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For Lordy, with love




One day when we [Johnny Rotten and Bob Geldof] were both in Cork, he on holiday visiting his relatives and me picking up an Irish pop music award, we met in a pub. A man came over and put his hand on Johnny’s arm and began asking him a question. Johnny interrupted him halfway, turning around with those laser eyes and said, ‘Don’t touch me. I’m special.’

+

Bob Geldof, Is That It?


Monday

It was quite late when they saw the accident. They’d been driving for almost three hours, ambling down the M4 at a humiliating 55mph. The minibus—a rented Ford with a broken wing mirror—had been making shrieking noises for a while now. When Jaws changed gears or accelerated the shriek crept upwards, close to hysteria, choking Hen’s thoughts. On the level, moving along the slow lane as they were now, the noise subsided a little but the sudden switches of volume had prevented any of them from dozing off.

The minibus was arranged like a coach with seats running parallel down its length and an aisle in the middle, but this was not like any coach Hen had seen before. Normal coaches were designed with some token understanding of the human body. They had seats covered in carpet and armrests one could lever up in order to sleep. This thing had seats covered in gaffer-taped plastic, a floor speckled with old chewing-gum spots and a smell of sweat and fried rubber.

Jules leaned over the gap between the front seats and glared at the speedometer. ‘Doesn’t it go any faster?’

‘Play something,’ said Miss Naylor. ‘I spy with my little eye.’


Jules mouthed ‘Wanker’ at the back of Miss Naylor’s head and turned to see if anyone had been watching her. She caught Hen’s eye, grinned, and began picking at her cuticles.

The heat and the finicky driving were beginning to make all of them restless. It was one of those tight flat summer days without sun, and the heat rising up from the road seemed to get thicker with every mile they moved. It was making Miss Naylor’s foundation leak. Hen watched a trickle of sweat creep down the side of her cheek and disappear into her shirt. Miss Naylor had a broad, bland face, small eyes which bulged a little when she was angry and dyed ginger hair. She usually wore yellowy make-up slapped on thick as fish batter. The make-up clashed with the ginger and the result was so compellingly unattractive that Hen often had to suppress the urge to ask Miss Naylor if she’d ever considered surgery.

There were ten of them crammed into the minibus, eight girls in the back and two teachers up at the front. Things had started well enough. They had stood by the school gates waiting for the other two groups of girls to leave. Mel and Mina had been arguing, but as the last van turned the corner, they stopped and gazed after it. In the silence, Hen had glanced upwards and noticed that someone had left the porch light on even though it was now bright day. The light shone without anything to shine for, and there was something about its wasted usefulness which made her feel sorry for it. She felt empty for a second, a feeling almost like homesickness.

She wondered if she ought to feel jealous of the others. One lot was supposed to be going to Warwickshire and the other to Norfolk. She had no idea what either of these places was like, except that they involved countryside and undignified exercises, but it was possible that the countryside and the undignified exercises would be more interesting in Warwickshire and Norfolk than they would be in Gloucestershire.

Two minutes later, Jaws came round the side of the science block in the minibus. She was smiling. The smile dwindled as she drove closer.

Jules jeered. ‘We can’t go in that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because,’—poking an accusatory finger at the tyres,—‘it’s embarrassing.’

‘So how else are we going to get there?’

‘Maybe we . . .’

‘It’s either this or walking.’

‘. . . could just stay . . .’

‘No. Definitely not.’

Caz picked up her bags. ‘Come on. It’s bad, but it’s not as bad as here.’

And so far, she seemed to be right. Just to turn out of the school drive and onto the main road had given them all a flip of exhilaration. The minibus might be old, but it worked and the day was warm and every inch they drove was an inch further away from school. Izzy had brought along several tapes and taken control of the stereo, overriding Miss Naylor’s desultory protests. Hen had leaned back against the open window and felt the beat going right down deep into the back of her skull.

They’d chattered for the first hour or so, and then, as the temperature rose, had slowly fallen silent. Just after they passed the Swindon junction, the traffic slowed and then stopped.

Hen leaned back in her seat, shifting from thigh to thigh to stop her bones from aching. As they crawled round a curve in the road, she could see blue lights and the stripes of police vehicles ahead. An accident. The minibus screamed as Jaws tried to put it back into gear. The traffic was squeezing into the slow lane; once in a while a sunburned arm poked out of a car window, waving at Jaws to make space. Hen saw a carhil of small children making faces out of the window. One of them stuck his tongue out and rolled his eyes at her. Next to him, a little girl in pigtails raised a single obscene finger and giggled, her mouth shaping insults silently through the glass.

