thats what you told me to do.


  Did I? Look in the machine. You should get yourself sorted out. I did my own washing when I was your age.


  Downstairs, Jo found them, twisted in the middle of the sopping wet load. There was only ten minutes to go before she had to leave and she could think of no way to dry them in time to avoid all
  the trouble shed be in if she didnt have them. She squeezed them out as hard as she could but they were still completely and defiantly wet. She put them in the tumble dryer on full
  heat until the last possible minute and all the difference that made was that they were very hot and just as wet and the steam made her eyes wet too  unless she was crying, which she thought
  she might be. Somehow she had managed to annoy her mother almost every time she had opened her mouth that week, but when she cried Fleur got angry so Jo had saved her tears for when she was alone
  in her bedroom. The tablets didnt stop the tears  they just made them seem to come from off to one side.


  She put the hot, wet clothes in a plastic bag and tucked them in her backpack, imagining what the others would say in the changing room when she tried to put them on. They called her
  Dopey Driscoll at school. Despite that, when she went to the front door she was relieved to be leaving the house. She enjoyed the moment of opening it, like a cork letting the
  pressure out of a bottle. The door was a wooden eyelid, blinking open to a street of old brick houses and parked cars, a street that smelt different every day, a quiet street with sometimes just a
  silent passer-by. Until that morning it had been a predictable process, that passage through the door, but as it started to swing open, before she could even see outside, Jo heard a noise like a
  mass intake of breath and a shuffling as if some large animal was preparing to pounce. A crowd of men were clustered around their steps, the closest of them actually standing on the bottom step.
  There were cameras pointing at her and a tall, bald man near the back shouted, Is your mother in, ducks?


  Jo stepped back, stunned, and slammed the door. The wet clothes didnt matter because she didnt go to school that day and Fleur told her not to go near the front windows and not to
  answer the phone which rang all the time.


  That evening they climbed the fence into the Robinsons back garden then squeezed through the hedge into the driveway beyond that, coming out into the supermarket car park and then walking
  and walking until they got to a small hotel on the Fulford road. All Fleur would say was that she would tell Jo when the time came.


  At breakfast next morning the time did come when the newspaper arrived with the pallid scrambled eggs. It had a big picture of her mother on the front page.


  Developer Accused in Planning Scandal was all Jo had time to see before Fleur folded it inside out and sat on it  that and a smaller photo of her mother and Justin Reynolds
  cutting a tape with a pair of scissors and a big smile.


  Is it bad? Jo asked. It was the first time she had ever seen her mother look uncertain.


  Nothing that wont blow over.


  That was you and Mr Reynolds in the paper?


  Some shabby little journalist has got the wrong end of the stick. Fleur looked around and lowered her voice although there was nobody else in the room. I build houses for
  people to live in and nobodys grateful. Nobody at all.


  Jo tried to feel sorry for her but nothing much came. Surely there should be a connection between us, she thought to herself, but the old familiar voice whispered in her head.
  Youre not really hers, said Gallys voice and tears came to her eyes  tears of relief that Gally was still there. Jos tablets had been left behind at the
  house, along with almost everything else. It was a whole day since she had taken one. She didnt like her tablets. They wrapped part of the inside of her head in a fuzzy blanket that stopped
  her talking to Gally, stopped the parade of thoughts and pictures in her head, stopped her wanting to write stories. The tablets painted her whole life grey and made her heavy. Youre
  not really hers. It felt a harsh judgement but she knew it was right.


  Mr Reynolds wife came to the guest house that morning for a huddled conversation in the bedroom while Jo had to sit downstairs reading. Mrs Reynolds came into the room half an hour
  later.


  Hello, Jo, she said. Your mother asked me to give you some more spiritual cleansing. Ive got a minute or two. Just kneel by my feet, will you.


  No, said Jo. Thank you. Theres no need.


  Oh, but there is. Thats the Devil speaking. We must drive him out.


