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Prologue



The anger was long gone, doused in vodka and tamped down to a sour thud. But the memory of it wouldn’t fade. For a few hours there, everything had been clear. The rage was a high, pure note sounding in your ears, slicing through the junk of life. It was a white light, vicious and merciless, showing the truth if you dared to open your eyes. It was a flashing blade, quicker and cleaner than anything.


A high note, and a white light, and a quick blade.


Then suddenly it was dark. Or maybe not suddenly at all because time had stopped its steady ticking. It lurched and yawned and slabs of it slid out from where they belonged and shoved in where they didn’t.


But, sudden or not, there was darkness. And cold mud. The slop of stone-cold mud skidding under your heels as you dragged and staggered. Colder than ice, that mud. A sly, filthy cold.


And the smell of it. Not like earth at all. No mushrooms and leaf mould. No life. Just the tang of iron and the sulphurous seep of cold clay and the suck of the mud at your feet.


It dried like a carapace. Waking, hours later, feeling it like armour. Like an extra skin. It flaked off your fingers when you moved them and rubbed in crumbs on the pillow below your cheek. Under the sheets, last night’s clothes were caked and streaked, clay-yellow and iron-red. Rusted iron, was it? Those red streaks. And that tang last night? That metallic reek.


Someone was moving. Someone was coming. The door opened and the silence lasted so long that sleep stole up and around again. Then, at last, screaming.


‘No! Oh God, oh God, oh my God, no! What have you done?’





Chapter 1



‘I been broke but I never been poor,’ said someone on Facebook, in loopy writing, over a picture of a beach at sunset. It sounds great, and fair play to you if you can hack it. Me? At half past ten in the morning, on Tuesday, 16 February, after I’d dropped off my husband but before I’d got to my interview, on the A711 between Palnackie and Auchencairn, I became poor. Here’s how.


Like a lot of broke people, I’d changed jobs and moved house in the last year. Also, like broke folk everywhere, I was praying as I drove along: Please, God, don’t let the car break down. Please make that funny noise just because of the rain and nothing to do with the engine. Please make the petrol gauge be on the stingy side. Let there be plenty of fuel to get me there and back again.


I took the main road through Palnackie, trying not to think about the nice man in the garage shop on the side street. No one with an important appointment to keep would make a detour to hand over eleven pounds twenty for bread and milk.


But by the time I’d gone the five miles to Auchencairn, two things had happened.


First, this time I veered off the through road and went round by the back-street, a slalom of parked cars and sharp turns, not to mention an extra few yards using an extra few drops of petrol. Thing is, the shop in Auchencairn happens to be on the main drag and I owed the nice man in there closer to twenty, for bog roll and Tampax and a tub of margarine I’d scraped out that breakfast time, working a sharp knife right round the ridges where the lid snapped on, for Angel’s pieces.


I wasn’t paranoid. I didn’t think he’d be out the front watching for me, setting up a road block for his nineteen quid. But if the funny noise wasn’t just puddle water splashing up and I did break down, right under his nose, I couldn’t laugh it off and buy a coffee from him while the AA came.


So that was one thing. But then came the clincher. Working my way round the back of Auchencairn, old ladies frowning through their nets to see who it was, I decided to do something only poor people do.


I decided to lie my way into a job. And not just a bit of spit and polish on the old CV, like everyone does – sole responsibility for day-to-day running, cash handling, managerial experience. I decided to tell big fat dangerous porkers, to defraud people who needed to count on me, to shortchange people who needed more than I could give them. I reached over, took the thin green folder with my true life history in it and threw it onto the back seat, leaving the plump, buff folder, with the résumé that was going to land me this job, sitting there under my good black handbag, ticking like a time-bomb.


I heard my husband’s voice in my head, laughing at me. You hate it when I’m right, don’t you? How long had it been since Marco had laughed in real life?


Actually, three weeks. He laughed when he found the job advert. ‘God Almighty!’ he shouted. ‘Ali! Ali, get in here and see this.’


He was in Angel’s room, on the computer. The kitchen timer was going and Angel lay on the bed with his hands laced behind his head, staring daggers at his dad, counting along with the ticks, grudging every lost minute.


I stopped in the doorway and put the tea-towel up to my face to breathe through its sweet folds. The room was tiny, to be fair. And Angel – Angel – is fifteen, with all his trainers under his bed and the sheets weeks past changing, a dark ghost of hair gel blooming on the pillowcase and God knows what under the duvet. But it was Marco too. Forty-eight years old and rank with the tension that never left him these days. Even now his face was shining and his hair, still dark at the back although his temples were silver, sat against his neck in wet spikes like shark-teeth. At least recently he’d started having it trimmed again. He’d even updated the style, making me hope we were turning a corner.


‘I’ll just crack the window,’ I said, fumbling through the gap in the curtains and wrenching the catch on the metal frame.


‘Mu-um,’ said Angelo. ‘It’s freezing.’


‘You need some air in here,’ I said. ‘Get under the covers if you’re cold. Or go out for a walk and get your blood moving. The road’s clear. Just stay off the verges.’


The shutter came down over his face and took a swipe at my heart on its way. I know, I wanted to tell him. I know. A walk, when none of your friends are in walking distance and you can’t make new ones. Not with that phone and those jeans. 


‘Ali, will you listen?’ Marco said, twisting round and beckoning to me. I stepped into the curve of his outstretched arm and he hugged my hip against his shoulder as he traced the text on the screen, moving the cursor like a karaoke ball.


