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Prologue


A Child by The Lake


The child was sleeping.


A sliver of moonlight peered through the motel room window while the hushed, liquid sounds of the nearby lake were carried on a carpet of night towards them. They lay motionless on the narrow bed. Both the Engineer and the Mistress-in-Waiting were silent, absorbed in thought, listening to the regular rhythm of the baby’s breath as it cruised alongside the background chatter of the cicadas.


‘I didn’t know cicadas sang at night,’ she remarked.


‘It could be because of the light on the jetty,’ the Engineer said. ‘Or the heatwave.’


‘Yes, it is hot . . .’ She instinctively smoothed the sheet that covered their bodies with her damp hands, as if ironing out the creases would alleviate the suffocating heat. ‘Or maybe they’re crickets or katydids,’ she added.


‘No, definitely cicadas,’ the Engineer informed her. ‘It’s a distinctive chorus. I recognise it.’


The young woman fell silent and turned towards him, allowing her fingers to brush against his skin.


The Engineer sighed, overcome by an uncontrollable feeling of gratitude swelling inside his chest. They were side by side, eyes wide open, the baby’s basket set on the floor at her side where she could keep an eye on it and reach its handle without having to move more than an inch.


He turned towards her. His wife.


Of two weeks only.


Her blond hair spilling freely over the cushion, golden, regal.


In his mind, he replayed the short wedding ceremony in the town hall of the picturesque village where they had first found refuge after fleeing the Ball. The same village where their child had come into the world. Their shelter from the storm, a small community in a distant valley dotted with lakes, which they had stumbled upon by chance.


They had debated furiously whether this was the right place to hide, a pretty but touristy gathering of picture-postcard cottages, gift shops and a circle of cabins surrounding a partly isolated minor lake, but it had felt right. Hiding in plain sight amongst the ever-changing flow of visitors. It had been late spring and her pregnancy was due to come to term in early summer. They had noticed a small hospital on the outskirts of the village as the Greyhound bus they were travelling on had driven by and they knew they couldn’t run for ever. It was as good a place as any, they had reckoned.


The ceremony hadn’t been much of a ceremony. The official had worn a black suit with a dark tie and their witnesses had been the local midwife who had presided over the baby’s arrival and the owner of the bed and breakfast where they had initially taken refuge. They knew no one else in town. It was all over in ten minutes and the only touch of colour had been a few bouquets of red roses the Engineer had scraped together at the last minute. In her Moses basket, the child had remained silent through the proceedings as they exchanged vows, parroted all the right words and ended up so quickly as man and wife.


The Engineer extended his hand and passed his fingers through her long hair, like travelling through silk, a sensation he found both arousing and soothing. He took a deep breath in an attempt to immerse himself in the moment, to make it last.


Had the child been a boy, he knew, there might have been an opportunity to remain here for a while, or somewhere else, and maybe settle down, to get away from the road and their headless flight. But that opportunity was now denied them. The Ball would never allow the offspring of a Mistress-in-Waiting to escape her destiny.


‘You can’t sleep, can you?’ his wife asked him.


‘No.’


She shifted nearer to him, effortlessly sliding over the central dip in the mattress, the imprint created by the hundreds of couples who had preceded them in this bed before they had inherited it, and snuggled up against his side. He slept naked, and she usually wore a thin cotton nightgown, which had now bunched up at her waist.


The contact was electric. It always was. Since the first time their bodies had met, when they both worked at the Ball on a summer’s night a whole year ago.


Their lips made contact.


Just as they had on that fateful evening as the fireworks roared through the sky in the distant fields setting a signal for the bacchanalia to begin, a rainbow palette of fire, sparkles and flames bathing the landscape in a blanket of magic.


Their hearts beating in unison.


Then and now.


The Engineer took his wife in his arms, banishing the imagined sounds of the final Ball they had participated in. Remembering how they had relished that first embrace, how it had seemed to go on for ever and everything around them had somehow disappeared, leaving them at the centre of a cocoon of silence and affection, in sway to each other, suspended in the fleeting breeze of their breaths, the softness of their skins, the yearning in their eyes.


And they had both known, in an instant, that this was what they had been waiting for all their lives.


She had said his name softly, as if shielding it from the ears of others. The Engineer had whispered hers, lingering on every syllable, caressing every sound.


Still holding on to each other as if their lives depended on it, they had looked at each other, searching for words, the right words, the wrong words, something to hang onto.


‘It’s wrong,’ she had said, but wouldn’t let go of him. ‘Us.’ She shivered. ‘You know what is happening at dawn, don’t you?’


‘I do,’ the Engineer had confessed. He had designed the ceremonial console. There was no way he could pretend not to know.


The first time she would be inscribed.


Marking her once and for all as the Mistress-in-Waiting.


And they had fled.


Knowing they would inevitably be pursued.


To the ends of the earth.


‘Hold me,’ his wife said, and his mind was returned to the present. To the suffocating bedroom where the wide open windows brought no relief from the curtain of leaden heat. His fingers lingered in the wake of her hair and tiptoed down to her bare shoulders. Her skin was damp.


Her small hand glided across his bare back, her nails gently trailing across his skin, pulling him tighter against her. His heartbeat accelerated. They hadn’t made love since the child’s birth. It wasn’t something they had discussed, it had just happened. Waiting for the right time.


That morning, he had watched her shower when she had left the door to the bathroom half-open. The porcelain white of her body had shone under the pearling water like a jewel and the Engineer had felt his chest tightening in response. He was overrun by the soothing familiarity of his desire for her. Knowing it would never die.


There was a muffled sound. The baby had burped or hiccupped.


Their bodies parted.


‘Is she waking?’


His wife looked over the side of the bed.


‘No. It’s still a bit too early, I think.’