  Now listen to me, said Jo firmly. You have very little understanding of these things and it is quite possible, though not absolutely certain, that you have a genuine wish to
  help me, although it is equally possible that you enjoy the power you can wield over less forceful people, but I have a different understanding of the way the world works. I believe there is no
  evil, only an absence of good from time to time. Nothing in me needs driving out and if it did, I would not choose you as the driver.


  Mrs Reynolds listened to her at first in surprise, and then in some kind of growing horror.


  Thats not you speaking, Jo. Dont you see? Thats the voice of the Old One. There is darkness inside you. I have to do what I have to do. You must be saved.


  She lunged forward and wrapped her arms round Jo, squeezing hard.


  Let me go, said Jo, then louder, Let go of me right now. Leah Reynolds put one hand over her mouth and began to intone In nomine Domini, Gloria . . .
  ending in a scream as Jo bit her hand and burst out of her grasp.


  I warn you, said Jo. I dont like hurting people unless I have no choice, and Im smaller than you, but if you come any closer I shall hit you so hard that it
  will really hurt, and the voice in her head, the old one who was not at all the same Old One that Mrs Reynolds meant, cheered her as the other woman rushed out of the room.


  There was a period after that when they lived an uncomfortable life in a chilly guest house in Scarborough. The only good thing about it  though it was a very good thing
   was that her mother entirely forgot about the pills in her preoccupation, so colour came back into Jos life to liven up the grey, and her private friend came back to her completely.
  It wasnt quite the same. Mostly, when Jo needed her advice or her support, she knew what Gally would say without needing to hear the actual words spoken in her head. Every now and then it
  was just like old times again and she would feel her friend really was right there, in her old place. Those were the times she liked best.


  One day, when she was feeling queasy after a breakfast of undercooked fat sausages, she found a familiar plant growing at the far end of the guest house garden. She picked a leaf and was
  crumpling it in her palm, ready to chew the pieces, when an urgent voice spoke in her head  Gallys voice.


  No, it said. Look again.


  So she inspected it and though it looked almost exactly like Holy Rope, she saw that perhaps it was not quite the same, so she threw the crumpled leaf away, took another one carefully from the
  plant and walked to the library to find a book that might explain her mistake. She could not find Holy Rope in the index, but after looking at all the pictures she had just identified it as
  Eupatorium when the young male librarian walked up to the table where she was bent over the book, took the leaf from her with a tutting noise and whispered, I think Id better throw
  this away, dont you?


  Jo looked up at him in clear surprise and he whispered again, with a smile, Oh, come on. You and I both know what this is. Youre a bit young for the weed, arent
  you?


  Jos blank expression made him stop smiling. Its cannabis, dear, he said. All right? When he left her alone, she studied the pictures and noted the
  differences.


  The effect of the pills was finally completely gone and she knew she had come back to life. Her old, secret friend now dwelt nearer Jos centre, usually silent but always there with a
  nudge, a thought or a different way of looking at things  more like a memory bank of wise advice now than an older sister. That left Jo a little lonelier but there were compensations. There
  was more acceptance at her new school, even people who were almost like friends, though she was not allowed to play with any of them outside school  for fear, her mother said, of drawing
  attention to themselves.


  Were like spies, you and me, said her mother. We have to stay undercover for a bit. Dont say where you lived before. Dont answer any of those sort of
  questions.


  More than that, there was the rich harvest of imagination that filled her head. She only had to close her eyes to see pictures of places and people, and around them she found she could spin
  stories that became more real for her than the alien seaside town they inhabited. At first the sea itself featured in none of them. Looking east across grey waves she had a sense of dangerous
  people far away, but these waves were as alien as the town itself. Just sometimes, when the wind was kind and the sun shone, she was reminded of a different sort of sea, a wide bay with headlands
  and a narrow strip of land separating the long beach from a lake at its back.