‘Full-time, flexible hours, excellent pay and advancement for the right candidate.’


‘A job!’ I said. ‘Where?’


‘Here!’ he said. Yelped, really. ‘Right here!’


Angelo snorted at the sound of his dad’s enthusiasm and my heart healed. Wee shite, I thought, and turned to scowl at him.


‘Where here?’ I said, turning back. There had been long nights of working out petrol costs to Glasgow and Carlisle, calculating the take-home from the top line, with tax credits and me still signing on.


‘Right bloody here,’ Marco said. ‘Townhead. Five minutes away.’


‘Townhead?’ I said. ‘That’s the arse end of nowhere. What job is there for you at Townhead?’


Marco squeezed me harder against him and that was when he laughed. ‘Not me,’ he said. ‘You, ya plank. It’s for a beauty therapist.’


I had caught a little bit of his excitement, and the slump as it left me felt like the bathwater draining. Townhead was two farms and a phone box, and even the phone box wasn’t hooked up these days. ‘Oh, darlin’,’ I said, ‘it’ll be one of those franchise things. Make money in your own home. Pay this shyster in Townhead to get your starter pack and hand over a chunk of your takings.’


‘Ye of little faith,’ Marco said. ‘It’s not a franchise. It’s a full-time position for a qualified beauty therapist to work at Howell Hall.’


‘A-oooooooo!’ said Angelo. ‘Ow-ow-aooooooo. Howl Hall? Go for it, Mum. You can wax their knuckles at the full moon.’


I said nothing. Marco let go of me and started fiddling with the cables to hook up the printer. The kitchen timer went off and Angelo leaped up, flat to standing in one move. ‘Time’s up,’ he said.


‘I’ll just—’ said Marco.


‘Time’s up, Dad. Twenty minutes. A deal’s a deal.’


I looked up at him, trying to think what to say. Up! Up into the bum-fluffed face of the little boy I had been singing to sleep in my arms, seemed like ten minutes ago. I had only thrown out his shampoo shield when we moved out of our real house last summer. I found it in the bathroom cabinet and remembered him bolt upright in the shallow bath. ‘Don’t let the soap get in my eyes, Mummy. Promise me.’ Sitting there looking like an old lady in a sunhat, with that floppy brim all over his face and his little ears bent down under it, while I lathered up his hair.


I threw out the shield in one of the extra-sturdy, extra-large black bin bags. Seventeen of them it took to downsize us into this place. No point saving money on the mortgage and handing it over in storage fees.


Marco had finished anyway. He gathered the pages from the printer tray, then took my hand and pulled me out, as our loving son nearly clipped my heels shutting his door.


‘Marco, listen,’ I said, back in the kitchen. ‘They don’t mean an ordinary beauty therapist. A commercial one like me.’


‘You haven’t even read it,’ he said. He brushed the day’s junk mail back against the bread bin and hitched himself up on the bunker. There was no space for a table. No space in the so-called living room either. We’d turned into one of those families that eat in a row on the couch with the telly on. Angel and Marco were thrilled. I kept my mouth shut.


‘“Howell Hall,”’ he read, ‘“is an independent psychiatric hospital situated in the peaceful Galloway countryside.”’


‘Peaceful?’ I said. ‘What a pile of shite!’ The headland round Howell Hall was owned by the army. When it was quiet it was very, very quiet, but when they were training, it was guns and tanks and soldiers shouting. DANGER AREA, the signs said. No kidding, I always thought when I passed by.


‘“Its twenty-three beds, in private en-suite rooms, and individually tailored therapy programmes cater for clients with a wide range of health and social needs.” See?’


‘See what? They mean occupational or what-do-you-call-it. Like a proper trained-up . . . that can do psychology about body image. There was a talk about it at the college, like an option module?’


‘Full-time, flexible hours, excellent pay,’ Marco said again. ‘And I’m looking and “qualified beauty therapist with relevant experience of special-needs clients” is all it says.’


‘Well, there it is,’ I said. ‘I don’t have any experience of special-needs clients.’


Marco was rubbing his jaw with the side of his hand. ‘What about Oz?’ he said.


I was draining the pasta and didn’t answer, concentrating on pouring without scalding myself or slopping any of the strands over the edge of the sieve.


‘You could make up anything about our year in Australia,’ Marco said. ‘How would they check? You could say you worked at an old people’s home or a residential school for . . . whatever you call them . . . kids.’


‘But I didn’t,’ I said. ‘I don’t know the stuff I’d have learned there.’


‘Aw, come on, Ali,’ said Marco. ‘Google it. You could google yourself to being a brain surgeon, these days.’ He hesitated, rubbing his jaw again. ‘And you do know something about it, don’t you?’


I tipped the sieve and sent the pasta sliding into the pan full of sauce, concentrating hard on the year in Australia. We’d had a last fling, the three of us, before Angelo started at the school. Temporary managers in our two businesses, temporary tenants in our house, and me sitting on a white beach watching them: Marco casting for sharks and Angel poddling about, with his baby doll under his arm, looking like a fish finger with all the sand stuck to his sunblock.


‘Make your mind up, eh?’ I said, keeping my voice light. ‘Either I can tell tales about our gap year and no one’s the wiser, or everything’s on the internet for the world to see. Can’t have it both ways.’


‘So you’re saying no?’


‘I’m saying I can’t believe you’re even asking me!’ I dropped my voice. Still a habit even though Angel would have earbuds in. ‘You want me to go and work in a loony bin? Go inside that bloody abbey every day for hours on end?’ He pulled his chin back into his neck and frowned at me. ‘Hall, I mean, not abbey. Shit!’


