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			Chapter One

			The Gray Girls

			I’m on the prisoner transport bus again and the sky outside the window looks almost as gray as I feel.

			I say ‘again’ because, well, I’ve been institutionalized a few times. All my adult life actually. I’ve had a few problems, shall we say. But before you ask, my meds are so strong I can’t remember what any of my problems were, or are. I guess that kind of makes me an unreliable narrator? If that bothers you then look away. I know I would. Or at least, I think I would.

			The five other girls on the bus have been real quiet since we crossed the county line into Dustbowl, Nowheresville. Not that any of them spoke to me at all in the first place, you understand. I’m not what you’d call the approachable type. A couple of them whispered to each other, some nonsense about ‘making a break for it during the pee break’. Yeah, good luck with that in your handcuffs and leg irons, ladies. Probably just trying to style it out before they realized for sure that they were going to be banged up like the rest of us. No special cases here, just a bunch of head cases.

			One girl, sitting two rows in front of me, is quieter than the rest. I clocked her when I got on, but couldn’t see her face because she was lurking behind her floppy brown fringe. I wondered what she might be hiding. And then again I didn’t wonder at all. I mean, what’s the point in trying to figure that out anyway? We’re all hiding something, that’s partly why we’re here.

			I glance out the window and try to decipher where ‘here’ is, exactly. The window is almost as grimy as the sky, making me doubly separated from the landscape as it smears across my vision. I can see the skeletal forms of trees, clinging to the wind-battered hillsides. The country road begins to twist and turn, as if coiling in on itself to keep us moving into its spiral.

			The driver makes a bad gear change as the road gets rougher. The torturous sound of the grinding gearshift gives way to a burst of static on the bus radio. The signal is weak, probably because of the mountainous terrain on either side of us, but I can hear a few faint bars of a song coming through the tinny speakers. The lyrics say something about ghosts, and regret, and about not saying sorry. Soon enough, the song becomes lost in another crackle of static and I turn my attention back to the window.

			“Turn the fucking thing off if it’s not working properly.” The voice from the back of the bus is petulant, and clipped with indignation. I look around, on instinct, and my eyes meet the baby blues of the tall blonde who decided to take the entire back row for herself. She gives off that vibe, you know, where she’s just daring you to sit near her so she can make a scene. Best ignored, those types. Which makes it all the more unfortunate that I made eye contact with her, I guess.

			“Would you like a fucking selfie with that?” she says.

			I break eye contact. Then I go over what I saw, but in my mind’s eye. It’s a thing I do. A thing I have to do, to try and make sense of whether or not what I’m seeing is real. Unreliable, like I said. One thing’s for sure, that blonde girl wears her entitlement like a swipe card. She groans theatrically, and I think I’m in for an earful from her. But then I see the apparent source of her disappointment, looming dark beyond the small clear section of driver’s window that isn’t caked with dirt.

			The building is solid looking, hunkered down into the landscape like it knows more bad weather is coming. A clock tower is the only vertical part of the structure, looming darkly at the center of the building. The bus swerves and the road narrows further as we approach the brick perimeter wall and wrought-iron gates. Lichen casts a rusty glow over the weathered bricks, and thick black paint is peeling from the iron railings. There’s a sign next to the gate, the painted letters almost destroyed by the elements. It reads Greyfriars Reformatory for Girls. Whoop-de-doo. The way the paint has deteriorated makes the words ‘Grey’ and ‘Girls’ stand out. Yup, that’s us in our drab uniforms I guess, the gray girls.

			The driver slows the bus to a halt and a few seconds later, the gates swing open, activated by an unseen hand. The driver makes another horrendous gear shift and the bus proceeds through the gates and onto a graveled forecourt. The centerpiece of this gloomy space is a dead-looking tree. A few dry leaves flutter in the wake of the prisoner transport bus as we pass by. I glance back through the rear window, careless of the arrogant blonde, and see the gates swing shut behind us. They close with a loud clank, and the driver swings the vehicle around so we’re adjacent to the front steps of the building. With a hydraulic hiss of the brakes, we lurch to a halt.

			“Finally,” the blonde says, with a wisdom beyond her years.

			“Right, ladies, disembarkation time. Front rows first. Single file. No talking. Watch your step at the bottom.”

			The chains we’re wearing tinkle like Christmas bells as we file off the bus. I’m ahead of the blonde, so I stand up but she gives me that superior look of hers and pushes past me. As the heat of her body rubs against me I notice that she smells overbearingly sweet, like a bag of boiled candies. I don’t like the scent.