For the next half a mile, they stopped and stalled and started and then stalled again every few yards. A van which had been blocking their view moved over and Hen felt the blue light slam against the back of her eyes. The scene assembled itself into a recognizable disorder—three cars, one upside down with its back axle resting against the twisted central barrier, and another two crumpled beyond sense. Fragments of windscreen glass spangled prettily from the fast lane, and a fireman sprayed the bonnet of each car in a shining grey-green arc. Someone had scattered sawdust over something on the tarmac. There were two fire engines parked by the verge, an ambulance with its back doors swinging open, and three police Range Rovers. One of the policemen was standing near the flow of the traffic trying to direct the cars past the scene. Most drivers seemed too diverted by the possibility of gore to pay him any attention.

Hen was not sure where the figure came from. She only knew that she turned and saw someone running from the hard shoulder towards her. The person ran without purpose or direction, with no regard for where it was going or how it got there. It blundered into a shrub on the verge, pulled free and then ran on, almost as if it couldn’t see the line of cars, the motorway, the ambulance doors swinging open. There seemed no sense or reason in the figure’s trajectory, only this mad stumbling rush straight into the path of the traffic.

At the last minute, just before the figure whacked headlong into the side of the minibus, it stopped. Perhaps it had finally seen the white metal looming up in front of it; perhaps it had simply exhausted itself. It stood with its shoulder to the window, crowding up against Hen’s vision. In the stillness the figure reassembled itself. It was a woman, dressed smartly, as if for a wedding. She was wearing a tight, livid pink suit with a miniskirt that barely covered the tops of her thighs and a pair of vicious-looking black stilettos. Underneath the skirt, she had on a pair of scarlet tights which had ripped as she’d run. Her legs seemed absurdly thin and stringy, as if they shouldn’t have been able to support the person on top. The woman’s face was obscured by a huge cartwheel hat on which she’d fixed what looked like Valentine’s Day decorations—huge papier mache hearts, a plastic red rose.

Hen could hear the woman singing, repeating something over and over. And then she turned and the huge hat knocked against the window of the bus. It spun off, tripping over the road onto the verge. Hen saw, all at once, the woman’s face. The face was hideous: a huge sick purple moon, a chunk of rotting meat painted to look like a woman. On her cheeks there were pits and lines like the marks on something diseased. Her lips were slashed with scarlet lipstick and her gaze was high and hectic, as if nothing of the scene in front of her had registered at all. All the colours were wrong—the pink jacket, the scarlet lipstick, the face dark and raw as butcher’s liver. On top of the face, false and garish, was what looked like a black wig. Strands of dark hair hung down over the huge decaying nose, groping around her neck. The woman looked straight at Hen, and straight through her.

One of the policemen had seen the woman and was weaving through the ticking vans and people carriers towards her. As he got to the side of the van, he extended a hand. ‘Come on,’ he was saying. ‘Come on. We’ve been looking for you. Over here, love.’

The woman turned towards him. Hen saw the policeman stop. She saw the look on his face shift from hurried concern to incomprehension to a kind of blank-eyed terror. She saw his hand hesitate and his body go still. Then he gathered himself and touched the woman’s arm. ‘Over here,’ he said unhappily. ‘Come on.’

The woman stopped singing and looked down at his hand on the sleeve of her pink jacket. The silence stretched out. All the noises from the other cars seemed to have stopped; all the sirens and the racket of the crash dwindled away. There was just this policeman, and Hen, and the woman, standing there, watching the policeman’s hand.

Then the woman giggled coquettishly and began to walk away from the minibus, allowing herself to be led over to the police cars. As she moved, Hen looked down at her legs. And saw that her ripped scarlet tights were not tights at all. The woman’s legs were slathered in blood.

At the same moment, the minibus lurched forward. The policeman who had been directing the traffic appeared at the opposite window and then vanished behind them. Hen heard the crunching of the gears and the sound of the engine accelerating. She looked out of the window at the verge and saw the woman’s pink hat with its hearts and roses lifting and falling in the breeze. The motion of the hat made it look as if it was breathing, as if it too was alive, and just waiting there. She watched the hat until they were past, past the ambulances and the crash and the policemen and the hurting blue lights. She felt the wind against her face as the landscape changed and the green verge began to flick past as it had before. She shifted in her seat and found that she was shaking uncontrollably.