  The other compensation was that her mother had less power over her. For a quiet life, she did what Fleur asked her to do but she knew, because she had been told, that she did not really belong
  to Fleur and that made it possible to endure. The only time she really put her foot down was when her mother told her that they might go to live in Greece, where the sun shone and there were more
  of what she called development opportunities. The idea appalled Jo so much that she flatly refused to consider it and her mother was so unnerved by the icy obduracy she displayed that
  she let the subject drop.


  For all that, Jo was yearning for something and she thought at first that it might be the old house in York, though that didnt quite seem to be it. There was another blessing. They were
  further away from the field at Stamford Bridge and that suited Jo, because on the occasional times when they had driven past it, she always had to force her mind closed against a wave of
  sadness.


  Her mother spent a lot of time talking to lawyers. After two months they moved into a rented bungalow full of the sort of furniture that wobbled and squeaked halfway to splitting when you sat
  down on it. One day her mother came back to the bungalow late in the evening and told her to stop reading. Youve always got your nose in some book, she said. You should
  watch more TV. Anyway, Ive got something to tell you.


  She sat down dangerously, heavily. Jo thought her mother had put on a lot of weight since they left York. She brought cakes home every day and ate most of them herself.


  Were going to have a fresh start, said Fleur with a bright smile. I need to go somewhere else  somewhere where I can do the sort of things I do best and not
  have to argue with small-minded people all the time. Theyve got it in for me round here.


  Where are we going?


  Exeter.


  Wheres that?


  Fleur opened the book of road maps and pointed to it.


  Thats a long way away, said Jo, though she didnt mind that, not the way she had minded about Greece. She stared at the bottom corner of England pointing down to the
  left like a pigs snout, and felt a stirring of excitement.


  Yes, it is a long way, said Fleur as if that was the whole point. I just hope its far enough.


  So they packed up their stuff and on a fine Sunday they got in the car and drove away from the Yorkshire coast, along roads that got larger and busier until they were sucked
  into the bland and blinded motorway which hid England from Jos avid eyes behind crash barriers and signs and services. Even when it allowed her a glimpse of a church or a wood or a hill, it
  whisked them away again before she could find anything real.


  Four and a half dull hours brought them to signs saying Bristol and a violent couple of minutes where protesting horns erupted round them as Fleur swerved from lane to lane,
  cursing, as she lurched from one motorway to another. Jo saw wide water to her right and learned from the map that she was looking across at another country on the far side, no longer England but
  Wales. She was disappointed that it looked so similar as if it should have been a different colour.


  A county border sign said Somerset and the countryside seemed to grow kinder. For no reason she could understand, a fierce excitement began to bubble up inside her, then not so
  much inside her as from the outside, like a call or a promise. She tried to locate it by turning her head back and forth as if it were a homing beacon. Out across the fields and the trees, she saw
  a hill rearing out of the distant skyline, a sharp cone of green all by itself, and on top was the stone finger of a tower. She checked the number of the junction they passed, searched the map
  again and thought it might be Glastonbury Tor.


  The quiet voice in her head said Home and she searched the map again hoping that might be the way to Exeter, off to their left, but Exeter was still a whole page of map straight
  ahead.


  Can we go that way? she asked.


  Where?


  Over there, to the left.


  Thats not the way, Fleur said crossly.


  Please? Im sure well find somewhere nice.


  Dont be daft. Were going to Exeter. Its straight on. I just want to get there and put my feet up.


  There was a junction ahead and Jo felt an urgent desire rising in her, suppressing all her common sense. It was as simple and basic as being deep under water and needing to swim upwards.
  Just for a few miles, she said, then louder, I want to go that way. I want to see what its like. It cant do any harm. Turn left here  thats all you
  have to do. Please, just do that. She didnt know she was shouting, and for a moment she thought her mother was going to do what she wanted because Fleur pulled sharply across from the
  fast lane to the slip road, but all she did was bump up on to the kerb at the roundabout, switch off the engine and turn round to confront her daughter with fury on her face.