			“Come on, come on,” the driver urges, and I follow as quickly as my leg irons will allow me to.

			The sky looks just as grimy as it did from inside the bus, but at least the air is fresher outside. I take a few calming breaths—

			(In, then out, count to three in your head, and breathe in again.)

			—like they taught me to, and then line up with the others alongside the bus. The reformatory looks huge now, up close, its dark windows giving nothing away. The front steps look cracked and worn. Several hopes and dreams must have been deposited there on the way into that—

			(And I’m just being honest here.)

			—frightening shithole of a building.

			But even more terrifying is the woman waiting for us on the steps.

			She’s in her fifties, and wears a functional black trouser suit. Her auburn hair is bunched and her lips pursed, making her look pretty tightly wound. She carries a clipboard, tucked under her arm. In her free hand I see a bunch of keys on a dull, silver ring. They too make the sound of little silver bells as she walks across the gravel to face us. She doesn’t look at us yet, instead giving the driver a sharp nod. The driver clambers back onto the bus and I hear the engine grumble back into life behind me. The air around me fills with exhaust fumes. After a hiss of the brake release, the bus moves off, kicking up dust as it goes.

			The woman quickly pockets the keys, pulls out her clipboard and makes a show of leafing through the pages of the document that is clamped to it. She shakes her head, slowly.

			“More lost souls,” she says. Then, after taking a breath, she begins to walk the line of girls.

			“I am Principal Quick. Welcome to Greyfriars Reformatory. Your new home.”

			I can see the blonde’s smug, smirking face poking out from beneath her plumage-like fringe at the head of the line. The principal stops still and stands in front of her. Glancing at her clipboard, she says, “Name?”

			The blonde flinches for a second. Blink and you’d miss it, but I didn’t.

			“Saffy,” she says.

			“Full name,” Quick replies.

			Then Saffy speaks her full name, real fast so it almost comes out as a single word.

			“Saffron Chassay.”

			I’m not the only one who sniggers. I mean, who wouldn’t? Saffron Chassay. What a ridiculous-ass name. It suits her. She rolls her eyes at the barely contained laughter from me and a couple of the other girls. But she does look rattled. Interesting.

			Quick takes a pen from the little holder on the clipboard and makes a ticking motion on her document before moving on to the next girl. She’s the waif of the group, real skinny and pale. I notice her tousling her hair as Quick approaches, which makes the older woman purse her lips even tighter.

			“Hands by your side, girl. Name?”

			“Jessica Hope.” 

			Another tick, then Quick moves off. Jessica starts fiddling with her hair again as soon as Quick’s back is turned.

			“Name.”

			I hear a loud hawking and then spitting sound as the next girl deposits a ball of freshly drawn phlegm onto the gravel. I lean forward a little so I can get a better look and see that the girl has spat right in front of Quick’s feet. Oh, boy. I remember seeing her on the bus because the dark circles under her eyes stood out. I recall thinking that she looks as though she has grown up way too fast. She has the punk rock look about her, and could pass for thirty thanks to those dark rings.

			I see Quick reach out and for a moment I think she’s going to whack her. But instead, Quick places a finger under the girl’s chin and lifts her face until their eyes meet.

			“Nasty habit,” she says. “Name?” 

			The girl jerks away from Quick’s touch, then stares at the floor. “I’m…Lena Turner,” she says, and I’m surprised at the defeat in her tone. 

			“Yes, I suppose you are.” Quick makes her mark on the clipboard again.

			I become aware of a slight movement beside me. Glancing that way, I can see that the girl who was hiding behind her fringe on the bus is shaking. Even her knees are trembling. I wonder if she’s going to faint. Quick is standing in front of the girl next to the one who has the shakes.

			“Name.” 

			“Annie. Annie Chastain.”

			Quite perky sounding, this one. And I can see a distinct look of displeasure on Quick’s face before she makes another ticking motion with her pen. Then she walks a couple of steps along the line until she’s face-to-fringe with the trembling girl.

			“Name.”

			The shaking gives way to uncontrolled sobbing and, at the far end of the line, Saffy laughs. It’s an unpleasant, birdlike sound, and loud enough perhaps to overcompensate for the giggling her full name received.

			“Your name, girl.”

			I look at the girl. At her hands. She’s balled them into fists and her knuckles have turned white. Her shoulders have almost folded in on themselves, and she’s trying to hold her sobs so deep inside she looks as though she might burst open. A tear trickles down her cheek, which has turned a vivid shade of pink.