The rest of the bus seemed unconcerned. Jules had begun to say something and Miss Naylor was trying to reassemble the broken mirror so Jaws could see out of it. Ali, who was in the seat two spaces in front of her, sat up. She had been resting her head on the window and gone into a trance, staring fixedly at a spot somewhere up in the clouds. She didn’t seem to have noticed the window rattling against her head.

‘Hen.’

No reply.

‘Hen.’

Hen looked up. Jules was leaning over her, prodding her arm. The breeze from the windows had ruffled her hair out of its clip and it swung loose over her face. As she bent over Hen her eyes seemed larger than normal.

‘Space chicken.’

‘What?’

‘Hel-lo. Hel-looo. Earth to Planet Hen. Hel-lo.’

Hen looked down at Jules’s finger. ‘What?’

‘Fit policeman.’

‘What?’

‘Fit police. Didn’t you see?’

‘Where?’

‘The policeman. The policeman directing the traffic.’

‘What policeman?’

‘Back there. With the accident. Oh, never mind.’ Jules sighed and sat down in the seat next to Hen. ‘You look weird. You OK?’

‘The woman. The woman with the blood.’

‘Woman? Woman with blood?’

‘On the road. Out there. The woman with the hat.’

Jules bent down and peered past Hen out of the window. ‘Where? Can’t see.’

‘She was there. Right there, by the window. She had on this hat . . .’ She swivelled round to look out of the rear window, knowing that the woman was far behind them now but wondering if she might not appear again, smiling crazily through the glass.

‘Amazing crash,’ said Jules cheerfully. ‘Really heavy.’

Hen realized that she had probably been the only one to see the woman properly. All of the rest of them had been looking out of the opposite windows at the crash. Perhaps she’d imagined it. Had she seen the woman? And if she hadn’t, if she’d just daydreamed her, boiled her up from old sick bits of imagination, then how had it seemed so real? She turned away and stared out at the verge again. She was still shaking; she couldn’t stop.

Jules touched her arm again. ‘You OK?’

Hen yanked her sleeve away. ‘Yes. Fine.’

And then, a couple of minutes later, pawing at her stomach, ‘No. Going to be sick.’

+

By the time they’d stopped the bus, watched Hen as she vomited weakly into a hank of shrub, clucked around for a bit, asked Hen fourteen times how she was, got back in the bus, stalled, driven a few more miles, stopped for petrol, let Hen off the bus to clean herself up, let Jules go with her because she insisted, waited, torn Jules away from one of the arcade machines, stalled again, and pulled back to the road at a scorching 45 mph, they were late. By now, it felt to everyone as if they’d been on this stinking bus for most of their lives. Up ahead, Hen watched the immense H-shaped struts of the old Severn Bridge creep closer. The red lights on the top shone placidly at her. She felt woozy and light-headed, although the shaking had stopped about an hour ago.

‘Very dangerous, the Severn.’ Miss Naylor didn’t seem to be talking to anyone in particular. ‘Quicksand. They say you can walk across the whole river in some places at low tide, if you know where the sand is. In most places, it’s very shallow. The channel where the water really moves is quite small, considering.’

‘Weird.’ Jules swivelled round in her seat and looked down. Hen saw a silvery glimmer of water and a toy-sized tug boat far away in the estuary. The water moved in thick slow circles, over and under itself. Only the width of the estuary told Hen in which direction it flowed. Out in the mouth of the river the currents crept round each other, meeting and parting without rhythm or direction. Something about the water seemed misleading to Hen. Over there in the distance the river looked harmless. Only when she looked down through the railings of the bridge could she see how fast it was going. You’d never know until you were dead that it might kill you, she thought.

‘Doesn’t look like it’s dangerous. Just looks like a river.’

‘I wouldn’t expect you to think anything different.’

Jules glowered at her. ‘Cow.’

Hen kept on watching the road ticking past. A flicker of scarlet caught her eye; just a shop sign. When she closed her eyes the woman came back. When she opened them again the woman stayed there, just at the corner of her vision. She wouldn’t go away.


. . . Monday

Ali could see everything from her place in the tree. If she stood with her back against the trunk and turned a little to the right, the struts of the Severn Bridge beamed back at her through the heavy afternoon light. When she turned on the branch, feeling the bark catch against her fingers, there was the river. Most of it was obscured by industrial clutter: warehouses, sheds, the detritus of old cars and farms, the kind of stuff that silted up over the years without anyone really noticing. Maybe it had once been possible to see an unbroken stretch of water from here, but now the only sign that it existed at all was in the gaps between the buildings. Somewhere over on the opposite bank a cooling tower exhaled clouds.