  I thought youd finished with all that nonsense, she said. All right then, little miss. Well get you straight back on the pills, just you see. Now you shut up.
  I dont want another word out of you.


  Dont fight her, said the calm voice in Jos head. Youre right. Thats home. Youll be free to go there some day.


  When? she asked quietly.


  When youre old enough. Soon.


  Sorrow crept through her as the land around chilled to evening and the turning wheels took them further away from wherever it was.


  



  CHAPTER 3


  Jo woke up sure she had heard the alarm, immediately afraid she was late for school. The bell ran away to the back of her head into the dream space and she knew it for the
  wrong bell, a church bell tolling wildly, not the clocks calm electric buzz. Night filled the room but it was an unfamiliar shade crossed with yellow and the sounds were unfamiliar too
   a quiet slapping of water and a car engine in the wrong place, with the wrong echo. Remembering she was now in this unknown Exeter, she got out of bed on to a bristly floor that released
  traces of a landlords cleaning chemicals as her toes disturbed the pile. She went to the open window, leaned out staring sideways, towards the dark water of the river with streetlight
  splashes bouncing on the ripples. The buildings beyond rose towards the centre of the city. It felt no worse than York, a little better even, just another place to be. Up the hill, a distant bell
  chimed twice and she switched on the light to check again that she had all her clothes ready. They were clothes from her old school and her mother had promised that the new school would not mind.
  There was the map her mother had printed off for her and two pound coins. Fleur had a meeting, she said. Otherwise she would have taken Jo there, as it was her first day, but she was sure it would
  all be all right. Jo looked at the map. It seemed a long way. She went quietly back to bed.


  In the morning, she took the map and the two pounds and a spare set of keys from a hook by the door and went out to find herself cut off from the city by the river. She turned right, looking for
  a way across, wasted five precious minutes, then turned back in mounting alarm and found a footbridge to the far side. There would be a bus, her mother had said, but when she found a bus stop, the
  names of the destinations bore no resemblance to anything on her map. She asked a young woman who looked like a student and replied in what Jo thought might have been German, then a traffic warden
  who pointed vaguely ahead. At nine oclock, when school started, her heart was pounding and she was finally in a road whose name appeared on her map, but it seemed to be a long road and the
  side turnings came crawling towards her, each one refusing to fit the deceptively ordered promises of her now-crumpled map.


  On the edge of tears, she sat on a bench and asked Gally to help her. To her surprise, she felt a small bubble of laughter start up inside her, a feeling of how ridiculous this was. Ill
  get there when I get there, she thought. It has to be somewhere.


  It was half past nine when she finally reached St Matthews School. The grounds were empty so she followed the signs to the school office where they looked at her clothes in surprise,
  consulted the computer and led her to a classroom where every eye swivelled towards her as she walked in.


  This is Jo, said the woman who had brought her. Shes just arrived.


  It was a science lesson and the class was split up mostly into groups of three, mixing liquids in tubes. The teacher looked around and settled on the only pair of girls. You can work with
  them, he said. Lizzy, look after Jo, will you?


  The girl, who had long blonde hair, made a face and Jos heart sank but all she said was My names not Lizzy.


  The other girl, who was short, studious and quite wide, said, Ignore her. Hes only gone and delivered you into the hands of the most dangerous girl in the whole school. Ill
  look after you. Im the sensible one. Im Ali.


  And that was how the three of them turned into a trio, how Jos life became more bearable and how she let more normal emotional comforts in. Lizzy  who turned out
  to be Lucy  and Ali had been inseparable for years. They had met on their first day at primary school when the teacher paired them up for a spelling exercise. Ali was immediately fascinated
  by Lucys insouciance, by her declared lack of interest in anything she termed boring and also by her clothes, which seemed to come from a richer and softer planet than the one Ali inhabited.
  Lucy was secretly impressed by the fact that Ali knew so much stuff.