Right then, as if responding mischievously to her mother’s statement, the baby opened her eyes wide, revealing dark-brown orbs that lit up her chubby face.


Her parents smiled.


The baby peered out at them, silent, querying.


‘Hungry?’ her mother asked the child, pulling down her nightgown’s strap and uncovering her swollen breast and its delicately pink nipple. The expression on her face unaltered, the baby began sucking.


‘She always is,’ the Engineer said.


His wife leaned over the side of the bed, picked up the baby and brought the child to her chest.


‘We still haven’t given her a name,’ he said.


So far they affectionately called her ‘dumpling’, but hadn’t settled on the right forename. Every time they tentatively agreed on one, they ended up discarding it the following morning as uninteresting, inappropriate, banal or downright wrong.


‘We’ll come up with something,’ the Engineer stated and kept on watching his wife and new-born child with unerring fascination.


Fed and changed, the baby quickly fell asleep again.


‘She’s good for a few hours now,’ his wife said.


Dawn was peering through the cabin’s wide-open windows, bathing the room with shimmering light. Already, the temperature was rising and the monotonous sound of the cicadas was growing in crescendo.


In her basket, the child appeared unaffected, not even sweating, at peace, her thin trails of dark hair unevenly distributed across her small head, her breath reassuringly regular.


‘I need some fresh air,’ his wife remarked, wiping the dampness away from her forehead.


‘I don’t think it’s any less stifling outside,’ the Engineer pointed out.


‘By the lake, maybe?’ she suggested, her eyes casting a longing glance in the direction of the calm spread of water beyond the wall of trees that enclosed the perimeter of the motel and its circle of cottages. There wasn’t a single vehicle in the car park at the front. They were the only visitors today.


He looked down at the baby’s basket on the floor between the unmade bed and the wall. ‘What about the child?’


‘She’s just eaten,’ his wife observed. ‘She’ll sleep until midday, at least eleven,’ she added. ‘She’ll be okay. We don’t have to stay more than an hour at most.’


‘Okay,’ the Engineer reluctantly agreed.


As if seeking absolution for their temporary desertion, they both leaned over the basket and kissed the baby’s forehead before walking out and jogging the few hundred yards or so to the lake.


‘We’re close enough that we’ll hear her if she cries. She has powerful lungs, our little one,’ the Mistress-in-Waiting remarked as they held each other’s hands and trampled barefoot through the grass and across the patchy curtain of tall oak trees before emerging onto the dry mud bank of the small lake. A small, rickety jetty extended into the peaceful waters, and a weak, gossamer breeze rose magically from the water’s shallow depths and brushed against their skin, weakly diverting the mounting heat of the new day.


The irregular wooden planks felt warm under their feet and they walked a length away from the pontoon’s edge.


At this distance from the trees and the fields, the insistent sound of the cicadas singing had faded away, and the young couple were bathed in an eerie stasis of silence.


Skimming across the roof of the trees behind them a gust of wind rose, born out of nowhere, and the sudden sound of branches creaking and leaves shaking in its wake reached the Engineer’s ears. Out of instinct, he swiftly looked back, and thought he saw a shadow run between two of the trees, before disappearing out of sight like a ghost. His heart dropped.


‘What is it?’ she asked him, sensing him tense at her side.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I thought for a moment there was somebody in the trees, watching us.’


‘Your paranoia, again,’ she said. ‘And, anyway, who cares if we are seen? We’re married, remember, and it wouldn’t be the first time we’d been seen naked, would it?’


His gaze lingered, fixed on the thin gap between the trees, and he then turned back to her. ‘It’s nothing. Don’t worry.’


He hadn’t told her that the previous day when he had walked into the village to pick up fresh milk and provisions, he had come across a couple of strangers whose attire was unlike that of the customary tourists who visited the area. And, out of the corner of his eye, he’d caught a glimpse of the woman looking at him somewhat quizzically. However, neither she nor the man accompanying her was familiar to him from his time at the Ball. He’d quickly dismissed the idea they might be acolytes tasked with running them down, but the kernel of the thought had embedded itself in his mind and suddenly returned.


‘I love you,’ the Engineer said.


His wife turned to him and smiled in that way that always melted his heart and, almost as if in slow motion, pulled the straps of her nightgown to the side and allowed the flimsy garment to fall to her feet. She was naked underneath. The early rays of the sun ran through her long blond tresses, crowning the strands of gold with a delicate haze.


Riven to the spot by the beauty of his wife as she stood, feet slightly apart in a pause of expectation, the Engineer held his breath, his attention locked on every single detail of her unveiled body, the indescribable shades of pink of her nipples, the trace of her rib cage beneath the white skin, the dark yellow fire of her thatch, the elegant curve of her hips, the exquisitely thin circle of her ankle and the gold chain he had always known her to wear there. Then he looked up and their eyes met and his soul plunged into the green depths of her life.


He went to her and kissed her, abandoning himself to the cushioned softness of her lips, her bare skin wrapping itself around his own. This seemed to go on for ever, time around them falling to a standstill.


Finally, she broke away. His eyes were closed.


The sun was rising over the trembling horizon behind him, growing stronger with every passing minute, its fierce rays washing over his bare back and, for a brief moment, he felt dizzy, unsure what was hotter, the slow, sharp fire travelling across his shoulders or the cauldron of her mouth as she wrapped herself around him and teased and played with him as only she knew best.


The Engineer gasped. ‘Not now. Not like this,’ he protested. ‘I want to be inside you.’ It would be the first time they would make love since the birth and he wanted to enjoy it to the full, make it unforgettable.


His wife detached herself from him and he joined her on his knees, the rough texture of the jetty’s wooden planks an unwelcome burst of reality and discomfort. He stretched out and reached her discarded nightgown and spread it out on the jetty floor and then delicately positioned her across it and parted her legs.