She had been sitting here with one leg dangling languidly over the side of the branch for about half an hour now. The discovery of the tree had been an accident. She had been following one of the paths behind the Manor and come across a branch sagging over the shrubs. At first it hadn’t seemed connected to a tree at all; the branch was so long and swung so low that she assumed it had fallen and been left uncleared. The tree itself was a London plane hunched with age. Half its branches had already died and the rest had swivelled themselves into impossible knots and twists. The bark was covered in small ochre scabs falling away like sunburned skin. Ali found the sight of the peeling tree with its strange snakey limbs both comforting and a little bit sinister. In climbing terms it did not seem much of a challenge, but she found something about its age and its indifference to standard tree decorum interesting.

She turned back to face the Manor. Directly in front of the house was a slab of buckled tarmac and then a rectangle of lawn bordered with tubs of geraniums. Below the lawn the ground sloped downwards into what must once have been an elegant landscaped vista leading halfway to the river, but which had gradually run wild and was now a tangle of selfseeded birches and weeds. A high rusting chain-link fence marked the boundary of the grounds. Ali could just trace out the shape of the gardens as they must once have been. In places there were still gaps in the trees and someone had been fighting to keep some of the pathways open. Perhaps the people here had once felt secure in the division between the town and the country; perhaps when it had first been built the Manor had stood splendidly alone. But during the last hundred years the world had sidled closer and it wouldn’t be long before this place became part of the suburbs of Stokeley. Time and neglect had collapsed the divisions between the natural landscape and the artificial one, and Ali had the impression that it would only be a matter of a year or so before the lawn itself slipped back into the wild.

When the minibus had finally shuddered up the hill and into the drive, Ali felt a brief flicker of anticipation, and then—having taken in the thin curtains waving at them from an upstairs window and a glimpse of a beaten Parker Knoll armchair—subsided back into indifference. The house itself was horrible. It was a large asymmetrical building, constructed from the type of Victorian red brick that made Ali think of rain and cold Sundays. It had evidently been built as an institution and had remained one, unloved and unlovely. There were Gothic arches above the windows and dark stains down the front of the building where the gutters had leaked. Four or five trees overhung the roof, blocking out most of the natural light, and two tubs of dead conifers leaked earth on either side of the front entrance. The whole place had a scrappy, passing-through feeling to it. It looked like what it was, thought Ali: a school away from school.

According to Jaws, who had found the place for them, Dean Manor had been built in the 1880s as a private asylum for the insane. A Glasgow speculator with a rich, despairing client list and a faith in fresh air had bought up much of the surrounding land and equipped it with landscaped grounds and its own arboretum. His enthusiasm for the area had survived for as long as it took him to build the asylum, admit the first generation of patients, watch the local landlords hack down much of the nearby forest for timber, and slide abruptly into bankruptcy. Much of the land was sold off, until all that remained were the landscaped lawns with their distant view of the river and a small patch of struggling pine plantation. Since then the building had gone through various incarnations, each a little more dishevelled than the last: a medical supply depot during the First World War, a training centre for missionary priests, a school for evacuees during the Second World War. For a while the local council had considered turning it into a hostel, but most backpackers and tourists found the choice between a hand-crafted castle and a leaking Victorian ex-lunatic asylum remarkably easy to make. The rooms weren’t large or modern enough to attract the local conference trade, so Dean Manor and its part-time staff of three disaffected local women got by on the proceeds of school groups and trade associations in need of somewhere cheap, quiet and uncomfortable from which to conduct meetings. Two or three evangelical Christian groups used it regularly for prayer and counselling retreats, and a small ecological organisation took it for three weeks in late summer. And so the Manor had remained largely as it was—part hostel, part barracks, part derelict.

Ali, who had initially been interested by the frisson of insanity, sat back and absorbed only as much of the history as was necessary to figure out two things: where to find solitude, and how to escape.

‘Upstairs,’ said Miss Naylor, hauling open the doors of the bus. ‘Supper’s at six. We’ll do the timetable then.’

Hen sat where she was, staring sightlessly out of the windows.

‘Lola. Lola. Out.’

Jules nudged her. ‘You all right?’

Hen nodded.

‘Beds,’ said Jules offhandedly, picking up her case. ‘Get you one.’