			Quick sighs, then checks her list. 

			“Victoria Kim?” 

			The girl nods and her shoulders drop slightly from the relief. I see Principal Quick looking at Victoria in the same way a cat might regard a mouse, before ticking her name off the list. Then Quick moves to the end of the line. It’s my turn.

			“Emily Drake. Surprised to see you back here so soon.” 

			I can almost sense Saffy’s ears pricking up at this. A couple of the others seem pretty interested, too. I can see them out of my peripheral vision, but I try not to look away from Quick in case she interprets it as a sign of weakness. I vaguely remember Principal Quick, and this place. But I’m not sure if I really do remember, or if it’s just my meds messing with my head again. I try my breathing exercises again.

			“You will learn,” Quick says, her eyes on me, “someday.” Then she takes a step back and addresses all of us. “You will all learn, as I live and breathe.”

			Quick tucks the clipboard under her arm with military precision.

			“Inside. Single file.” 

			One by one, the girls ahead of me file across the gravel forecourt, up the steps and into the main entrance of the reformatory. I’m last in line and as I follow the others, a shadow catches me. The sudden chill turns my skin to gooseflesh and I have the compulsion to look upward. The clock tower looms over me, obelisk-like against turbulent skies. The increasing wind is bringing with it dark clouds that look heavy with rain. I notice that the clock’s hands are not moving – stuck close to seven. Above the clockface is an arched window, open to the elements. For a moment, something gray flutters within the archway. It looks like a girl, standing there in an inmate’s uniform and watching me through her long, dark hair. The wind is making my eyes water and I blink to clear my vision.

			No one there after all. 

			I keep walking, eager to be indoors and away from the biting wind. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Routine Clarifies Mind and Body

			I pass over the threshold and into the building and it’s as though Greyfriars Reformatory is a shroud wrapping its darkness all around me. The air is stale and thin and the corridor is possibly the gloomiest I’ve ever seen – and believe me when I say that I have trudged down some pretty depressing corridors in my time on God’s green Earth.

			Principal Quick stands beside the door and, once we’re all gathered inside the entrance hall, she turns and then reaches up to tap a gray plastic switch mounted on the wall next to the door. The principal has to stand on tiptoes to do it and I find myself thinking maybe she’s not as big and imposing as she’d have us believe. I hear a faint clank from outside and realize the switch must operate the iron gates. She then shuts the door and locks it using three different keys from her bunch. Principal Quick keeps her back to us the whole time, shielding the keys with her body so we can’t see which ones she’s using. I think she’s been doing this job for a long time because she’s less concerned about being jumped from behind than she is letting us know which keys unlock the front door. Maybe it’s a weird display of power, keeping her back to us. None of us bothers to try anything, of course. We’re in the middle of nowhere, after all. Nowhere to run to all the way out here.

			Principal Quick turns to face us. As if she’s heard my thoughts, she says, “You will have noticed by now that there are no guards at Greyfriars. And before you get any ideas, be aware that this is precisely because there is no need for them. If you try to leave this place, you won’t last longer than a day on the outside. There are no vehicles. No houses. Only empty, endless roads and harsh, unforgiving wilderness. This is an experimental facility, and one that is built upon the one thing you have each been denied during your incarceration thus far—namely, trust. I am your caregiver. Your ticket to rehabilitation and survival in the big, bad world. The first cohort didn’t work out. Abject failures, all. But Emily, you have apparently been given a second chance here. I hope you will lead by example.”

			I can feel their eyes on me again. I do not like it.

			“I trust that each and every one of you will allow me to do my job,” Quick says.

			It is more a statement than a question, so we each remain quiet and just watch her affix her keys to her belt. Another subtle display of power.

			“Come along, girls,” she says.

			Then Quick marches past us, her heels clicking on the hard reflective surface of the floor. We follow dumbly behind and I notice that Annie keeps her head down the whole time she’s walking. She has the beginnings of a stoop that already makes her look like one of those old street ladies you see pushing around grocery carts filled with crap. I put on my best shuffle to keep up, but also to maintain a safe distance from any of them. Personal space really becomes a priority when you don’t have it. It’s currency for the institutionalized.

			And if there’s one thing Greyfriars Reformatory has, it is space. Quick leads us down one corridor after another and they all look the same with their polished floors mirroring dark ceilings. The drab walls are painted in a fetching—

			(Or is that retching?)

			—off-white shade that may have been intentional, or may just be years of accumulated dust. The principal takes a right turn and I’m completely lost. But then I’m amazed to see what lies beyond the long, narrow window set into the interior wall of this corridor.