‘Don’t upset yourself,’ Marco said.


Truth be told, Howell Hall and the abbey and the DANGER AREA were all mixed together in my head and I tried not to think about any of them. I tried not to look at the abbey, even though it was practically hanging over us, right outside the living-room window, the bare bones of its vaults and arches sharp against the sky, all the glass and wood gone, like a dead thing picked clean and left there.


Thank God the flood had drained at last. When the grounds were knee-deep for a week, and the wind rippled over the water, the abbey had looked like a ghost ship floating endlessly closer yet never landing. And that one still night the moon had come out, every arch was reflected to make an O, like a ghost mouth screaming. It was back to normal now, marooned in a sea of rotting yellow grass. But it was there. It was nearly dark already, of course, teatime on a day like this at this time of year, but I would still see its outline if I turned. It was always there.


I shouted over my shoulder, ‘Ange? Tea’s ready.’


He was moving. Food was the one thing that got a response from him. He filled the kitchen doorway. ‘Pasta again?’


‘You’re welcome,’ I said.


‘Any garlic bread?’


I handed him his dinner and watched him as he took the five paces through to the couch and plopped down, swivelling the plate to keep it level and hitting the buttons on the remote with his free hand. Canned laughter broke out before his bum touched the cushion.
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I was used to driving past the army checkpoint – no more than a hut, really, with dusty windows, old phonebooks and Yellow Pages slumped on its windowsills, and yellowing posters adorning its walls, but this was the first time I had tried to get in. Half of me thought they’d turn me back. And half of that half hoped for it. But when I wound down the window and gave my name to the guy on the gate, he just glanced at his clipboard and tapped my name with his pen.


‘Ms Alison McGovern,’ he said. ‘Here you are in black and white. You know where you’re headed, madam?’


‘It’s just straight down, isn’t it?’ I squinted ahead to where the road dimmed and disappeared, as if the trees on either side had swallowed it.


‘One road in and one road out,’ he said. ‘If you start to float you’ve gone too far.’ He smiled and patted the roof of the car to send me on my way.


Strange job, I thought, looking at him in my rearview mirror as I drove away. When he’d joined the army, he couldn’t have expected he’d spend his days standing in a kiosk on a back road in the middle of nowhere, keeping tourists and birdwatchers off the training range.


‘It’s got to happen somewhere, pal,’ Marco had said. ‘Sewage treatment, nuclear power, army training.’


Mental illness. He didn’t say it, but I heard it anyway.


‘Middle of Sauchiehall Street would be a bit daft, eh?’


Of course, he was right. Galloway is empty and this little corner of Galloway, a bulge in the coast with no beaches, is even emptier than the rest of it. And, Marco said, there were unforeseen benefits. Rare orchids, fragile mosses and shy nesting birds flourished there with no ramblers to flatten them or picnickers to scare them. It wasn’t just a training range, he told me. It was a site of special scientific interest. It was a haven. A sanctuary.


All I thought of was how those shy birds would feel when the tanks started. And how those even shyer birds, those rare and fragile residents of Howell Hall, must feel on gun days.


Within a minute or two I drove out from under the trees. The army must have left them there – or even planted them – for privacy, to stop geeks gawking from the roadside when the troops were on manoeuvres. But fifty yards inside the gate, and as far as the eye could see, everything had been cleared. There was nothing but grassy dips and swells, and those lumps of concrete, like at paintball. What were they called – bunkers? pillboxes? – but these had pockmarks blasted out of them instead of the splatters of colour.


One dark smudge, straight ahead, like the soldier said, had to be the hospital grounds. Yew trees, I thought, from the height of them and their black bulk.


It hadn’t flooded up here, but still the tussocks were battered flat and sopped into clods, like hairballs, with all the rain. Grey-yellow grass and grey-white concrete and a gun-grey sky.


‘Blasted heath,’ I said to myself. I couldn’t remember where that came from, didn’t even know what it meant exactly, but it felt right. Imagine, on the worst day of your life, when you finally gave up and gave in and let yourself be taken where everyone told you you had to go . . . imagine coming here, to this.


The sign for Howell Hall helped a bit. It was a chunk of granite, polished on the front but rough round the other three sides, set into the grass at the side of the gateway. The name was chiselled, like on gravestones, and painted gold. It looked permanent and reliable and safe to lean against. Looked, in fact, like a country-house hotel. Like the website promised. It was nothing like any hospital I knew. Nothing like the memory, the one I squashed down every time it started to rumble, of a white enamel sign on tubular steel legs, the words in a trendy font unveiled at a meeting along with the logo.


I was doing about five miles an hour as I made my way along the drive so I had loads of time to take it all in. First glance, there was nothing remarkable. Just another big house, built on a wave of Victorian money. Marco was a history buff. Anything from a standing stone onwards was enough to have him parked up in a gateway and hacking his way through brambles for a closer look, but the Industrial Revolution was his darling. That was when his mother’s family had left Naples and come north, and when all the murky deeds were done that had earned bewhiskered gentlemen houses like this one.


With a closer look, you could tell Howell Hall was something different. The keypad entry at the front door, the reinforced glass in the downstairs windows, the bars over the plain glass on the bedroom floor, and round the corner, a high chain-link fence separating the garden, with its many benches and its spacious gazebo, from the open drive.


There was someone in that gazebo. I didn’t stare but I could tell even from the corner of my eye that they were dressed in night clothes. No one wore pale pink trousers and a pink fluffy mackintosh. Those were pyjamas and a dressing-gown, so that was a patient. One of the special-needs clients of my so-called wide experience.