When Ali walked into the hall, she found it dark as winter. Long ago, when the building was still an asylum, it must have been decorated to give the impression of authority and competence. It had been built rich and ugly, and was now poor and even uglier. Sometime in the last twenty years, the walls had been painted a gynaecological pink. Three dusty rectangles indicated where paintings must once have hung, and one of the rectangles was partially covered by a cork noticeboard. There was a table to the right with copies of rules and instructions, and a payphone jammed into a corner. The doors leading off the hall had been replaced at some point with plywood substitutes and above her two striplights gave off a liverish glow. From down below Ali heard the tickle of a radio. Otherwise there was silence.

At the other end of the hall, a door opened. The man who entered had on a pair of grey lace-up shoes and a black T-shirt with a drawing of a large mechanical insect on the front. He seemed preoccupied, and as he came in he kept adjusting his glasses. Ali put down her bag and extended her hand. The man walked to the other end of the room, opened another door and stepped into the passageway beyond. Ali stood for a moment where she was, gazing at the door, her hand still outstretched. She was not surprised at being ignored, but somehow it did not encourage her to go and explore the rest of the building. She left her bag where it was and walked out into the sunlight.

+

Hen found their bedroom by listening for Jules’s voice. Jules was always louder than everyone else, particularly when she had a grievance.

‘You’re there.’ She pointed to one of the middle beds.

Hen jumped experimentally on the mattress to test its bounciness. Her knee hit what felt like solid rock, a bed as austere as the building itself. ‘Fuck! God. That’s supposed to be a bed?’

‘Vile, aren’t they?’ Jules flung out a foot. ‘That’s mine.’

Hen was aware that she ought to say something in order to cover for the stuff in the minibus. She wanted to sound bright and careless, but she seemed to have lost the knack. She couldn’t think of anything to say, so she opened her case and began unpacking. There wasn’t much, just the usual photographs, her alarm clock and a book with a gun on the front which she didn’t intend to read.

‘You OK?’

‘Fine.’

‘The road—’

‘Fine. Really. What’s it like?’

‘OK smoking, OK drugs, need to sort men and drink.’

‘Town, isn’t there? Stokeley?’

‘Yeah. Check that out.’

‘Where’s Jaws and Naylor?’

‘First floor. Main block. Nowhere near us.’

Neither of them noticed Izzy standing in the doorway until she put her bag down. Hen looked up, considering her for the first time in a while. It wasn’t really that she was fat, it was just that she seemed that way. Big square bones and defeated shoulders, a long face, small slapped patches of eczema at the elbows. Puberty had not been kind to Izzy. Instead of giving her a waist and breasts, it had given her the beginnings of a moustache and a set of weird growths stretching from neck to hip. Izzy lacked definition, somehow; she looked as though she’d been assembled out of spare parts of someone else. She was tall, but height had only spread out the lumps and growths over a larger area. When her mother looks at Izzy, wondered Hen, does she think she’s ugly, too?

‘Iz,—’ said Jules, ‘there’s three rooms. We could space out.’

Izzy sniffed. ‘Means you don’t want me.’

‘There’s masses of space.’

‘You don’t, though.’


‘It’s . . . easier if we all space out. Less cramped.’

Izzy sniffed again, picked up her bag and walked out of the room.

‘Pfffffff. That was close.’

Hen bent her head.

‘Just want to get some decent sleep. The scratching . . .’

‘Mmmm.’

‘She goes on and on. I didn’t sleep at all last night.’

No question, Izzy was a pain; she scratched, she snored, she extruded. Somehow all Izzy’s bodily functions seemed more complicated than anyone else’s. Blowing her nose took application and thought, eating had to be approached with stealth, sleep was a nightly wrestle against intransigent skin and disobedient breathing. She had asthma, she had eczema, she had syndromes and malfunctions which flourished like bacilli. Every term, she brought back some new triumphant disorder. The others would arrive with their trophies—a jacket, a different haircut, an upgraded grope in the shrubbery of some anonymous garden—and as they chattered and compared, Izzy would coyly unfurl her latest complaint. Psoriasis perhaps, or an outburst of suspected dyslexia. An allergy to the outdoors one year, an intolerance to dairy products the next. Trouble with household pets or a suspected case of Attention Deficit Disorder. Sometimes they changed—the dyslexia had faded as suddenly as it had appeared, and the allergy to dairy products had lasted just long enough to refuse three packets of chocolate and a slice of someone’s birthday cake—but sometimes they remained the same. The scratching, the snoring and the sniffing were old and faithful associates now; Izzy without her sniff—particularly in times of crisis—was as unthinkable as Jules without her temper.