  It took three weeks before Fleur found a private psychiatric clinic for Jo, in a large country house half an hour from Exeter, and that was a valuable three weeks because it cemented Jos
  friendship with Ali and Lucy before more tablets arrived to take the edge off her. The doctor had a name full of harsh sounds and a voice to match so that Jo could often not understand the
  questions he asked her. He listened to Fleur more than he did to Jo, nodding as Fleur described events that Jo had trouble recognising. He accepted Fleurs account of Jos imaginary
  voices and suggested a new brand of antipsychotic. It is mild, he said, only mild. You will hardly notice but very good, I think.


  Jo noticed and Ali noticed and Lucy noticed. After school, Jo would usually go back to one or the other of their houses. Lucys house was modern and airy and full of colour. Lucys
  parents, who were both something to do with media consultancy, treated their daughter as if she was an amusing acquaintance of their own age and gave her an allowance which meant Lucys room
  was always full of shopping bags and new clothes, a rainbow array of disposable self-indulgence. Alis home, indeed her whole life, was the antithesis of that. Her family lived in a Victorian
  villa with narrow windows  an old and serious place where the ceilings were high, the bulbs were dim and the walls were grey. There was nothing soft about it. The rooms were full of trays
  and boxes of bones and broken pottery and occasionally, when her mother came back from her latest excavation, Ali would find fresh boxes had overflowed into her bedroom. Her mother, who was the
  prototype of Alis short and powerful build, told her they were interesting and she believed her. While Christine Massey was away digging, Ali and her father would potter round the house in a
  companionable and undemanding alliance. He became much more fun. When Christine returned in a welter of rucksacks, the communication switched to Colchester colour-coated beakers, Samian bowls and
  the rim shapes of black burnished ware. Ali longed for the time when she would know enough to say something about them that her mother would want to listen to.


  The whole house smelt of old earth and slow decay and Jo woke from her first sleepover on a mattress on Alis floor to find herself staring into the eye sockets of a skull with a sword-cut
  across the top. She didnt mind that at all. She stared quietly at the skull until Ali woke up, wondering what sort of soft, flexible flesh had once turned it into a face, what sort of brain
  had steered it along and who had mourned for it.


  That was before the new tablets came. Afterwards, few thoughts like that could penetrate the chemical barrier. Youre a lot more normal these days, Fleur said.
  Thats a relief, I can tell you. No more talking to the fairies.


  Why do you have to take them? Lucy asked indignantly, sprawled across her bed. Theyre bad for you. Youre much quieter. My mother says you should call
  ChildLine.


  Its not her fault, said Ali, who was sorting her homework into folders. You know what Fleurs like. Would you want to argue with her?


  Ali knew all about forceful mothers. When Christine Massey thought something was a good idea, other people tended to give in. Christine had never considered the possibility that her
  daughters preferences might not be exactly congruent with her own. When she was seven, Christine hoisted Ali into the saddle of a small pony because she had heard that riding was the
  healthiest interest to cultivate in a daughter. Ali found the height, smell and muscled determination of the pony quite terrifying but that had no impact on her mother. Unable to see any
  alternative to falling off this wobbly ridge of leather-topped horseflesh, Ali did so many times and was immediately hoisted back on by Christine, who saw this as only a minor interruption to the
  project. Ali rode for the next six years without enjoying a single second of it and was only released when the pony died of old age, or possibly pity for her. During that time, the idea of telling
  her mother she would rather not never even crossed Alis mind. She had developed a worried look by the time she was five and it rarely left her. In her own life, she tried to be as forceful
  as her mother and could never quite bring it off.


  The three of them only rarely went back to Jos house. Fleur was usually busy, poring over plans and estimates on the kitchen table, or deep in conversations with builders and architects
  as she rebuilt her business life. Mother and daughter shared the same roof but very little of anything else.