			“Our swimming pool affords us the luxury of indoor exercise, whatever the weather – and it does get quite rough out here on occasion,” Principal Quick says.

			I move closer to the glass to take a better look, and become aware that the other girls are doing exactly the same thing. The still waters of the pool, artificially blue from its tiled interior, reflect squares of light from the skylights high above. Deep shadows meet the deep end, making the pool room look even larger than it perhaps is.

			“Each of you will maintain a strict regimen of vigorous exercise. Every morning.”

			I hear a couple of sighs and groans from the others. I don’t feel anything either way. I mean, what’s the use in complaining about an exercise regimen? We’ve all been there before. And here we all are now. No point fighting it, or trying to get a pass because it’s your period. Disciplinarians such as Principal Quick don’t give a rat’s ass whether you have stomach cramps or not. And I bet the pool isn’t even heated. Quick doesn’t even seem to notice the groans of protest anyway – or maybe she’s just ignoring them.

			She leads off again and I glance back at the pool. My reflection in the glass looks hollowed out. A silhouette person with no face. I turn my back on it and catch up to the others.

			Our guide slows down as we enter an adjacent corridor, and then stops beside a door. Principal Quick appears to be well and truly in her element – school matron and prison warden made one, as she selects another key from her bunch and opens the door.

			She leads us inside and I see that the room is a classroom, set up with two rows of desks and chairs. The furniture is worn and old, and I wonder how many girls like us have sat at them over the years. A blackboard dominates the wall behind Principal Quick, its surface cloudy from accumulated chalk residue.

			“After your morning workout, you will have personal development classes. Followed by chores.”

			Chores. The word that sends terror into the hearts of us all. I hear the others muttering and moaning again. Principal Quick doesn’t rise to the bait; she just ushers us out of the room and we wait while she locks the door. I notice that she doesn’t bother shielding the keys from us this time. I mean, who would want to break and enter into a classroom? Especially one that has bars on its windows. I can hardly wait for our first ‘personal development class’.

			Muted daylight washes over the next corridor, which has similar observation windows to the swimming pool running along one side. A glass-paneled door leads outside onto an exercise yard. Principal Quick opens the door for us and gestures for us to head outside. We file out, and the principal has us line up against the far wall. 

			A glimmer behind the spot where Principal Quick is standing catches my eye and I see what looks like a mirror set into the connecting wall nearest the door. Then I realize it’s a window, paned with reflective glass. For surveillance, I guess, so we lucky inmates can take our exercise under strict observation at all times. The walls are high, and cast long shadows across the already rather grim space. A single, bare tree stands crooked at the center. Its trunk and branches look diseased. Any bark left on it is hanging loose like post-liposuction skin. Maybe it’s been killed off by lack of natural light.

			(I wonder if that’s the fate that awaits us all.)

			“Supervised recreation helps you to absorb the day’s learning,” Quick intones. “Two thirty-minute periods per day.”

			(Ah, no such luck then. I think we’re doomed to be kept alive to endure her ‘vigorous regimen’.)

			Principal Quick has us exit the recreation yard and then follow her along yet more nondescript corridors. I begin to zone out for a bit, the gray walls and viewless windows merging inside my head until there’s just a sickly pale mist drifting across my eyes. I guess I should probably explain that I have these out-of-body things fairly regularly, so I’ve learned to just ride them out. It’s less alarming that way, if I just try to accept them as and when they happen. Everyday sounds usually bring me out of them and, true to form, I become aware of the swish of a sliding door opening on its runners.

			The sound brings my surroundings back into sharp focus, but it’s only when the bright lights hit me that I even realize we’ve entered the refectory. A row of plastic bowls stand waiting for us on a Formica table. Each bowl is covered with cling wrap, and has a disposable spoon next to it. Single-use plastics seem to still be a thing at Greyfriars Reformatory. Gray bucket seats are attached to metal frames, which are bolted to the floor. It’s like a motorway service food court, only a million times more depressing than that.

			Principal Quick instructs us to sit down, and then to remove the cling wrap – and eat. The only thing on today’s menu is some pretty ghastly, lukewarm porridge, I discover. The principal waffles on, with no apparent sense of irony, about the importance of nutrition. She says the dining staff aren’t around to cook for us right now, but that we can soon look forward to ‘a nourishing breakfast’. Those words strike fear into my heart, based on what lurks in my bowl right now. I manage to swallow some of the sludge and can almost feel it expanding in my stomach like a medical balloon. Whoever prepared this gruel – Quick herself? – has never heard of seasoning. I glance around the drab space, hoping some salt or sugar might magically appear. But there’s no magic here, only the miserable faces of the other girls. I return to my meager meal and attempt to turn my gag reflex into another swallow.