But Hen still did not want to be drawn. Some cloudy understanding told her that Izzy was necessary. Izzy performed a valuable function and should be acknowledged for it. Izzy was the scapegoat and the punchbag, Izzy was the scratching post against which they all relieved their itches. Izzy was necessary, because it was always necessary to have someone to hate. If it wasn’t Izzy, then it might have been someone else. And, as Hen was aware, that someone might just have been Hen.

Izzy appeared in the doorway again. ‘I’ve got to sleep in here. Jaws said there’s only two rooms we can use.’

Jules shrugged. ‘Whatever. Caz’s in that bed.’

‘S’pose you want me to go miles away?’

‘Whatever. It doesn’t matter, for fuck’s sake.’

Izzy went over to the bed furthest away from Jules’s corner and placed her case gently on the mattress. Then she turned away.

+

‘That cow,’ said Jules loudly. ‘That cow always has it in for me. Always.’

‘Not you specifically,’ Caz turned a page of the magazine. ‘The way she looks at me. Can just tell she’s so completely longing for me to fuck up, do something so she can kick me out.’

‘Not just you.’

‘Is. Naylor loves you. She wants your babies.’

Caz looked up.

‘No question, she fancies you. Her eyes go all like sheepy when she sees you. You and her and some hot lezzie action.’

‘Jules.’

‘You can just see her thinking about it. You and her and a candlelit dinner, all the lights down low, squeaky violin music . . . Creamy.’ Jules smirked.


  ‘Please.’


‘You’ve just got to accept it. Naylor loves you. She hates me.’

‘You’d rather she fancied you instead?’

Jules looked momentarily appalled. ‘No.’

‘Well, then.’

Jules was wearing a sleeveless black T-shirt she’d borrowed earlier in the day, which had been fine when they’d been stuck in the fug of the minibus but wasn’t enough for a breezy evening on an exposed roof. Caz could see her arms beginning to mottle with cold. Not that she’d ever admit it; pride, vanity and the pleasure in temporarily possessing the T-shirt would prevent her from complaining until she was blue to the bone.

Jules was pretty in an unremarkable way. Blue eyes, good skin, average height, a temperamental mouth. She’d been dyeing her hair blonde for several years now, and her darker roots were beginning to show. They made her hair seem greasy even when it wasn’t.

The usualness of her looks made them less noticeable. Only the thin crescent-shaped scar scything from the bridge of her nose to the tip of her left eyebrow marked her out. She’d got the scar, she said, when she’d been having a row with her youngest sister. She’d thumped Anna, so Anna had flung a video box across the room at her and been gated for a week. The video was of her cousin’s wedding, and every time weddings were mentioned Jules told the story of her scar.

They were out on the roof after supper, considering their instructions. Miss Naylor’s account of the next two weeks did not sound encouraging. Walking for the next four days, swimming on Saturday and Monday, cycling for the rest, other forms of exercise as and when Miss Naylor saw fit. Up by 7 a.m., church at 9.30 on Sunday, no going anywhere alone, no impromptu visits to Stokeley, one half-day on Wednesday, kindly remember that they were ambassadors for the school and that their behaviour etc. etc. etc. The only remotely encouraging thing about the lecture was that Jaws looked just as miserable about it as they did.

As they smoked, the shadows began to blur over the Manor. Down below they could hear the sound of a car and an occasional crack of gunshot. Jules leaned back on the tiles, letting the warmth of the day seep through to her skin.

She had found the roof when she was checking out potential smoking places around the grounds. Out at the back, there were several well-hidden patches of shrubbery and a couple of rhododendrons so dark and overgrown that the branches vaulted high above her when she crept inside. With the light creeping through the leaves and the decaying flowers soft under her feet, the bushes made her feel safe but a little daunted. Once within them, she couldn’t be seen from outside, but approaching them meant a straight walk across the lawns in full view of anyone looking out of the building.

When she re-emerged she looked up at the Manor. From the back it was shaped like an upside-down J, with the kitchen block as the bar at the top and their bedroom at the end of the curve. Directly opposite the main building was a smaller parallel wing joined by a flat roof. When she got back upstairs, she discovered that one window opened directly onto the roof through a small cleaning cupboard thick with the reek of disinfectants. Outside Jules could see rooftops, slates and a chimney crazed with splits through the mortaring. It seemed perfect; they could see without being seen, and as long as they kept quiet there was no reason at all why anyone should find them. At the edge of the flat roof was a low wall, more ornamental than practical, which protected them from the sight of anyone in the main building. Time and ice had broken down a few of the stones in the wall and the gap fell in a straight drop three floors to the drive. Someone had tried to patch the gap with wire and a few unmatched bricks but, since no one except workmen were expected to be up here, the wire had rusted and the bricks begun to fur with moss. Over the river, Jules could see an office building far away catch the sunlight and signal it back over the river. There was something about the light—reverent, with a hint of dodgy pink—which reminded her of album covers or boring paintings.

