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      Florence was the first to arrive in group room B. She picked the chair closest to the window and stared out across the scorched, municipal lawn to the manor house on the hill. It was only just visible through a thick cluster of trees and it was angled away from her, as though averting its gaze from the collection of wartime buildings that blighted the bottom of the lane. She imagined several generations of fine ladies occupying the stately manor, standing at the mullioned windows and looking down at the featureless, red brick huts with disdain. The Americans had built them apparently, to be used as a hospital during the bombings of the Second World War. ‘Dreadful business,’ she imagined one of her ladies saying before sipping a pink gin and looking back to the church spires of Norwich.

      It was possibly an even more depressing sight now. The buildings were shabby and the glamorous Americans had long gone, leaving the nylon-clad nurses heartbroken and the pavements spotted with chewing gum. The war-wounded had become the shell-shocked and then the mentally ill. Some time after that the NHS had erected a big blue and white sign by the entrance: MANOR LANE DIAGNOSTIC AND THERAPY CENTRE FOR CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS. It had to be a large sign with a name like that. Florence liked to rearrange the letters and find other meanings hidden within the words. Last Chance Saloon was her personal favourite. That’s what it was after all. Tier four: the final level of the child and adolescent mental health services system. If they couldn’t help you here then you were most likely beyond help. A casualty of life as poor and unfortunate as those flown here after D-Day in 1944.

      The door swung open and Florence turned to see who’d arrived. It was Andrew, his dark eyes darting anxiously around the room in every direction but hers. He ignored the chairs and paced instead, twisting a section of his curly mop of brown hair and groaning. She would have asked him what was wrong but she’d learnt pretty early on that it’s best to leave that sort of question to the professionals.

      ‘One thirty,’ Andrew muttered to himself. ‘One thirty. I see Howard at one thirty on a Tuesday. Just after lunch and before break. It’s written on my planner.’ He held up an A4 laminated sheet, located the block of time they were now experiencing then looked at the clock on the wall and twisted his hair again.

      Florence understood then. They’d all been told to go to group room B after lunch and no one had explained why. Andrew was obviously next up to see Howard, the visiting psychotherapist, and making him deviate from his timetable was the human equivalent of derailing a very precise and reliable train. One of those Japanese ones most likely – Andrew would know what they were called.

      Wilf was next in. His face was glowing red and his short, blond hair was damp with sweat and sticking up at the top like a cockerel’s crest. He’d been having a kick-around with the nursing staff at lunchtime. They couldn’t persuade anyone else to join in. Wilf was as clumsy as he was temperamental and the memory of what happened to little Dennis Fairchild was still fresh in everyone’s minds.

      Dennis came in just behind Wilf, his leg still in plaster and a look of concentration on his face as he negotiated the chairs with his crutches.

      Jasper side-stepped around him and took the chair next to Florence. She sat up straighter but didn’t look at him. The hairs on her arms stood on end like iron filings reacting to a magnet. She rubbed at them irritably, pretending she was cold.

      Jasper stashed his bag under the chair, roughed his hair up with one deft hand movement, then sunk down in his seat. ‘What’s going on?’ he whispered, leaning in towards her. His foot was tapping a fast rhythm on the floor as though he’d been walking quickly and wasn’t ready to stop yet. Florence had noticed that in the four weeks Jasper had been there he’d hardly sat still. He fizzed with the same kind of nervous energy that impels stand-up comics to pace up and down. He had the same lively banter too, kidding with everyone, even staff, as though he’d known them for years. Florence had been at Manor Lane for three months and still didn’t talk to the staff with the familiarity that Jasper did. On the surface he seemed too perky, too confident, to be a patient at Manor Lane. It was only the hint of nervousness in his energy and his sudden dark moods at mealtimes that gave him away.

      She shrugged and looked blank, wishing she could enlighten him, but group meetings were always routine and on timetable. This was a first for them both.

      Angela, the senior staff nurse, appeared around the door. She did a quick head count then said, ‘Has anyone seen Zoe?’

      ‘She’s freaking out in the toilets,’ Wilf said, stifling a yawn.

      Angela angled her head in the direction of the bathroom, paused for a moment then nodded at the distant to-ing and fro-ing of swear words and the placating tones of a nurse. ‘Okay, we’ll do this without Zoe. I can talk to her later.’ She came in the room and shut the door behind her, then picked the chair closest to it. ‘Andrew, you want to come and sit down?’