			“Evening meal before washing, then lights out,” Quick recites. “Routine clarifies mind and body. Heals the soul.”

			(Yay, she sounds like a life coach for the recently deceased.)

			I lift my spoon and see a congealed lump of porridge at its center. I give up the ghost and place my spoon back into my bowl. The refectory has fallen silent, save for the clicking of plastic spoons. Jessica, I notice, hasn’t actually eaten any of hers. Although she is admittedly very good at manipulating her spoon to make it look as though she’s eating, I can see she’s just moving the spoon in an elaborate series of circles-within-circles. It’s as though she’s performing some kind of spell, with the plastic spoon her magic wand, hypnotizing the onlooker into thinking she’s joining in with the tepid porridge feast. Maybe there is some magic here, after all.

			I look away, and see that Saffy is watching Jessica too, very intently and with that silver-spoon smirk all over her chops. Saffy sees me looking and takes a huge scoop of porridge onto her spoon and then, with theatrical relish, into her mouth. She chews and swallows like she’s enjoying a fine steak.

			(You go, girl.)

			A true survivor that one.

			Disgusting meal quickly and thankfully over with, Principal Quick has each of us place our bowls in a stainless-steel wash-down area. We each then rinse them out, creating a thin sludge of porridge around the plughole. The principal watches over us in the manner of a cooking-show host who is about to critique our work.

			(Beautiful sludge, girls. But I think it needed more flavor.)

			After we’re all done, Principal Quick crosses to the door, then slides it open and beckons us out. I’m last, as per usual. Quick glances around the refectory as I approach her, and her expression strikes me. It looks like she’s mislaid something. I hear the door click shut behind me, and then hear the jangling of the principal’s keys as she locks it.

			* * *

			If the refectory was depressing, the dormitory beats it, hands down. Neatly made camp beds stand in rows beneath barred windows. Thin, pale gray drapes flutter in the breeze from the partially opened windows, high above. At least there’s some fresh air I guess, but when the sun comes up there’ll be no hiding from it. Principal Quick directs each of us to a bed, and tells us to stand beside it. Mine is nearest the door. Drab, uniformly gray nightclothes lay folded atop each of the beds. Each bed has been crisply made up with white sheets and gray blankets. There is a small locker beside each bed.

			“You will find all the essentials required for personal hygiene in your lockers,” Principal Quick says. “You are responsible for the care of each of your own items. No replacements will be issued.”

			The principal then gestures to a door at the far end of the dormitory.

			“Scrub up and get changed,” she says, and then pauses at the end of Saffy’s bed. As usual, Saffy has that smirk on her face. Principal Quick stiffens, and it’s as though her entire body is demonstrating her dominance over Saffy. What an exciting pissing contest this is.

			“Lights out in thirty minutes,” Principal Quick concludes, before leaving the dormitory.

			All the other girls, except Saffy, set about investigating their lockers. Saffy just stretches and yawns, looking like a cat. I decide to open my locker. Inside, I find a small bar of soap, a bath towel and a clear plastic toothbrush with a tube of toothpaste. I bundle the soap, toothpaste, and brush inside the towel and then place the bundle on top of my nightclothes. A couple of beds away from mine, Victoria throws herself facedown onto her bed and begins sobbing into her pillow. She’s really going for it – I mean, full-on snot and tears.

			“What’s her fucking problem?” Saffy asks. 

			She glances around, looking to each of us for some kind of reaction. Receiving none, Saffy opens her own locker. After retrieving her things, she tosses her towel onto her shoulder and trots toward the bathroom, humming an annoying tune as she goes. I wait for the others to follow before tucking the towel bundle under my arm. The sound of Victoria’s sobbing echoes around the dorm as I walk to the bathroom door.

			The bathroom is just as gloomy and authoritarian as the other ‘highlights’ of the reformatory we saw on Principal Quick’s whirlwind tour. It has an unpleasantly moldy odor to it. Cracked tiles and musty mirrors hang above a row of sinks, opposite a line of gray-doored toilet stalls. At least the bathroom is big enough to allow each of us some space to do our thing. I cross to the nearest unoccupied sink and place my towel beside it. After unwrapping the contents, I pick out the toothbrush and rinse it under the tap. I squirt a line of toothpaste onto it and begin to brush my teeth. Uppers first, front then back, followed by my lower teeth. I have never had a filling in my life and would like to keep it that way. While I brush, I glance at the reflections in the other mirrors.