As I slid the car into a free space between two BMWs and climbed out, I saw the figure start to move. I leaned in for my bag and folder. When I turned back she was halfway over the grass, fluffy dressing-gown and wild orange hair flying out behind her.


‘Help me!’ she yelled. ‘Get me out of here. You’ve got to help me!’


I stood behind the car door as if it could protect me.


‘Ten years!’ she screamed, grabbing hold of the chain-link fence and shaking it, her hair over her face and her fingertips purple from how she’d shoved them through the mesh. ‘Ten years and I’m the only one left now. I don’t want to die!’





Chapter 2



I slammed the car door and scurried to the front of the house, my mouth tasting bitter and my heart beating in big, sickening gulps at the base of my throat. I’d meant to wait and gather myself before I rang the bell but the door was already opening when I approached and the woman who came to greet me saw me stumble as I looked over my shoulder.


‘Ms McGovern?’ she said. ‘Alison? I’m Dr Ferris.’


She was definitely a doctor. She wasn’t wearing a white coat or anything but there was no doubt. She had a soft green jumper on, cashmere probably, and dark green trousers. Not jeans or cords: slacks. Turn-ups and creases. They hung a perfect quarter-inch off the ground, just skimming the toes of high-heeled brown court shoes. She probably wore them all day and claimed they were comfy.


She held out a hand to shake and, when I took it, put her left hand on top. I had only ever seen men do that, and only on the telly, but it gave her a chance to show me her wedding rings: the solitaire, the half-hoop and the platinum band. And the pearl-pink manicure. Her skin was cool and silken and I was sure the hangnail on my thumb scratched her as she let go.


‘Come inside,’ she said. ‘Welcome to Howell Hall.’


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘Is that how it’s pronounced? How-well?’


‘Exactly. I can’t think of a better name for a place of this kind, can you? It’s like a good omen.’


It was like the worst case of denial I’d heard since I’d met someone called De’Ath at work one day. Mrs De’Ath, she told me, with a straight face.


She led me into an office facing the gardens and went to sit behind a desk with her back to a French window. I squinted out past her and saw that the woman in the pink dressing-gown was back in the gazebo again, smoking.


‘I met one of the patients,’ I said, nodding at the window. ‘She seemed quite distressed.’


Dr Ferris twisted in her seat and looked, giving me a chance to admire her profile. Her neck was about twice as long as mine and her jaw made me think of swans. I lifted my chin and poked it forward. Her hair was held back in a silk scarf patterned in exactly the green of her jumper, the green of her slacks and the brown of her shoes. I didn’t even know what shops still sold those scarves, like the ones the Queen used to wear with the knot on her chin that daft way.


‘Ah,’ she said. ‘That’s Julia. Well, yes, she can be rather mischievous. What did she say we were doing to her this time?’


‘Nothing!’ I blurted out. ‘She just implied that she needed my help for some reason.’


Dr Ferris laughed – such a surprising clear bell of a laugh that I found myself smiling too. ‘Spoken like a diplomat,’ she said. ‘And I don’t mind at all that you call her a patient, by the way. We’re plain speakers here at Howell Hall.’


My smile died.


‘So,’ she said, opening the folder on her desk. I recognized the form that Marco had filled in but there were three extra pages attached. Just as well I’d decided to go with the fake CV if Marco had already sent it. She flicked through all the wonderful things I had done in Australia: the special school where I’d volunteered; the memory-care end-of-life facility where I had been the resident therapist. ‘Memory-care’ and ‘end-of-life’. He had found all the right words on the homepages of other nursing homes and hadn’t missed a single one.


‘This is all marvellous,’ she said, ‘but quite a while ago. Am I right in thinking that for the last . . .’


‘Ten years,’ I supplied, and felt an echo in my head from that patient screaming.


‘You’ve been working in the commercial sector?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I had the salon in Dalbeattie. Face Value?’


‘I pass it every week,’ she said. The smile was there again. ‘But you decided you’d rather return to a care environment?’


‘I did,’ I said. Marco had made it sound like a calling.


‘Very brave of you to sell up before you had a job to move to,’ she said smoothly.


‘I knew I needed to refresh my skills,’ I said. ‘It’s not the sort of thing that can be done by halves.’


‘Refresh and extend!’ she said. ‘It was your art-therapy experience that made your application stand out from the crowd, if I’m perfectly honest.’


I tried hard but I knew a quick frown must have passed across my face before I managed to smooth my expression again to match hers. Crowd? The crowd of beauticians with psychiatric-care experience who’d applied to work here?


Her smile was as calm as ever but I was sure her eyes glinted.


My art-therapy experience was a free night class on landscape painting I had signed up for after Marco’s mum gave me a watercolour pad and a set of paints at Christmas. I had stared at the half-opened parcel and wanted to weep. She must have spent fifty quid on that thick, creamy paper and the rainbow of paints, with the soft little brushes clipped to the lid. ‘Because how could you live there with that glorious view and not want to paint it?’ she said, meaning the abbey. She gushed on and on about the abbey the one time she came to visit us. As if the view of a crumbling ruin could make up for the galley kitchen and the metered electricity, for our car parked on the road and Angel’s bike under a tarp round the back because there wasn’t a shed to store it in.


‘Don’t write that down!’ I had said, looking over Marco’s shoulder as he filled in my recent experience. Intermediate landscape painting. ‘It’s about as relevant as my swimming badges.’