Her arms stretched out from her side and her body opened like a cross, preparing herself for his imminent but welcome invasion.


They were sprawled out on the wooden jetty, spent, exhausted. The sun was rising over the trembling horizon behind them, growing stronger with every passing minute, its fierce rays washing over their bodies.


‘Come on,’ she chided him, getting to her feet. ‘What are you waiting for?’


And with that she faced the end of the jetty and took flight, causing a thousand ripples to shimmer across the broken surface of the lake’s dormant waters as she dived in.


The sound of her laughter echoed through the air.


The Engineer hesitated briefly and then followed her in, the impact of his body creating a further galaxy of concentric circles to race wildly across the already rippling skin of the lake.


The cool water felt invigorating and they splashed around like wild children in a playground, enjoying the way their hot skin was bathed with relief with every successive moment that passed.


‘Catch me,’ his wife called out, swimming towards the centre of the lake.


Seeing him approach, she jumped up and plunged under the water to hide from him, prolonging the game they were playing.


By the time he reached the spot where she had submerged herself, she hadn’t returned to the surface. He realised this was the deepest part of the lake, unlike the shallow edges where they had set off from. He waited for a moment but, overcome by a rush of fear, he lowered himself fully in the waters, below the surface. It took an agonisingly long time for his eyes to adjust to the submarine murk and he had to force himself to keep them open, against all his instincts.


Spinning around in panic in an attempt to see where she might be, he could feel his lungs bursting as he attempted to hold the air inside and not be expelled. He thrashed uncontrollably, the lake around him tightening its grip like hard wool around his body.


Finally, just as he was about to launch himself upwards to the surface of the lake in a bid to take in fresh air and make a further attempt, he noticed a blurred form floating just a few arms away from him. It was her. His wife.


Fixed in time. Her eyes were wide open and pleading. Her golden hair floating like an explosion above her head, her arms beating a metronomic rhythm by her sides. He knew she could see him. He made an attempt to reach her but the weight in his chest became unbearable and felt like it would saw him in two.


He looked down. Her ankle was caught in a jungle of weeds on the floor of the lake and she was frantically trying to set it loose but her energy was visibly waning and every successive tug only appeared to tighten the plant’s hold on her leg.


He was only half-conscious by the time he reached her and was unable to summon the physical will to untangle her from the weeds in which her ankle was held captive.


He gave her a last look and he knew she understood.


As resignation engulfed him, he first thought with a sense of relief that what was happening was not the fault of the Ball, and his final one was for his daughter who was sleeping peacefully just a stone’s throw away.


Slowed by the sheer weight of the water, he struggled to raise a hand and reach her cheek in a final gesture of tenderness but he failed to do so and his fingers grazed her left nipple. Then everything grew black around him.


East of the lake, a cloud passed across the sun.


In the cabin, the child had woken up and was now crying.




1


Hunting Ghosts


They were surrounded by noises, smells, movement and light. It felt like this early part of the night was merely a prelude to even bigger and strangely wonderful events.


Siv turned to Aurelia.


‘Isn’t this magical?’ she asked her friend.


‘It’s better than magical,’ Aurelia replied, glancing around in wonder as one strange thing after another caught her attention. There was something a touch askew about the evening, as if the atmosphere they were bathed in was having an insidious effect on her mind.


The ordinarily plain stretch of grass had been transformed and was now peppered with tents, each of them brighter and more flamboyantly decorated than the last.


From close up Aurelia could see that the temporary structures that housed the fair’s attractions were made of simple canvas and steel and that the flashes of red and yellow and blue that flicked into the sky from the roofs of the big-tops like dozens of fluorescent tongues were simply fabric streamers. But from afar it appeared as though a plague of rainbow-coloured mushrooms had sprouted all over the heath overnight and she half suspected that the whole thing might disappear again just as quickly right before their eyes as if the fair had grown out of nowhere and not been placed there by design.


The toffee apples that they had purchased at the ticket gate were the size of small pumpkins and the candyfloss that she had sampled from Siv’s paper bag was so light and fluffy it could easily have blown away before she managed to get it into her mouth.


Children, their faces half lit by the fairy lights that were woven over everything, ran unsupervised between the tent poles like pixies on a rampage. Even the sounds of sausages sizzling and machinery whirring and popcorn popping seemed sharper than usual.


Once they had passed through the hedgerow that marked the funfair’s entrance, everything had been magnified, right down to the feathery touch of the gentle breeze that wafted over Aurelia’s skin and sent a pleasant shiver all the way up her spine.


Aurelia felt on edge, both elated and terribly curious. Like tiptoeing on the edge of intoxication even though she hadn’t yet had a drop to drink.


Which was not the case for Siv, who had brought along one of her father’s thin silver hip flasks, which she had filled with gin and some mixer before they left the house and had regularly refreshed herself from it on the train taking them to London.


‘When I grow up,’ Siv remarked, ‘I think I might run away with a circus.’


‘You are grown up,’ Aurelia replied. They would both be celebrating their eighteenth birthdays soon, just a few weeks apart.


‘I mean properly grown up, and all that,’ Siv responded, as they walked past a stall selling cheap souvenirs and glow sticks. The old woman running it hailed them as they passed, loudly advertising her wares, but they ignored her and continued towards the circular marquee where the dodgems had been set up and loud sounds of mechanical mayhem and laughter rose all the way to the plastic roof.


A gaggle of teenage boys rushed past them, running in the opposite direction, still exhilarated from their turn on the cars. The smallest of the group, who could not have been more than thirteen and wore a combination of school blazer, blue Chelsea FC football shirt, ripped jeans and heavy steel-capped working man’s boots, brushed against Siv as they passed.