			Saffy is attempting to style her hair, it seems, and I wonder why on earth she would be doing that. No one is going to be looking at her except her fellow inmates, and I doubt if any of us will give much of a shit what her hair looks like. Jessica appears to be doing the opposite of Saffy. She’s actively un-styling her hair, back-combing it with her fingers and pulling the tousled strands forward until they are obscuring her face. Lena just stands there, hands on the sink and staring straight ahead with unblinking eyes. I notice how muscled her arms are compared to the rest of us. She looks like a prize fighter waiting for her next knockout bout. Annie ducks into a bathroom stall and closes the door.

			I finish brushing my teeth and change into my reformatory-issue smock. It feels rough against my skin and I wonder how I’ll ever sleep in it. On the bright side, at least skin exfoliation will be a feature.

			Saffy voices her displeasure at the reformatory-issue clothing, and a couple of the other girls join in, making a chorus of disapproval. The sounds of their whining and sarcastic laughter echo around the bathroom. This, coupled with the ever-pervasive moldy odor, begins to make me feel a little queasy. I splash my face with cool water and then dry off with the towel. As I blink away the last of the moisture, I hear the door creak open.

			Reflected in the mirror, I see Victoria step into the bathroom. Her shoulders are rounded and her head hangs low as she clutches her toiletries to her chest. She sniffles, and the other girls fall instantly silent. The only vacant sinks are right at the far end of the bathroom, and Victoria has to walk the gauntlet past each and every one of us to reach them. All the other girls are standing stock-still now, watching her. I lean forward slightly so I can see her better, and watch her place her stuff on the side of the sink before turning on the tap and filling the sink with water. She soaks her flannel and sets about washing her face, which is pink from crying.

			I hear the sound of a toilet flushing and seconds later Annie emerges from the stall. She walks over to the only remaining unoccupied sink and washes her hands.

			Saffy stops messing with her hair and makes a big show of sidling up to Victoria.

			“Feel better now?” Saffy asks. But her tone is the opposite of caring.

			Victoria glances at her nervously and, right under her nose, Saffy reaches out and snatches her toothbrush away. Holding it aloft like a trophy, Saffy dances across the tiled floor, grinning in triumph. She taunts Victoria with the brush, then backs up to the bathroom stall that Annie just vacated and bumps it open with her ass. Chuckling, Saffy dances into the stall and holds the toothbrush above the toilet bowl. She raises her arm, teasingly, then drops the brush into the bowl. It makes a loud ‘plop’ as it hits the water in the bowl. Saffy turns and approaches Victoria, who recoils from her.

			“Don’t forget to brush your teeth,” Saffy says. “Retard.” 

			Saffy marches over to the door, accompanied by howls of amazed laughter from the other girls.

			“Come on, girls,” Saffy says, “let’s give Moaning Myrtle some privacy, shall we?”

			I listen to their laughs as they follow Saffy out of the bathroom. I can see Victoria’s forlorn reflection in her mirror and it strikes me how laughter can sometimes be such an unhappy sound.

			When I return to the dormitory I find Saffy waiting for me. She’s sitting on the end of my bed, her legs crossed casually. She supports her body weight on one arm. For some reason the flat of her hand pressing down onto my bed bothers me the most. It’s like she’s invading my personal space in the most subtle, yet completely arrogant, way possible. Which is, of course, exactly what she’s doing. I stop still a few feet away from her, and from the end of my bed.

			“We haven’t been formally introduced,” she says, her voice silky smooth. 

			I glance over to the door and see Lena standing beside it, staring through a narrow gap in the doorway. Oh, I get it. She’s the lookout, in case Principal Quick comes to check on us.

			Saffy moves, and I see she has extended her right hand for me to shake. It hangs there in the exaggerated space between us, and that ringing in my ears starts again. The air around me grows thick somehow, and my eyesight blurs slightly. Then there’s only the ringing sound and Saffy’s hand, haloed in my swimming vision like some alien artifact on display in a museum. I see the vague outline of Saffy’s face. Her already indistinct features begin to melt, dripping like melting crayon across the gray of her nightclothes. The dark oval of her mouth starts to swallow the rest of her face, and—

			“Whatever,” I hear Saffy say through her distorted mouth, and someone behind me sniggers. The two sounds snap me back into the room, and into reality.