  The three girls grew up at different speeds and in different ways as the years passed. Lucy went on looking two years older than she really was and refusing to take any boy
  seriously who wasnt another two years older than that. Jo had turned from child to girl and those boys who looked first at Lucy would often find something less obvious but more lasting when
  their gaze slipped to Jo, though they shied away from her detachment if they tried to take it further. Ali prayed secretly for some miracle of puberty that might stretch her upwards and inwards.
  One winters day at the end of 2009, just after lunch, Jo found her sitting on the frosty grass behind the science block, with her back to the wall and traces of tears on her cheeks.


  I was looking for you, Jo said as she sat down beside her. Whats up?


  Oh, nothing, said Ali. Everything. You know.


  No I dont. Tell me.


  Ali sighed. I heard Chris and Tim talking. They didnt know I was there. Chris said Id been mooning around and he thought I fancied him and Tim said Bad luck.
  He said I was a . . . She stopped.


  You dont have to tell me what he said. Hes an idiot.


  He said I was a fat dwarf with breath like a sewer.


  You havent got bad breath.


  Ali gave her a dark look.


  Youre not fat, said Jo, and youre five foot two.


  Five foot two and a half, said Ali and burst into sobs.


  Chris Mellon is a halfwit and Tim Smith barely even counts as a life form. Jo put her arm round her friends shoulders.


  Thats not everything. Theres Facebook. Ive been getting horrible messages.


  Who from?


  From the Six.


  The sleazy Six?


  The Six were the girls who thought they ran the school  the sharpest, hardest, rudest sixteen-year-olds in the place.


  Listen to me, said Jo. None of that matters. When weve done our GCSEs well be out of here and going to Exeter College and this will all be a bad dream.
  Thats only a few months.


  But right now, Im here and theyre here and . . .


  And what?


  . . . and Im nearly sixteen and I still dont have a boyfriend and I wish I did, Ali wailed.


  Ali, thats like crying on Monday because its not Thursday.


  What do you mean?


  Your life will come along at its own speed and when youre not expecting it, and theres nothing you can do to hurry it up.


  But it might not.


  Jo moved a little away from her and stared out at the wider world as if she were listening to something, and when she turned back Ali thought some mystery had come into her eyes. There
  used to be times when there werent enough men or women to go round, Jo said, usually men because they caught the rough end of the world. Then if you were stuck, like most
  people were back then, and you couldnt get away, you just had to put up with it, but even then the good ones found their match. I dont mean people like the Six, I mean the really good
  ones  people like you, the sort of people someone would want to spend their life with. The right person comes along. And its so different now. You meet so many people these days, so
  very many people. Nobody stays in one place any more but that helps, you see? Just breathe deeply and be patient. Your time will come.


  Ali stared at her. You havent been taking your pills, have you?


  Not for three days, said Jo. Mum forgot again. Shes picking them up today.


  Dont you feel the difference it makes?


  Jo shrugged. Yes, but then I forget.


  But for Fleurs approach to life, the friendship of the three girls might not have survived the amount of time Jo spent shut down in her chemically-dulled world. Fleur always put Jo second
  to her business activity and that meant there were regular periods when they ran out of pills. For three or four days, every now and then, Jo would emerge from that chrysalis and remind her friends
  why they stuck with her.


  The other two, Lucy in her studied flightiness and Ali in her stolid determination, were on a mission to save Jo from malign adult forces.


  One day in early May 2010, with the start of their GCSE exams only two weeks away, Ali summoned the other two to join her in a cafe on the way home from school.


  My mothers got this idea, she said, and Lucy groaned.


  The answers no, she said. Now whats the idea? Somehow I already know its not going to be fun.


  No, it will be. Listen.


  Does it involve digging?


  Thats not the point. It


  Its digging. Count me out. Lucy got to her feet and reached for her bag.


  Give her a chance, said Jo. She was dull that day.


  Why? I know all I need to know.


  There are boys, Ali said quietly, and Lucy sat down.