‘Little faith,’ he told me. And when he was typing the covering note, he went into a ton of detail about my long interest in ‘both the diagnostic value and healing potential of art for all patients on the care continuum following my experience in Australia’.


Dr Ferris turned a page and kept reading. I could feel a flush beginning to flood my cheeks. ‘Would you be willing to do the odd night shift?’ she said.


‘Night shift?’ I stared at her. Why would the patients need beauty treatments or painting classes at night?


‘Emergency cover. Would that be a problem? There would be overtime, of course.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘there’s my son, you see. Angel’s only fifteen and he’s going through a bit of a . . . challenging spell, if I’m honest.’ This was my escape. If I said no to the night shift, I wasn’t going to have to do this after all.


‘Angel?’ she said. For the first time, she sounded sharp. ‘You called your child Angel?’


‘It’s a nickname,’ I said. ‘From Angelo. He’s— My husband’s half Italian and it’s a family name.’


‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘Did you know, Alison, that “Angel” is the most popular name for a still-born child?’


I couldn’t speak. I leaned forward and peered at her. Silhouetted against the window like she was, I couldn’t see anything of her expression. Her eyes weren’t glinting now. It was like they had receded somehow.


‘But I digress,’ she said, and sniffed. ‘What would you say to a starting salary of forty?’


I blinked, trying to work it out. Forty pounds a day was two hundred a week, eight hundred a month, not quite ten thousand a year. It wasn’t the excellent pay I’d been imagining. And at eight hours a day full-time it wasn’t even legal.


‘I’m not sure I could actually agree to that,’ I said. The relief was making me bold. ‘It’s a lot less than I was expecting.’


‘Forty-five?’ she said. ‘Forty-five thousand, four weeks’ paid holidays, as well as your statutory days and overtime for the night shifts we mentioned?’


She had heard me gasping but she kept talking without a hitch. She definitely knew. She had said it that way to catch me out.


‘That sounds fine,’ I said, on a fall. ‘Forty-five is fine.’ I had never taken that much home, not even in Face Value’s best year.


‘And I’m assuming you can start straight away,’ she said.


‘Of course.’


‘Excellent. Shall we say by the end of this week you’ll have your care plans ready for the staff meeting and a timetable drawn up for your first month? And you’ll start as soon as your PVG comes through. You can meet the residents accompanied over the next few days and get a feel for things.’


I nodded dumbly. Care plans? PVG?


‘You do understand,’ she said, ‘that a disclosure, even an enhanced disclosure, won’t be enough.’


I added a smile to my nod, but I was sure she knew I had no idea what a disclosure – enhanced or otherwise – might be. And she didn’t call them patients, after all.


‘I can start now,’ I said. ‘If any of them are free.’ Because if I met one and showed Dr Ferris I didn’t have a clue, she would be less surprised when I phoned her and told her I’d changed my mind.


‘Excellent,’ she said again. She stood up and walked around the desk, her heels clicking smartly on the polished floor. ‘Unless, that is, you have any questions?’ she said, smiling down at me. ‘Anything you want to ask about our methods, intake, CC status?’


‘CC?’


She crinkled her nose. ‘Clinical care,’ she said. ‘My goodness. You are rusty.’


My cheeks were flaming again as I followed her. 
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The biggest downstairs rooms were set up as lounges – that country-house hotel again. The silky-striped wallpaper, the spindle-legged furniture, even the flower arrangements – professionally bland – said here was a place to hold a golden-wedding party, not somewhere to kick a drug habit or learn to eat again. 


A couple of women sat over a jigsaw at a long table in the dining room. They turned to us and watched our approach but said nothing. Dr Ferris put a hand on a shoulder of each and gave them one of her smiles. They looked back dead-faced. They were nothing like one another, really, but their pallor, the dark shadows under their eyes and the downward turn of their mouths were so identical they could have been sisters.


‘This is Alison,’ Dr Ferris said. ‘Alison is a beautician. She’s going to be working here. She’s going to take care of your skin and give you lovely back rubs, aren’t you, Alison?’


‘Ali,’ I said. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’


They just kept gazing up at Dr Ferris as if I hadn’t spoken and, with another squeeze of their shoulders, she turned away. ‘Let’s go up and see the bedrooms,’ she said, as we moved off. Not a word about either of the jigsaw-puzzle women. Upstairs, yet more of the country-house hotel, but with keypads on the bedroom doors and little sliding shutters at head height so staff could look in. Dr Ferris kept walking, silent now on the nap of the pale green carpet, until we came to a door propped open with a painted wooden wedge in the shape of an alligator.


‘This is one of our nicest rooms,’ she said. ‘Vacant at the moment, although we’re expecting an old friend to rejoin us in the next day or two.’ She waved a hand. ‘Look around, Alison.’ I wandered this way and that, pretending to be interested in the suite of antique furniture and the view of the blasted heath. ‘Bathroom,’ said Dr Ferris, opening a door.


I peered in and nodded. ‘Very nice.’ It was better than nice, in all honesty. The bath stood in the middle of the floor, facing the window, and the pile of fluffy sea-green towels heaped on the towel rail at its side matched the selection of sea-green soap and lotions arranged on the shelves. ‘They don’t bring stuff from home?’ I said, pointing to the bottles.


‘Depends,’ said Dr Ferris. ‘Of course,’ she added, with that smile again.


‘Right,’ I said. ‘Drugs.’