			“I’m not one to stand on ceremony anyway,” Saffy asserts.

			She withdraws her hand and I realize she’s trying to style it out – the fact that I didn’t shake it. My out-of-body moment has left me feeling a bit numb, and I just want to climb into bed. But I can’t, because she’s still sitting on it. Saffy tosses her hair back and puffs her chest out. It’s quite a sight, let’s just leave it at that.

			“This is how it’s gonna work,” she says. “You’ve been in here before. That’s potentially useful to me. Think of me as the real principal, yes?”

			Her voice trails off and I see her looking over my shoulder. I follow her glance and see Victoria enter, shoulders hunched as though she’s trying not to be noticed. I turn back to Saffy, who watches Victoria with a sly grin on her face. I hear Victoria’s bedsprings creak as she climbs onto it, and Saffy returns her unwanted attention to me.

			“If you do good by me, you won’t have anything to worry about,” she goes on, apropos of nothing, “but if you don’t….”

			She’s really grinning now, showing all her perfect white teeth as she stares across the room again.

			I turn to see Victoria pull back her bedcovers. Her face falls into a look of utter dismay. She pulls an object from inside her bedcovers. It’s a roll of toilet paper. Saffy shrieks with laughter and the other girls join in. Victoria drops the toilet roll to the floor, climbs into bed and hides under her covers.

			I turn back to face Saffy, who is wiping tears of laughter from the corners of her eyes. She blinks and looks at me – and I mean really looks – frowning for a second as though she can’t figure me out. I guess it’s because I’m not laughing along with the rest of them. Nor am I crying like Victoria was.

			“So, who is she?” Saffy asks.

			I’m not sure what Saffy means. I glance around the room. “Who?”

			“The other inmate.”

			“We’re all…here, aren’t we?”

			“You tell me.”

			“I don’t understand,” I say. And really, I don’t.

			“You’re the old timer,” Saffy goes on. “Come on, you must’ve seen her, up in the clock tower, watching us when we arrived?”

			I think back to when we arrived. I remember the hiss of the hydraulic brakes, the dust cloud when the bus drove away. The hands of the clock in the tower stuck on seven o’clock. Was there someone watching me from the clock tower? I can’t be sure. My mind conjures the fluttering of cloth, but maybe it was just a curtain.

			“Do not fuck with me,” Saffy says.

			I lock eyes with her through my confusion and I see something twist, and turn, in her expression. Her lips draw thin with anger. She reaches out and grabs my wrist.

			“Actually I do stand on ceremony, particularly when it comes to social skills,” Saffy says, her voice dripping with bile, “and when I offer you my hand, you take it, bitch.” 

			Saffy twists my hand around sharply. It feels like my bones are going to snap.

			“You feel me, Emily darling?” Saffy snarls, and her grip tightens.

			I open my mouth to breathe, but the pain stops the air in my throat. I try to pull away, but it makes the pain even worse. She’s strong, and she’s hurting me. This is who she really is, under all the blonde hair and sideways smirks.

			“She’s coming!” Lena says from her position by the door. Lena closes the door quickly, but quietly, and the other girls each snap to it, climbing into their beds. 

			Saffy makes a show of slowly releasing my wrist from her painful grip, then prowls over to, and into, her bed. Jesus, she’s like a trapdoor spider returning to its lair.

			I get into my own bed and then I hear the door open. From my vantage point in my bed, I see a long, dark shadow fall across the floor. I look over to the doorway to see Principal Quick standing there. 

			“Lights out, girls. Morning inspection at zero-seven-hundred, followed by exercise, and then – and only then – breakfast.”

			With that, Principal Quick turns out the lights and closes the door.

			I listen to the principal’s footfalls as they echo into the distance down the corridor. My wrist still aches from where Saffy twisted my hand over. I tuck it under my pillow and close my eyes. I doubt I can sleep until the throbbing pain subsides.

			After a few moments, Saffy’s whispering voice pierces the semi-darkness.

			“Hey, crybaby….”

			I open my eyes and see something gleaming white fly across the room. I blink, and then I realize that Saffy has hurled the toilet roll at Victoria. How depressingly childish of her. It rebounds, off Victoria’s head. Victoria just pulls her blanket up and over her face.

			“Sweet dreams,” Saffy purrs, and a couple of the other girls respond with more cruel taunts.

			I pull my covers over my head too, hoping to block them, and their games, out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Seven Virtues

			I’m drifting in blackness when I hear a faint musical sound.