  Lucy was currently playing the role of tragically spurned lover. She had spent the past three months entwined around sharp-tongued Matt, tall, slim and nearly twenty  Matt, with his own
  band which played evening gigs in some of the towns bars and cafes. Matts drummer, Whizz, liked Jo in a hopeless and unrequited fashion but Ali knew none of them were interested in
  her.


  The group had been broken up by Matts sudden switch of affection to a nineteen-year-old music student.


  Its such a tragedy, Lucy had said. Horrible Harriets stolen him and its not just my pain, its yours too.


  Dont worry about me, Ali said immediately.


  I didnt really mean you, I meant poor Jo.


  Ill probably survive, said Jo.


  Lucy was getting tired of the tragic role. What boys? she asked.


  Twelve students from Bristol University.


  Twelve students? They could be girls.


  Ali shook her head. By the law of averages half of them will be boys. Thats two each.


  No its not. Its one each for you two and four for me.


  One? said Ali, Only one? but the fact was she would have given anything for one.


  You can have mine, Jo offered. She knew Lucy would be able to take her pick. Lucy had been surrounded by boys since they had first met. Jo had no obvious beauty yet, just a
  pleasing curve of cheek and chin framed by dark brown hair, but her smile turned heads and that smile, once so rare, was seen more often these days. The boys who were drawn to it got no more than
  polite interest. Jo found them all too young and wondered briefly if a Bristol student might not have attractions.


  Seriously, said Ali, none of us knew what to do after the exams, did we? At least none of us could think of anything our parents would actually let us do. She meant
  her parents and Jos mother, because they all three knew Lucys would let her do whatever she wanted within reason. The advantage of this is that my mother thinks its a
  good idea.


  My mother wants to send me off to some camp because shes going to a conference, said Jo.


  Hang on, said Lucy. Just before we sign up for this, what exactly is it?


  Its a three-week dig at a place called Montacute on the site of a Norman castle.


  Jo looked at her, frowned, looked away.


  Lucy studied her. Astonishing. You manage to sound excited about that.


  Its three weeks of freedom, Ali said with a note of pleading in her voice.


  Where will we be staying?


  Everyones camping. All the diggers. Im glad. Its much more fun that way.


  I have very firm views on camping, said Lucy. I dont mind sleeping under the stars so long as there are five of them and theyre fixed to a hotel
  wall.


  No, its really fun, I promise. They have campfires at night and they sing songs and stuff.


  Is there a pub? asked Lucy.


  Probably.


  Theyll serve us if were with all the others, wont they?


  Maybe.


  I havent been IDd for ages. Will they have power at the campsite? I dont want my iPod going flat.


  Power? Its a field. A field with boys in it, said Ali hopefully.


  But I know what archaeologists look like, said Lucy. Ive seen them on television. Theyve got long straggly hair like old sheep and theyre bald on top.
  They get incredibly excited about very small broken bits of pottery. Theyre always drinking beer and they knit their own sweaters.


  Where exactly is Montacute? Jo asked.


  Near Yeovil, said Ali, and brought out a map.


  As Jo looked at the map, some of the names on it penetrated the curtain in her head, prompting a small thrill almost like pleasure  Martock, Somerton, Wincanton. She put her finger on
  Montacute and knew she wanted to go there.


  A month and a half later the three girls got out of the Yeovil bus in the middle of Montacute village and lined up on the verge like some demonstration poster of different body
  types: Lucy, the tall blonde with the aquiline profile; Jo, half a head shorter, dark and curved; Ali, who barely reached Lucys shoulder, stocky and with hair which looked, as Lucy had once
  said in a far-too-honest moment, as if it had been assembled from other peoples leftovers.


  Jo was looking all around her and seemed to be sniffing the air. It was the nearest to liveliness that her friends had seen all week. The other two had come out of their GCSE exams released from
  pressure but completely true to type. Lucy had indulged in a theatrical spectrum ranging from comic despair after the Maths exam to
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