She blinked. She might even have started with surprise. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever had anyone cunning enough to dissolve drugs in a bottle of Pantene,’ she said. ‘How would they ever precipitate them out again in a usable form?’ She laughed musically.


I turned away to give myself some thinking time and noticed too late that she could still see me in the mirror above the basin. I met her eye. ‘I don’t have any experience of drug-abusers,’ I said. ‘Is that going to be a problem?’


‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘Did you foresee them coming to art and beauty therapy while they’re in active detox?’


I was frozen, couldn’t nod or shake. Certainly couldn’t break eye contact. She was absolutely on to me. Why was she keeping at it, like a cat toying with a mouse long after it died of fright?


‘They won’t rotate into your programmes until they’re past the need for acute medical care. Of course,’ she said, ‘our usual concern regarding toiletries is one of our ana-mias glugging the stuff to purge. And, actually, the returning guest who’s coming here tomorrow would think nothing of a little . . .’ She raised her hand and mimed drinking, then gathered up the collection of bottles and smiled at me.


‘I’m surprised you’d put them in a room like this, actually,’ I said. I tried to sound casual, not too proud that I knew what ‘ana-mia’ meant. ‘With these lovely carpets and everything.’


She raised her eyebrows and twisted her mouth. ‘I’m very surprised that none of your teenaged clients in Australia had eating disorders,’ she said. ‘In fact, didn’t your statement say that you had considerable experience?’ I was frozen again: a little scrap of a mouse, clawed up into the air for fun, then dropped again. ‘They’re so incredibly cunning,’ she said. ‘The pukers. You could share a two-berth caravan with one and never know a thing. There’s not the slightest chance one of them would ever stain a carpet.’


Suddenly I was exhausted. Whatever she was playing at I wanted out. Marco would flay me if I just walked away, though. I decided I’d make her get rid of me.


‘I do have one question,’ I said, turning back to face her. She gestured me out of the bathroom. I didn’t start speaking until we were in the corridor, resuming our tour. ‘I wondered if I could have an advance on my salary. Well, expenses really, I suppose. To buy some supplies. A couple of hundred should do it.’


I waited for her to laugh, or to grab me under one elbow and march me out of there, then phone through to the gate to make sure I left the grounds. Instead she answered me in that same smooth tone. ‘Shall we say a round thousand?’ she said, stopping with her hand on the fire door. ‘I can write you a cheque when we get back to my office. Unless you’d prefer cash. For any reason.’


‘Either,’ I said, and I was shamed to hear the rasp in my voice. ‘Cash or cheque. It’s all one to me.’


‘Cash, then,’ she said, almost purring. ‘Now, as you see, here we are in the newer part of our facility.’


Funnily enough, the wipe-clean area was less creepy than the renovated manor. It was bright and purposeful. An orderly in a green overall was mopping the floor in one of the rooms. And there was a nurse with a big, rattling bunch of keys, busy doing what looked like a stock-take of a drugs cupboard. Although I supposed it couldn’t really have been a drugs cupboard since she was on her own, with no one checking. It must be bandages and kidney bowls.


Best of all, there were patients. Three of the rooms had young men in them, dressed in sweatpants and T-shirts, lounging on their beds, thumbs busy, their doors locked open with steel clips. They wore the mulish expressions of teenagers who weren’t getting their own way. Maybe their way was heroin or glue, instead of new trainers or a later curfew, but they weren’t so different from Angelo as far as I could see. In fact, looking at the angry rash of acne on one of the faces, I wondered if Angelo had taken something that put those spots on his baby face – he looked exactly like that sometimes, a cue for days of hiding behind a hank of hair and rummaging in the skin treatments bit of my product case, then swearing blind he hadn’t.


I shook the thought away, as we headed back to the carpeted corridor. Spots were nothing to do with drugs and Angelo didn’t even smoke. I sniffed everything he put in the washing basket to be sure.


We were at the head of the staircase when, corner of my eye, I saw a flash of pink. The woman from the garden flew up the stairs like a bat, swooping right up in front of me to whisper urgently into my face. ‘She’s not a doctor,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t let her operate on you. She’s not a doctor.’ She was just a girl, really, aged by her weight and that terrible frizz of hair.


‘And this,’ said Dr Ferris, ‘is our Julia.’


‘Ten years!’ hissed Julia.


‘Julia has been lighting our lives for ten weeks. This is Alison, Julia. She’s coming to work here and you should be nice to her because she’s got a lot to offer you.’


‘I killed him and they’ll never let me go.’


She was close enough for me to smell her breath – cigarettes and mints – so I put my hands on her arms, just above the elbows and moved her back about a foot. I didn’t care if that counted as assault. I was never coming back and I didn’t want to leave with this maniac’s spit on my face. ‘Nice to meet you, Julia,’ I said. ‘When I’ve got my treatment menu printed out you could be my first client.’


‘Treatment menu?’ she said, not hissing now. Her normal voice was the same as Dr Ferris’s. Posh Scottish that sounded English except for the rs. ‘What the hell kind of quack are you?’


‘Beautician,’ I said. ‘And art therapist.’


‘You don’t do acrylics, do you?’ Julia said, holding one of her hands out in front of her and showing me a set of nails bitten down to the quick. ‘I’ve wrecked these trying to scrape a tunnel out of my padded cell, haven’t I, Doc?’


‘Why don’t you go and get dressed?’ said Dr Ferris. ‘Pop that dressing-gown into the wash.’ She wrinkled her nose and Julia tucked her head down to the side and sniffed at her armpit.