Caz perched upright on the tiles and began flicking through the magazine again. It grinned brightly back at them: fat men and their desperate wives, women in heels and diamante dead-heading flowers.

‘Bike. Bike. Bike. Utter bike. God look at that.’ She picked up the magazine and turned it round. ‘Hideous.’ The picture was of an empty-looking woman in a wedding dress.

Jules couldn’t see anything wrong with it. The woman was a bit tanned for her liking, but the dress seemed fine. ‘Gross,’ she said obediently.

‘She looks like chicken in tinfoil. God. And her, look.’ A woman at a party in a low-cut dress. ‘You could tie knots in those.’

‘Sad.’

‘Falsies. They’re so obvious’

‘Wonder if it’d be worth it?’ Jules pulled out the neck of her T-shirt and stared downwards. ‘Could do with help.’


‘No. Yours are fine.’

‘They’re not. Not even poached eggs. They’re like two little pins on a wall.’

‘You’re fine. Shut up.’

Both of them inhaled deeply and stared upwards.

‘What’s up with Hen?’

Jules shrugged. ‘She was talking about some woman with a hat and blood.’

‘Blood?’

‘Mmmm. Something to do with that crash we passed. Some woman.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Mmmm. Was why she was so weird. That was what she said.’

‘Think she’s all right?’

Now that Jules thought about it, she wasn’t sure. Hen had been odd recently, her presence somehow more insubstantial than normal. Jules kept getting the sense that she had interrupted something, as if Hen had been having an invisible conversation with someone just out of sight.

‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. ‘She’s been strange lately.’

‘She’s always strange.’

‘Yeah, but. This is different strange. This is strange strange.’

‘You don’t think she’s becoming . . . ?’

‘No she’s not. She’s fine.’

‘She is,’ Caz said carefully. ‘You know she is.’

‘She’s not. She’s the same as usual.’

‘No. Just watch.’ Caz did not elaborate, just picked up the magazine and melted back through the window.

Jules remained on the roof, smoking a cigarette she didn’t want and gazing up at an unpleasant sunset. If Caz said to watch, then she would watch. She just wasn’t sure that she wanted to see.

+

Hen was awake. The beds were so thin and stiff that she couldn’t get comfortable. If she lay on her side then her shoulder hurt, if she lay on her back then the mattress jabbed at her pelvis, and if she lay on her front she ended up worrying about smothering herself with her own pillow. She’d been twisting in circles for what seemed like hours now. Outside, the sky had turned brown from the lights of some distant city. The lights seemed wistful, a suggestion of something possibly exotic.

Two beds down, Izzy made a faint whistling noise through her nose and began to scratch. Hen turned again and stared back into the bedroom, picking out the shapes of bodies and the silhouette of their dressing gowns on the back of the door. Six beds, three down one side of the room and three down the other, with a chest of drawers next to each. Bare walls, squared heaps of blankets, a fire regulation notice by the door.

The bedroom was the last of three on the top floor. It was halfway along a a passageway with a small bathroom opposite and a toilet at the end. She had noticed that the plywood door of the toilet had been kicked several times at the base, and that the tiling round the bath was rimed with mould. The bedrooms themselves were identical—large, with low ceilings, bars on the windows and walls painted the same hungover green as a hospital ward. There was a cloud-shaped patch of damp on the wall underneath the window where the paint had blistered and the plaster underneath bulged with decay. At the end of the corridor was a noticeboard giving details of prayer meetings, mealtimes and safety drills, and pinned at the top was an orange handwritten banner instructing the reader to ‘Let Go And Let God’. Let God what? Let him hang out here and see how he liked it?

She could hear the building muttering to itself. There was a steady ticking sound from the roof, and the scud of water down a drainpipe somewhere. Lights came on and went off. Someone on some recent cost-cutting drive had filled the building with economy lightbulbs and fizzing striplamps. They gave the rooms an eery tinge. When Jules had turned towards her earlier, two dark shadows had formed under her eyes.