‘Watch it,’ Siv shouted.


The boy froze in his steps and gave her a dirty look, struggling for the right riposte but the sight of Siv standing there, legs apart in a confrontational pose, her tight denim shorts stretched against her thick black tights, an expression of provocative rage spreading across her lips, silenced him.


Although small in size, Siv, with her blond hair cut short, oozed menace. It was as if she was itching for a fight. The boy lowered his eyes and moved on, running after his companions to escape her stern gaze.


Once again Siv and Aurelia were blanketed by the sounds of the fun fair in full flow. Laughter, shouts, muffled melodies of antediluvian pop tunes duelling between the steady thwacks emanating from the coconut shy and the hiss of flames meeting paraffin as a man juggling fire sticks stopped to refuel and gave them a theatrical flourish. Aurelia winked at him and was rewarded with a wide grin before he returned to painting the night sky with streaks of light.


‘No need to be so aggressive,’ Aurelia chided Siv, who was still glaring after the boy. Aurelia had long grown used to her friend’s bursts of temper. There was a core of revolt lurking inside Siv, her against the world; it had been present since their first years together in primary school, an anger against the status quo, the state of things, that Siv used to compensate for her size and deceptive frailty. As a result, and although Aurelia had always been taller, now by almost a full head, Siv had from that early stage assigned herself the role of protector to her friend, and would have fought to the death on her behalf had any bullies crossed their path. Which they never did, as Siv’s pugnacious reputation rapidly began to precede her.


Aurelia remembered an occasion, just under ten years ago, when she had been wrongly accused of some minor misdemeanour in class, and tiny Siv had stood up with a roar of indignation and confronted the teacher, red in the face, crying out ‘That’s not fair!’, which had landed both of them in detention. The event had cemented their friendship once and for all.


‘Can’t let these uncouth Londoners get the better of us country girls, can we?’ Siv said with a grin.


Aurelia smiled back at her but deliberately left the question unanswered, not wanting to let a spat interrupt the happy mood of the afternoon. They’d been planning this for ages, the culmination of their half-term break, and they’d mulled over at least a dozen celebratory possibilities before deciding to travel to London for the day and then spend the evening at the fun fair on Hampstead Heath.


They had promised Siv’s parents that they would arrive home by midnight. Although they were old enough to stay out as late as they liked, together they had developed a reputation for mischief and both Aurelia and Siv had long ago learned that their home lives were more pleasant when they kept their parents pacified or at least informed about the length of their intended absences.


Other girls from their class had been to the fair over the Christmas break the previous year and sung its praises but, before Aurelia had arrived, she couldn’t imagine that it would be any different to the various fairs she had on occasion visited on the south coast and nearer to home. Maybe the Ferris wheel would be larger, the carousels faster and the rides more colourful, but none of that could explain the overwhelming desire she’d had to visit the fair on the heath rather than go dancing at a string of clubs in the West End with the ID cards that Siv had borrowed from friends who had already turned eighteen. So why in her heart and the pit of her stomach could she feel that sense of excitement and repressed expectation?


They reached the dodgems pay kiosk manned by a sullen white-haired man dressed all in black and Siv purchased tokens for three rides with coins fished loose from her pocket. Then they waited for their turn to embark on the car they had picked out, metal red and gleaming, bruised steel, parked at the other end of the floor, unreachable until the current session ended.


Aurelia was lost in a daydream, the sounds of Taylor Swift’s ‘I Knew You Were Trouble’ punctuating the regular rhythm of random dodgem collisions unfolding in front of her eyes.


‘Those boys are staring,’ she heard Siv say, although at first it felt as if her friend’s voice was coming from behind a padded mirror. She snapped to attention.


‘Which ones?’ she asked, distracted and quite unconcerned by the attention they might be getting.


‘Over there? Can’t you see?’


Aurelia followed Siv’s nod of the chin. Three skinny teenagers at the opposite end of the track, all wearing jeans and flannel lumberjack shirts in various combinations of colours and cleanliness, were gazing at them with undisguised hunger in their eyes.


‘Oh . . .’ Aurelia said.


‘I like the one in the middle,’ Siv pointed out. He was the scruffiest and was slouching in a rakish way. His two friends were shorter and unremarkable, both holding bottles in their hands.


‘Not my type,’ Aurelia said.


‘They’re never your type,’ Siv interjected. ‘You don’t seem to have a type.’


Aurelia knew that Siv had, on several occasions, been with men. She’d had to listen to the fascinating if excruciating details with a mixture of awe and amusement. Of course, she sometimes felt attracted to boys, but never those whom Siv chose for her and she had always shied from moving any step further than holding hands or a formal goodnight kiss on the cheek. It was a combination of shyness and the simple fact that every time she had been involved in any kind of romance things had gone awry in often embarrassing ways.


The music ground to a halt and with it the deliberate whirlwind of dodgem cars sliding across the steel floor of the attraction.


Taking her eyes off the admiring boys, Siv seized Aurelia’s hand and led her to the metal red car they had spotted earlier and they sank into it, squeezing themselves onto the driving seat.


Aurelia noticed out of the corner of her eye two of the boys who had been watching them earlier make a beeline for a blue car full of dents. The third one had remained in place, and was now smoking a cigarette. As Siv took the simple steering wheel in both her hands, Aurelia detected a touch of malice in the watching boy’s eyes.


The loudspeakers roared into life again, the music beginning slowly, as if stretched like an elastic band until it reached a full crescendo. It was the same Taylor Swift song. The dodgem car twitched and Siv put her foot down on the pedal and it took off as if stung by a bee.