‘Gad, you’re right,’ she said. ‘Ah, me! I don’t know whether it’s the meds or the panic attacks but I’m riper than a Stilton rind.’ Her voice had changed again. Now she was drawling. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Alison. I’ll be one of your first customers.’ She swept past me. She did smell a bit, actually. But it wasn’t the sharp tang of adrenalin. I knew what that smelt like. And it wasn’t the sweetish fug that comes from being marinated in strong drugs either. It was just someone who hadn’t bothered to change her clothes for a few days and needed to wash her greasy hair. I could have helped her, if I’d been coming back.


‘Oh, Alison?’ she said, spinning round and lunging towards me again.


I raised my eyebrows and smiled, managed not to take a step back.


‘When you do a bikini wax,’ she said, ‘tell me you don’t try to work round a pair of knickers like a bashful nun. I really need it done but only if you’ll make a proper job of it. Arse crack to clit hood. Those long arse hairs are a bitch.’


I opened my mouth and shut it again without speaking. With a whoop of delighted laughter, she spun back and this time she really did leave. I turned to Dr Ferris, hating the way my cheeks had stained. ‘What exactly is wrong with her?’ I said.


‘Of course, you’ll be brought up to date at your first staff meeting,’ Dr Ferris said, ‘but as I’m sure you’ll appreciate, we can’t discuss confidential patient information in the communal areas of the house.’


‘God forbid,’ I said. ‘I’d hate to embarrass her.’ Dr Ferris simply shook her head and laughed softly. ‘Are we done?’ I asked. ‘I might just get going, actually.’


Dr Ferris got a speculative look in her eye. ‘One more,’ she said. ‘I’d like you to meet Sylvie. Now, Sylvie really has been here for ten years. Well, goodness me, almost fifteen now. This way.’


I fell behind as she clip-clopped her way along a side hall. I was fully ten paces back when she stopped at a door, knocked lightly and walked in. She held the door open and beckoned to me.


I don’t know what I was expecting, but the room behind the door was a sort of summer parlour, by the look of it, halfway to a palm house or orangery or whatever they called conservatories in the old days. Apart from a single bed, hidden behind a printed-silk screen, there was nothing to suggest that the woman sitting by the window gazing out wasn’t the lady of the manor, waiting for a maid to bring her tea or help her dress for dinner.


As I drew closer I saw that she was much younger than I’d thought, younger than me. The hair that looked white was really just faded and dry, bolls of thistledown behind and wisps as light as cobweb on her brow. Her skin, what little I could see since she was facing away from us, was dry too, pale and crumpled, and she looked as soft as raw dough inside her loose clothes.


Did she ever move? Her ankles, bare above her bedroom slippers, were purple with oedema and the skin was scaly and sore. The hands that rested bonelessly in her lap, their untrimmed nails curling round like ram’s horns, looked as if they’d been discarded there and forgotten. There was a book lying face down on the table beside her – Maya Angelou, with a bookmark tucked into the pages, claiming it was half read. I didn’t believe it.


‘Sylvie, darling,’ said Dr Ferris. ‘This is Alison McGovern, a new member of staff. Alison’s going to be joining us and she’ll be helping to look after you.’


I walked in front of her armchair and bent down to stroke her hand. ‘Hello, Sylvie,’ I said. She kept her gaze lowered. I could only just see the glint of her eyes through her lashes. But it wasn’t her eyes that struck me. She was breathing through her mouth and her top lip had dried until it had snagged on one of her teeth and puckered. The tooth was dry, too, furred with plaque. I couldn’t help myself. My training took over. I crouched down and rummaged in my bag, finding the little pot of salve I always carried there. I snapped open the cigarette case that Marco had given me for my thirtieth birthday. I never carried cigarettes in it – I’d never smoked in my life – but it was perfect for a few cotton buds. I twirled one in the salve and touched it to her lip, swiping it free of her tooth. I dabbed it into the corner where the skin was broken and then I cupped her cheek in my hand, rubbing her temple with my thumb. ‘There,’ I said. ‘That’s better, isn’t it?’


She took a deep breath, like a baby waking, and looked at me. Her voice made no sound but her lips moved. ‘Better,’ she breathed.


As I stood, she followed me upwards with her eyes, moving her head in three creaks.


‘I’ll see you next week,’ I said, and I thought I saw the ghost of a smile.


Then I looked at Dr Ferris. Her face had drained and there was a flicker at the side of her neck where her pulse showed in a soft place between the sinews, like the fontanelle of a newborn. By the time I managed to drag my eyes away from it, she was on the move again, padding across the carpet, then clip-clopping on the parquet.


She had recovered before we got back to her office. ‘You are honoured,’ she said. ‘Sylvie doesn’t make eye contact.’


‘What’s wrong with her?’ I asked.


‘Hysterical catatonia,’ said Dr Ferris. I nodded, as if I understood what that meant, and tried to commit it to memory to look it up when I got home. ‘She hasn’t spoken a word or interacted in any way with another person – client or team – since she got here.’


‘But . . .’ I began, and stopped. Probably mouthing echoes of words she’d just heard didn’t count. I’d find out when I looked up . . . Oh, God. I’d forgotten already.


‘Now then,’ Dr Ferris went on briskly. ‘About that cheque.’ She waited but I didn’t bite. ‘Or no – forgive me. I think we said cash, didn’t we?’


I like to think it played no part. I would want to believe that I changed my mind about going back because of Sylvie and that whisper of a smile. But it’s hard to deny that ten one-hundred-pound notes in my bag didn’t make a difference as I drove off to the nearest petrol station and planned what easy, tasty junk to have for tea.