			It sounds like a child’s music box, the kind with the little handle you turn to make the chimes ring out. I open my eyes and find the dormitory is still shrouded in darkness. In all honesty I don’t yet know if I’m dreaming or not, so I sit up in bed. I feel groggy and dehydrated. At least the ache in my wrist has gone away.

			I swallow dryly and then yawn. The musical sound persists, and it sounds like it is coming from the corridor outside the dormitory. There is another sound too, and this one is fainter than the music. It sounds like a girl is sobbing. I assume it’s Victoria, until I look over to see her still lying asleep in her bed. All the other beds are still occupied, so who is it making that noise? I’m awake now, and too intrigued to go back to sleep, so I clamber out of bed to investigate.

			The eerie musical chimes continue as I steal out of the dormitory. And, as I emerge into the corridor, the plaintive sobbing grows louder too. The night sky beyond the high windows is pitch black. The only light comes from some eerily green emergency lighting at the far end of the corridor, where the sounds of the chimes and the sobbing are coming from. Then I see the shadow of a girl flit across the wall.

			I pursue her, following the corridor around to the left. The music and the moans lead me on until I’m walking through a longer corridor. I fight the instinct to call out to the mystery girl, for fear that I might alert Principal Quick to the fact that I’m out of bed and roaming the hallways.

			(Is that dream logic? I wonder. Am I still asleep after all?)

			I round another corner and see a dark shape set into the wall up ahead. As I get nearer, I see that it is the dark entrance to a stairwell. I hear echoing footfalls climbing the stairs, and a sharp sniffing sound before the mournful sobbing continues on. I look down at where the scant green glow of the emergency lighting gives way to the black shadow of the stairwell. I step across the shadow’s threshold and I’m engulfed in the darkness. Cool air washes over me from somewhere above.

			I climb the steps, each of which feels rough and cold beneath my feet. The darkness is almost impenetrable as I climb the stairs, and I have to feel my way around as the staircase spirals up to the next level. A cold breeze blows through my hair, giving me goosebumps, and all the while the chimes grow ever louder and more distorted. The sound makes me think of a child’s toy with the batteries running down, making the pained sobbing I can hear all the more disconcerting. A few more steps and I can see a little better thanks to a faint, silvery light at the summit of the staircase. I push on and reach the top. Holding on to the side of the open brick doorway, I pause to catch my breath.

			And then I realize the sounds have stopped.

			I enter the room and take in my surroundings. The reverse side of a large clockface is to my right and the moon is shining right through it – the source of the silvery light that guided me to the summit. The stairs have led me right the way up to the freaking clock tower. A chill breeze blows through open arches on each side of the clockface, making me shiver. The clock mechanism ticks rhythmically, a counterpoint to the ebb and flow of the wind. The clock’s hands are a minute before seven o’clock. That strikes me as strange. How can it still be so damn dark if it’s almost seven?

			I feel both exposed and enclosed up here, somehow. The tower room smells musty. Dust, debris and an old, gray blanket litter the floor. The breeze lifts the blanket and for a moment I feel a chill as it looks like someone might be lying there, underneath it. I blink away the illusion – but then I hear something.

			The sobbing sounds break the quiet. I look to the source of the sound and feel a shock of surprise to see a girl standing on the precipice in one of the open archways. How she got there, I can’t explain. The clock tower was definitely empty when I entered. No way I wouldn’t have noticed if she’d come up the stairs behind me. I feel more gooseflesh pricking my arms as the girl turns my way. She’s clad in a dirty, gray reformatory uniform. Her dark, tousled hair hides her facial features. She looks strangely lifeless standing there in the archway – a shadow-person. But her shoulders convulse as she sobs uncontrollably, betraying her humanity. She turns her back on me and teeters on the edge.

			I reach out my hand to her on instinct, though I’m still a few meters away. No, I try to yell, but I can’t speak. Then the girl just drops suddenly. One moment she was there, standing in the archway, and the next she’s gone. I rush to the side of the precipice and, placing my hands on the cold brickwork of the archway, I peer over the edge and down at the ground. But there’s no sign of the girl who fell. I lean, carefully, a little further over the edge, scanning the recreation yard below for the shape of her body. Nothing. Just the skeletal shape of a dead tree.

			Then I feel a freezing chill at the nape of my neck.

			A hand grips my shoulder tight.

			I whirl around to see the girl, her face hidden in hair and shadow. But her eyes are just visible through the veil of hair. And they are brimming with hatred. Her fingernails dig into my shoulder painfully and I try to cry out, but again no sound will come.
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They will learn...
even If it kills them