Siv glanced around her as she gripped the steering wheel, seeking out possible targets. But there were only half a dozen somewhat forlorn cars spread along the steel floor of the attraction. Before she could select a victim, there was a heavy jolt as the dented blue car driven by the two boys from earlier made a crunching contact with theirs, and their aggressors let out a whoop of frantic laughter.


‘Women drivers!’ exclaimed one of them, with a pronounced Brummie accent.


Siv quickly manoeuvred herself into reverse and with one deft movement swung around and before the boys could respond again she had pressed her foot flat onto the pedal, slamming the blue car against the side of the track. Aurelia lurched forward in her seat as Siv chortled and raced away again, the boys hot in pursuit. She managed to evade them for the rest of the ride, which came to a halt much earlier than they’d expected.


Extricating herself from the car, Siv extended her hand to Aurelia to help her out. ‘That’ll teach them,’ she said proudly, glancing back at the car to check the two boys’ reaction. They remained in place, already seeking out their next targets when the ride came to life again and apparently impervious to Siv’s attempts to get their attention. The third boy, the observer, had already faded away, seemingly bored with watching them.


Siv frowned, visibly losing interest in the dodgems as her target spun off in another direction without a backward glance. ‘We’ll use the other tokens later,’ she said. ‘Let’s see some of the other attractions.’


Siv and Aurelia stepped onto the grass. Away from the noisy cars, it now felt colder. Aurelia sniffed the air.


‘I think the weather is turning,’ she said.


Within a few minutes, the wind was rising in gusts and battering the tents that covered the green fields, sending the strings of beads that covered the nearby tarot reader’s awning clattering against each other in a tangle of multicoloured plastic. The Ferris wheel creaked and strained like an ancient behemoth struggling to tear itself out of the bolts that held its iron arms together and escape, octopus-like, across the open areas of the heath.


Aurelia raised a hand to her face and brushed away the strands of auburn hair that had uncurled from her hair band and were whipping out into the breeze like reeds in a stream. The wind felt like a cool pane of glass against her cheek. She fought the urge to lean against it, relax, and let it catch her or send her falling straight to the ground. Instead she turned her face into the cool air and opened her arms as if embracing the tempest that swept against them. She laughed.


‘Can you feel it?’ she shouted to Siv over the weather. ‘There’s something loose in the air tonight. It feels like Halloween.’


Siv laughed with her. The sound caught in the current and turned into a whistle. She hadn’t bothered to gel her cropped blond hair and the wind had pushed it up into tufts on her head so that she looked even more gamine than usual. Any other girl might have been offended by the number of people who mistook her for a boy. Not Siv. She delighted in her androgyny.


‘Let’s get back indoors,’ Aurelia added. ‘It’s going to rain.’ She dropped her arms to her sides and pulled her fringed black shawl tightly around her shoulders, though the thin fabric did little to protect her from the elements.


‘Come on then,’ Siv took Aurelia by the hand, pulling her along as was her habit, and they entered the nearest tent, an enormous dark-green tower that, despite its size, blended into its surroundings so well that they nearly walked straight past it. The canvas door flapped open and then closed again immediately behind them, swallowing them up.


Unpleasant smells of sweat and damp and month-old candy permeated the cavernous structure and left a bitter, metallic taste in Aurelia’s mouth, as if she had been sucking a penny.


‘Is there anyone here?’ Aurelia whispered into the dark. A light bulb crackled and flashed. Both girls jumped and clung onto the other’s hand tightly.


‘Sorry,’ said a young man who was now visible at the counter. ‘Mechanical failure. With the light, not the ride,’ he added hastily. ‘Do you want tickets?’


A green rubber monster’s mask was pushed onto the top of his head and his messy ginger hair fell across his forehead. The elastic band that was designed to hold the mask in place over his face dug into his chin, leaving an angry red welt. Aurelia wanted to reach out and loosen it, but instead, she dug into her tote bag and withdrew the quilted coin purse with the gold clip that she had received from her godmother for her birthday.


‘What ride is it?’ she asked. The inside of the tent was bereft of signs or any other identifying information. They could have been anywhere.


‘The ghost train,’ replied the young man, in a perfunctory manner, as if he were announcing the departure of the next express service to London.


He stared at Aurelia’s fingertips as she counted out the change for two tickets. She had painted them that morning, a dark, rich navy blue that gleamed against her pale skin. Siv’s were bright green, the colour of the fresh limes she liked to add to her gin when she wasn’t drinking it straight from a hip flask.


Aurelia took the ticket stubs between her fingers. The young man held onto the slips of white paper a fraction too long before letting go. The nails of his right hand were bitten to the quick. The nails on his left hand were of ordinary length, and neatly filed. Aurelia was a keen observer of people, and she noted this snippet of information with interest. She wondered what other parts of the boy were frayed at the edges on only one side.


‘Through that door,’ the boy said, pointing to a thin black veil behind him, without taking his eyes from Aurelia for a moment. A grinning plastic skeleton hung over the opening; its once white bones now discoloured from old age and overuse. It emitted a mechanical wail when Siv pushed it impatiently to one side to let them through.


‘He likes you,’ she said matter-of-factly, punctuating her statement with another swig from the silver flask and nodding her head towards the ticket collector whose faint outline was still visible through the thin curtain, as if to confirm that she was referring to him and not the skeleton.


Aurelia shrugged. It wasn’t that boys made her nervous. She just happened to find the idea of romance uninteresting, and the few times that she had tried it, always as a result of Siv’s meddling, things had gone wrong in ways that seemed unbelievable in retrospect.


The first boy who had ever tried to kiss her had tripped as he had moved in to make contact, fallen flat on his face and broken his nose on the pavement outside her house. And only last year, at the school’s end-of-term disco, her date had managed to inadvertently lock himself in a broom cupboard, and hadn’t been discovered until the caretaker cleaned the hall the following morning.