Chapter 3



Back at home, sitting outside in the car, I looked across at the abbey. A thing I don’t often do.


When I was ill, before Australia, I met this one girl – Anne, she was called – who was scared of dying. She had found her friend after an overdose and it had got right into her bones, like a cancer. She was scared to sleep at night and scared to move in the daytime in case she died. In case being awake or falling asleep or even just living somehow killed her.


But every time she felt herself get better, you know what she did? She went to the cemetery to look at her friend’s grave. She was in my group and, after a while, I got sick of listening to her. She’d had a bad experience nearly a year back – that much was true – but she wouldn’t help herself. I said so.


‘You’ve got very clear ideas, Ali,’ the group leader said. And the rest of them just looked at the floor. I never could work out if they agreed with her. But being there wasn’t some kind of hobby for me, like it was with some of the others. I wanted to get better and get back to normal, and that is what I did.


I learned what things to steer clear of and I cracked it in six months. My intake appointment was in July and by Christmas I was off their books. Back home to Marco and little Angelo, and we all had the trip of a lifetime to Australia before the start of school.


That was the beginning of the good times. Marco had turned a small-town chippy into the kind of business he could be proud of and he was sure it would thrive and flourish. Soon he’d be a local celebrity, he told me, pretending he was kidding. I knew he meant it and I knew there was even more that he didn’t say. I knew he looked at telly chefs and then in the mirror. And dreamed and dreamed. I was happy with the salon. I had all the chairs and beds rented out, a receptionist and a shampoo girl, a book of clients that came back every month and used me for their weddings. We bought the house before it was even built and chose every last light switch and doorknob to suit ourselves. Put a pool table in the playroom for Marco and never minded how many of his pals we ended up feeding.


How smug we must have seemed to the people around us, who were already leading the lives we led now. They were surely there. I just didn’t see them.


Just like I didn’t see trouble the first time I looked at the abbey. We came to pretend to make our minds up about the cottage. Truth was, we had no choice. The rent was cheap – mates’ rates from Marco’s pal – and it was out of the town. That was the main thing. I wouldn’t see Face Value lit up and bustling, somehow doing just fine without me. Marco wouldn’t see the fliers pile up on the floor behind the glass door of McGovern & Son, lying there empty.


Of course, as soon as Angelo clapped eyes on the abbey, he wanted to go exploring and I went with him, big lunk of fourteen though he was. Too many things had gone wrong and I was holding on pretty tight, grabbing any chance of him showing an interest in anything – even this – to see if I could get him talking.


The grass around the ruin had looked like velvet from a distance but it was lumpy and uncomfortable to walk on. Fallen masonry, I told myself, but I couldn’t kick the thought that it was coffins, or even bodies with their coffins long rotted away. Angelo read from the information boards: ‘“The abbey was home to a thriving community of Cistercian monks from its foundation in 1142 until it fell into disuse after the Reformation.” When was that, Mum?’


I shrugged. How many monks in all those years? Too many to be buried side by side. There must be bodies under bodies under bodies, crammed in like a junkyard. And then it was used for sheep. Angelo was reading it out, laughing: ‘“A shelter for sheep and cattle,”’ he shouted to me. I thought of the rams nudging at the soft earth with their horns. They didn’t de-horn sheep then, did they? Grubbing up bones and . . .


But sheep were vegetarians, so my thoughts turned to dogs. A pack of wild dogs, scrapping and snarling over the bleached bones of all those abbots and friars.


‘Mary Queen of— Mum? Are you listening?’ Angelo had shouted. ‘Mary Queen of Scots spent her last night in Scotland sheltering here, before taking a boat across the Solway to seek protection from her cousin Queen Elizabeth.’ He made a harsh noise, like the horn on a game-show. ‘Bad move, Mary.’


I gave him the best grin I could muster. It wasn’t good enough. Not by half.


‘What’s wrong?’ he said.


‘Absolutely nothing,’ I said. And, really, there was nothing wrong.


When I was a wee girl, we used to make daisy chains, and if we had any daisies left over we’d pinch them in the crook of our pointing fingers with our thumbnails and we’d sing ‘Mary Queen of Scots got her head chopped off’. And we’d flick and then giggle as the daisy head fell. Harmless. And once in the Museum of Childhood I saw a peepshow of it. The guillotine, the red satin of her dress and the sacking hood of the executioner. You put in a token and watched the show. The executioner raised his axe in three jerks, the figure in the red satin gown shook. Then the axe fell and the head dropped into the basket, its pale face turned up, its black hair rubbed off where it had hit the basket every time over the years in exactly the same spot. I shovelled in another token and kept watching. I wanted to see how they put it back together. But discs fell over the eyeholes and turned everything black. All I could see was my own eyes reflected there, and when the discs lifted, her head was on again.


I wouldn’t even have said it made much of an impression. But it came back to me. When I was ill. Before we went to Australia. In my memory, those painted bystanders around the back walls of the peepshow were all singing, the jingle as tinny and fake as the axe falling. ‘Mary Queen of Scots got her head chopped off.’


Then I learned how to keep away from things. Of course, sometimes it caught me unawares. Those faceless angels. Those bloody ceramic faceless angels. I didn’t see that coming. Pam at my work collected them. She was a hairdresser and she had one at her chair. Then she had two and seven, and I got her in the Secret Santa and suddenly I had one. I sat it out on the mantelpiece in the lounge and went to bed. Never gave it a thought. 

OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
WEIG HT
ANGELS