Hen was not sure what she thought of this place. She did not like the way the women in the canteen had stared at her or the religious notices on the walls offering salvation or the joys of Wales. She got the feeling as she walked through the blank corridors that people with more turbulent histories had been here before. Buildings had atmospheres, and this one made her feel restless. Were there ghosts? Sinister things still locked in cupboards? Had its previous occupants been happy here, or had they been kept against their will? Were the bars on the windows left from the time when this had been an asylum?

The trouble was, if she started thinking about asylums, the painted woman came to mind. Every time she closed her eyes, there she was, crowded up so close to Hen that she could almost feel her breath clouding and unclouding on the window. Somehow the way she’d looked straight through Hen made it worse. She saw the face again, saw it rot before her eyes, saw the hair around her neck begin to writhe. She saw the expression on the face of the policeman as he’d leaned over to take her arm. That raw fear, the sense of everything real fading away, the blood slipping down her legs onto the road . . .

She sat up abruptly. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t lie there all night giving herself nightmares. She couldn’t even be sure she’d seen the woman—no one else seemed to have done. Maybe she was no more than imagination. Maybe Hen had just dozed off for a second, and the woman had loomed out of the shadows of some sad dream. Was she really going to spend the next two weeks worrying about some illusory old bat she might or might not have seen on the motorway?

Hen was breathing fast. She pulled up her legs and began to rub the feeling back into her knees. Sleeping seemed to be getting more difficult recently, whatever the bed was like. Sometimes she’d find herself wide awake in the middle of the night with two aching red welts on the side of her knees from where they’d been pressed together. She could feel the bones now, the way they grated together under the skin. She went on rubbing them for a while, not looking down. As she lay there, trying to warm up her legs, she realized what seemed so disturbing. Hen was intermittently superstitious—she’d walk under ladders but step over cracks in the pavement—and there was something about the woman, unseen by everyone else, appearing out of nowhere, monstrous and already half mythical, that seemed like a message. Like a single magpie or a broken mirror, the woman on the road was bad luck.


Tuesday

‘Wakey wakey, rise and shine.’ Miss Naylor pushed her face up close to Jules. ‘Tchk. Late night, was it?’

Through the thick light of the canteen, Jules could trace the line where Miss Naylor’s foundation ended and her throat began. Why did she bother with that hideous make-up? She’d always look like roadkill, anyway.

‘Never very bright in the mornings, are we?’

‘No.’

‘Nothing like a good hike to wake us up then, is there?’ Pause. ‘Is there?’

‘No.’

Through the corner of her eye, Jules could see the men at the other end of the dining room. They had their backs turned and were bent over a large archaeological site map. The men seemed oblivious to the girls in the corner. When she had met one of them upstairs in the passageway, his eyes had (licked once to the right and then he’d scurried downstairs. None of them was remotely fit, and all of them were well over forty, but there was something odd about the way these men didn’t acknowledge them at all.

Miss Naylor turned back to the table and began handing out a pile of papers to the group. ‘Maps. Forest of Dean, Tintern, Stroud, Chepstow. If you’re thinking of losing them, don’t. There are no replacements. Are we all suitably equipped? Trainers, anorak, decent socks, rucksack, penknife?’ The group nodded. ‘Good. Today,’—she smiled—‘we will be walking ten miles. Tomorrow maybe more.’

Jules whimpered.

‘We have a problem with that?’

A small black beetle was trying to clamber out of one of the carved grooves in the table. Just when it was nearly out of the groove, it kept catching itself and falling back.

‘So far.’

‘By which I take it we are too idle to manage much more than to shuffle from one smokers’ corner to another?’

Silence.

‘You’re not here on holiday. Any other complaints?’

‘Where’s lunch?’ said Izzy sadly.

‘Packed. We’ll stop on the way.’

‘Is there any free time?’

‘No. Not until tomorrow. Anything else?’

All ten of them sat with their heads down, glaring at each other’s trainers. Jules picked up a fork and crushed the beetle. It left a wet brown stain on the table.

‘Right. Onwards. Onwards and upwards.’

+

Ali couldn’t admit it, but she was enjoying this. She liked the sunlight and the whispering trees, this intriguing new landscape all rucked up into folds and tucks. The forest was weird. She’d never come across a place like it before. There were so many miniature valleys and summits, and so many intriguing shadows. It looked as if the whole place had been squeezed into a space too small for its size, and the only way to fit it all in was to pleat the ground up tight like corrugated iron. There was something furtive about it, something concealed within its lush respectability that she found fascinating. The darkened gaps where the ground fell away, the
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