Siv joked that she had Cupid’s nemesis resting on her shoulder and batting away the arrows of love. And if that were true, Aurelia didn’t mind. She was not unaware that sometimes men looked at her, or tried to strike up a conversation. She was simply ambivalent.


‘And he wasn’t bad looking,’ Siv added. ‘Ginger, but still cute. I think you should talk to him.’


‘I did talk to him.’


A single cart sat empty at the top of a gentle slope. It didn’t appear to be fixed onto rails. Aurelia waited for some sign to indicate what they should do next.


‘Do we sit in that, do you think?’


‘I meant talk to him,’ Siv replied. ‘And who cares, these rides are all stupid anyway. Is anyone else even in here?’


The sound of muffled voices and brash laughter reached them through the thin veil that blocked the ride’s starting point from the ticket collector.


‘Shhh,’ Siv said. ‘Someone’s coming.’


‘The cart’s not big enough for all of you!’ came the voice of the young ginger-haired man from behind the counter. ‘You’ll have to wait for me to set up another one.’


‘Hurry up then,’ a deeper voice replied.


‘Boys! The ones from the dodgems,’ Siv hissed joyfully. ‘Come on.’


She grabbed Aurelia’s hand and pulled her into the darkness of the tunnel, pushing aside the rubber spiders that fell down from the rooftop as they set off the motion sensors. Stale popcorn crunched beneath their shoes, crushed to fragments by the heavy weight of Siv’s favourite shiny purple Doc Marten boots with their garish black and yellow laces and barely touched by the soft tread of Aurelia’s ballet pumps.


The cart clicked and whirred into life behind them.


‘Quick!’ cried Siv, as the boys bundled in, and pushed away the attentions of the red-haired ticket collector who was frantically insisting that they buckle up their seat belts. ‘Let’s hide.’


The tent seemed to go off for miles in all directions. It hadn’t seemed so wide from the outside. They found the metal rails that the carts ran along, and raced down alongside the track looking for a place large enough for the two of them to crawl into or disappear behind.


‘Here,’ Siv said, when they nearly toppled straight over a pair of elderly-looking vampires who were sitting precariously atop a fake-blood-covered rock.


They crouched down as the cart came rushing towards them, faster than they had expected.


The faces of the two vampires morphed into snarls as the cart set off the pressure switch, caught in the glare of a beam of light that flashed on, just in time to cast a vivid glow onto the twin moons of Siv’s buttocks as she leapt up and pulled down her shorts and tights, flashing her arse.


A boy shouted in surprise. ‘Hey! I think that was a girl,’ he cried behind him. The cart’s occupants tried to swivel around but it was too late, they had been whisked around the corner before they could catch another glance or identify the perpetrator.


Siv chuckled as she re-fastened the button on her jean shorts.


‘Are you quite finished?’ Aurelia asked her friend, between peals of laughter.


Siv snickered again in response. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I was hoping I’d make them crash.’


She pushed the silver flask into Aurelia’s hand. ‘Here, settle yourself down with a swig of this. And let’s keep exploring.’


Aurelia took a sip, and grimaced.


‘Ugh,’ she said, ‘I thought you said you were going to mix it?’


‘Not enough room in the bottle,’ Siv replied. ‘I didn’t want to waste the space.’


‘This place is huge,’ Aurelia marvelled, as they edged along another corridor. ‘And it doesn’t feel like a tent.’ She ran her hand along the nearest wall. It was as cool and damp to the touch as a stone in a river. Again she had a strange sense of excitement about the night, as if the fun fair was a place that sat somewhere on the fringes of reality, part of the world but not subject to its ordinary rules.


They continued walking. Aurelia had taken the lead this time, stepping into the dark with one hand still caressing the wall and the other holding Siv who trailed a step behind. By now the two girls were lost in the darkness, their movements under the canvas and along the elusive tracks no longer setting off the motion sensors, most of which had only been calibrated for the passage of the carts.


‘Use your phone. It’ll give us some light.’


It was like being in an obscure labyrinth. They could hear the faint sounds of the fair beyond the walls but were unable to orientate themselves and find the exit, the brightness at the end of the tunnel.


Aurelia squeezed Siv’s palm. She could sense her friend’s bravado diminishing as the darkness stretched out ahead of them and they both became apprehensive.


The track vibrated and a rumble neared them as a metal cart swam towards them out of the relative night of the ghost train ride. Above its clanky metallic din, there was a murmur of voices. She switched her phone off.


‘I swear she had her pants down,’ one of the boys said.


‘She had a good arse, even for a ghost,’ the other boy in the cart mused.


‘If we hunted her down, maybe she’d show us more than just her arse,’ the first one replied.


Siv giggled quietly.


‘Do you think I should give them an extra flash?’ she whispered, her fingers moving to the waistband of her shorts.


‘I don’t think they deserve it,’ Aurelia said. ‘Let’s scare them instead.’ She looked around for a suitable prop that she could hold up and jump out in front of them with, but before she had time the cart raced by, the outline of the boys’ heads visible in the penumbra and once it turned the corner. The two young women followed the tracks and finally made for the exit, once they had given the car a few minutes’ lead so that the boys could disperse.


A curtain of plastic skulls and bones rose and Aurelia, quite impervious to its effect, brushed it aside and they were assailed by the colourful lights and din of the surrounding fun fair.


‘That was dangerous,’ a voice said. He had been waiting for them at the ride’s exit. ‘And I was getting worried something might have happened to you inside there.’ The attendant with the ginger hair and the green rubber monster mask perched atop his untidy mop of hair lounged against the side of the tent, arms folded.


‘We didn’t do any harm,’ Siv insisted, standing her ground, almost provoking him. ‘Honest.’


‘It’s usually guys who cause problems,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect it from you two.’ He looked Siv up and down, and his eyes flitted from her to Aurelia.


Siv laughed, and slipped her fingers through her short hair, something she always instinctively did when she was flirting, Aurelia knew.


‘And do you have a problem with girls who cause trouble?’ she baited him, standing with her slim legs apart, in a defiant stance, holding herself straight at full height, her modest chest jutting towards him.


Confused by Siv’s odd mix of flirtatious aggression, he glanced at Aurelia, but recognising the indifference in her eyes, quickly turned his attention back to Siv.


‘Come on, Siv, let’s go,’ Aurelia suggested. She was beginning to feel sorry for the ticket collector who seemed sweet enough beneath the shadow of his monster mask, unlike the boys from the dodgems who were all run-of-the-mill teenagers, fuelled with testosterone and otherwise entirely dull to everyone besides Siv, who seemed to be interested in them all.


But her friend refused to back down.


‘I just meant to say you shouldn’t have walked into the tent on foot. Something could have happened and I always get the blame for everything,’ he sighed.


‘You’re not the boss?’ Siv asked.


‘Do I look like I own the place?’ Ginger said. ‘It’s just a job. Not a very fun one at that. And I only came out here to make sure you got out okay, not to fight with you.’


He took a step back, waiting for them to leave.


Siv continued to stand and stare at him, but quickly realised that her efforts to provoke him had failed, and switched to another tactic. Aurelia stood quietly beside her. She’d seen her friend in this mood enough times before to know that trying to talk her out of it was a pointless exercise.


Eventually, Siv’s expression softened.


‘Listen,’ she suddenly said, ‘we’re sorry, okay? We were just having a bit of fun.’ She looked down at the ground and scratched her boot along the dirt. A bright bolt of red swept over her cheeks. Siv was unaccustomed to apologising. Aurelia could barely believe her ears.


The boy looked up and grinned. His features transformed when he smiled, becoming infinitely more handsome, a fact that was not lost on Siv.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘No harm done.’


‘Can we make it up to you? Buy you a drink or something?’ she continued gruffly.


‘Yes. Thanks. That would be good.’


He didn’t talk like any other boy Aurelia had known. She looked at him curiously, but his attention was now politely fixed on Siv, who had extended the invitation.


‘I have to get back to the till. But I get off in half an hour.’


Siv looked up at Aurelia, a grin spreading across her face, silently seeking approval.


‘Fine by me,’ she said. She could use a nicer drink to wash away the taste of Siv’s gin.


‘Great,’ the ticket collector replied. ‘See over there, the large tent with the red canvas roof. That’s where the main bar is. Thirty minutes, okay?’


‘It’s a deal, Ginger,’ Siv said.


‘I have a name,’ he protested. ‘It’s—’


‘Shhhh . . .’ Siv interrupted him quickly. ‘I don’t want to know. To me you’re Ginger. And get rid of the monster mask. I never kiss men wearing masks . . .’


She took hold of Aurelia’s hand and they walked away towards the heart of the fair.


The wind had fallen.


‘Could we try the fortune-teller now?’ Aurelia suggested.


‘No way. Didn’t think you believed in all that mumbo-jumbo hippy magic. I want to fire a gun. Let’s go to the target range.’


Aurelia agreed, but made a mental note to seek out the fortune-teller another time. She’d go alone, if Siv wouldn’t accompany her. All of a sudden, she had felt a strong compulsion to know what the future held for her, although, like Siv, she ordinarily had no truck for the irrational and its gaudy trappings.


Siv was a good shot and ended up just a mere target away from the giant teddy bear grand prize, but was lumbered instead with a yellow and orange plastic duck, which she brought along to their assignation, flushed with pride.


They had briefly debated whether to go, and Siv had first made certain that Aurelia had no personal interest in the ghost train attendant.


‘I’m sure that, given a choice, he would prefer you, you know . . .’


‘Not my type.’


‘You’ll still be a virgin by the time you’re twenty-five at this rate,’ Siv said.


‘I don’t care.’ Aurelia shrugged. She didn’t disapprove of Siv’s behaviour for any moral reason, but neither did she feel any kind of obligation to strike up a flirtation with someone she didn’t really fancy just for the sake of it.


Siv nodded.


‘Well, I like him, and I’m not too proud to give him a try even if he did fancy you first. They all do, anyway.’ It was merely a statement of fact, not a complaint. Aurelia was the prettier of the two and always the one that men radiated to first, even if they soon learned that it was Siv who was inevitably the interested party.


They entered the bar tent and began to pick their way through a sea of dropped plastic cups to the front where a line of customers, three bodies deep, were queuing for pints of cheap beer.


They spotted Ginger, who was trying to hold a place for them near the front. There were rips in his jeans but he had ditched the rubber mask and even combed his hair into some semblance of tidiness. When he saw the two young women approaching at the appointed time, he smiled broadly, as if relieved they had come, not having believed until this moment they would actually do so.


‘Hi, Ginger.’


‘Hey, you made it.’ He offered them a flirtatious sideways smile. ‘I thought you might bail.’


‘We’re women of our words,’ Siv shot back.


‘So what are your names?’


‘She’s Tall and I’m Short. Will that do? No need to complicate things, surely?’ Siv said.


A long trestle table with a red and white checked tablecloth had been set up against the far wall and they walked over, holding their plastic cups. Aurelia and Siv had chosen cider and Ginger ordered lemonade. ‘I have to drive home later,’ he explained, as Siv stared pointedly at his nonalcoholic drink.


On closer inspection Aurelia reckoned the artfully dishevelled fair worker must be in his mid-twenties. Despite the difference in age, it was quite obvious the diminutive Siv was in charge.


One hour later, on the pretext of getting some fresh air, Siv had lured Ginger to a patch of unlit grass under the shadow of a tall oak tree on the outskirts of the fun fair. Aurelia, bored to death, had left them to it and wandered off. But she had stopped ten yards away, enjoying the cool of the night air after the heat and noise of the bar tent.


She glanced across and saw the couple by the tree were now frantically kissing, Ginger bending down to reach Siv’s lips, their hands manically exploring each other under the layers of clothes. Aurelia couldn’t help but be fascinated as she observed their animated fumblings, half shocked and half envious, knowing from the yearning look she had seen in his eyes that he would have much preferred if Aurelia had been willing to go with him instead.


She wondered what he was thinking as his hand briefly delved under Siv’s shorts before she peremptorily nudged him away without breaking off their embrace.


Aurelia felt as if she should look away, but her curiosity was getting the better of her. The reflections of the strings of multicoloured bulbs on the line of poles illuminating the nearby fun fair trickled through the tree branches when the now quietened breeze abated, offering her a clearer view before the darkness washed over the couple again. For a rapid moment, she glimpsed a flash of white skin. Surely Siv hadn’t lowered her shorts, as she had done in the ghost train tent? Not here, in almost full public view.


There was a faint sound to her left and, alerted, Aurelia swung round. Some distance away, someone was urinating against the back of one of the long trailers. Her heart jumped as she recognised the familiar sound. Then the shadow moved away in the opposite direction, unaware of her presence or that of Siv and Ginger.


She turned her attention back to her friend. The light shifted and she caught a clearer view of the couple. It wasn’t Siv’s white buttocks on view but Ginger’s. His jeans were bunched around his ankles. His arse was firm and muscular. Evidently he did not spend all of his time stuck behind a desk at the fun fair. And Siv was on her knees in front of him, her small hands resting gently on his thighs and her head moving up and down in perpetual motion.


Aurelia held her breath.


But also held her gaze.


It was one thing listening to Siv’s lurid stories about the shape and taste of the men she had been with, but another thing altogether watching her in action, the slow, deliberate way she moved her lips up and down his shaft and the way that he clenched his fists in an obvious attempt to maintain his control. Aurelia’s throat tightened.


A cloud slid across the half-full moon and for a second or so the couple were caught in a natural spotlight. At the same moment, Ginger turned his head slightly in Aurelia’s direction and his eyes met hers. Aurelia blushed as he saw her watching them. ‘I wish it were you,’ she felt he might be trying to say to her. Then new clouds wrapped themselves across the moon and her view was once again obscured. She looked down to the ground, her heart beating like a drum inside her.


From the corner of her eye she saw Siv rise to her feet and move towards her, Ginger following, fastening his belt as he walked.


‘There you are,’ Siv called to Aurelia.


Ginger cleared his throat, searching for some way to change the subject and alleviate his embarrassment.


‘I can take you to another place,’ he said. ‘Strictly speaking it’s just for the workers. But no one will complain about you two, especially as you’re with me.’


Siv’s attention was immediately roused at the mention of another location that they weren’t allowed into.


‘Shouldn’t we be going?’ asked Aurelia. ‘What about your parents?’


‘We can tell them there was a hold-up on the Tube, or something. Just a little longer,’ she pleaded.


They agreed and Ginger set off, his red hair glinting in the moonlight, with Siv at his side and Aurelia following behind.


Aurelia observed the two of them together. Ginger was quite tall and seemed particularly so in contrast with Siv. They made an odd couple. Although, she realised, so did she and Siv in the eyes of others.


The tent that Ginger took them to was much smaller than the main bar, which had been set up for the punters. The interior was completely decked out with fairy lights that some creative individual had set up to resemble a solar system, so the ceiling appeared to be much higher than it was. Each time Aurelia looked up, she felt as though she was under the night sky somewhere outside London and closer to her home by the coast where the stars were visible and not blanked out by pollution and city lights.


In the middle of the tent, a make-shift bar had been set up out of large wooden barrels. The smells emanating from this area were unlike any that Aurelia had noticed in a bar before. She sniffed the air and her mouth began to water.


‘Chocolate,’ said Ginger, watching her response and smiling. ‘It’s hot chocolate. The best you’ve ever tasted. The tarot-reader makes it. Says she took the recipe from a customer’s head and it would be immoral to share his secrets with anyone, so we don’t know what she puts in it. She makes a fortune selling the stuff . . . wait, and I’ll get some.’


He joined the queue at the counter and Siv set off after him to help carry the drinks back, leaving Aurelia standing alone in a corner, the subject of more than a few curious glances.


She stood silently waiting, avoiding the temptation to kill time by playing with her phone, knowing that it would soon be full of missed calls and messages from either Siv’s parents or her godparents when they did not arrive home at midnight.


With nothing but the make-believe stars to keep her company, Aurelia became aware of the thoughts that flitted through her mind and each small sensation passing through her body. A new and unusual feeling had wrapped itself around her chest. She felt for a moment that time had stood still, and everything in the tent seemed all at once louder, brighter, more vivid. The chatter of the tent’s patrons fell away and she noticed the song playing in the background. ‘Missing’ by Everything But the Girl. The music made her lonesome, as if the lyrics were a premonition.


Another scent assailed her senses, joining the blend of ginger and cinnamon that flavoured the tarot-reader’s hot chocolate. She turned her head and concentrated, but could not identify its source.


It became stronger, and suddenly she was aware of the body of a man at her side.


Aurelia started. She hadn’t noticed him approach. The room seemed somehow to grow darker, and she couldn’t make out his features, just the bulk of his presence and an overwhelming sense that she was safe, no longer alone in the company of strangers.
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