      Andrew shook his head and kept pacing back and forth.

      ‘Alright then.’ Angela put her clipboard on the floor then sat forward, her elbows on her knees and her hands resting gently together. She looked at everyone carefully, as though figuring out how best to handle the conversation to come. ‘I’m afraid I have some unfortunate news,’ she said eventually.

      Everyone fell silent.

      ‘As you know, Howard Green, your psychotherapist, comes to visit you all on Tuesdays and Fridays.’

      ‘One thirty. He sees me at one thirty.’ Andrew glanced at the hands of the clock as they edged nearer to one thirty-five and coughed sharply, pulling on the collar of his T-shirt as if it were trying to strangle him.

      ‘That’s right, Andrew, but unfortunately Howard won’t be coming in today.’

      Florence felt a twinge of disappointment. Her appointment was at three o’clock and it occurred to her for the first time that she’d been looking forward to it. Howard was different from the other members of staff. He asked better questions and never made a note of her answers. His office didn’t have a two-way mirror or a table with a box of tissues. It was just a conversation, and it was always interesting.

      Jasper was watching Angela carefully, his eyes narrowed and his head angled to one side. ‘Will he be back on Friday?’

      She pushed her hair back with her glasses and left them perched on top of her head, then she inspected her hands. ‘Um. I think that’s unlikely. In fact, it’s possible he may not be returning, we’re not sure yet, but rest assured as soon as we know, we’ll let you know.’

      Jasper frowned. ‘Is he okay?’

      Angela shifted in her seat. ‘They’re personal reasons. Not something I’m able to talk about right now, but I’m sure he’s fine and he’s very sorry he had to let you down. I know you all like him very much. Some of you may have had him as a therapist before you came here. You’ve all taken him into your confidence, and we understand you might feel upset that he’s not here to talk to right now. I don’t think we’ll have a replacement for you by Friday, if one’s needed, so I’ve arranged for Richard, from the Youth Advocacy Service, to speak to you all individually instead. In the meantime if there’s anything at all you want to talk about you can always come to the nursing and therapy staff or Dr Wendy.’

      ‘No thanks!’ Wilf stood up so suddenly that his chair fell backwards.

      ‘Wilf, sit down,’ Angela said, calmly.

      ‘No, what’s the point? I’ve seen enough people. I’ve had it with this place.’

      ‘I’m sorry you feel like that. I can understand why you’re disappointed but —’

      Wilf rolled his eyes and stalked wordlessly out. Seconds later they heard the familiar sounds of Wilf punching a door, followed by a scuffle and shouts as the nurses bundled him off to the secure room to calm down.

      Angela glanced casually at the clock. ‘I think we’ll just have a long break time,’ she said, picking up her clipboard. ‘I suggest you take some time out to gather your thoughts, we’ll have our usual debrief at four then you’ll be free to go home. Andrew, you want to come and spend some time with me or one of the other nurses?’

      Andrew shook his head and backed away from her.

      ‘Okay, you’re all off timetable till four then. You know where I am if you need me.’ She offered a brief smile around the room and left the door open behind her.

      A second later Dennis raised himself up on his crutches and hobbled out as well, pivoting in the direction of the TV room.

      Florence glanced from Andrew to Jasper. They looked lost in thought, as though they were struggling to compute this new information and needed a reboot. In Andrew’s case maybe even a restore-to-factory-settings. She sighed and picked up her rucksack, fishing her book out of it, then went in search of a beanbag.

       

      Half an hour later, Florence was sitting in the day room reading and rereading the same line on the first page of The Journals of Sylvia Plath. Thoughts were racing in her head. Conflicting emotions she was trying to make sense of. Mostly she was disappointed. She could understand why Wilf was annoyed. She’d told Howard everything, taken him into her confidence, trusted him. His presence at Manor Lane made her feel safe and understood, the way a nearby parent does when you’re small. She was relying on him to get her through the weekend. He knew it was an important anniversary. One whole year this Sunday. He knew she couldn’t face thinking about it, that she needed to keep positive and remember how far she’d come. He’d said he was going to lend her a book he thought she might find interesting. Not another self-help book, not fiction, just something he knew she’d like. He’d captured her interest. She’d been relying on that book. She was going to lose herself in it and let the day pass unnoticed. All she wanted to do was get beyond it and move on. Now she was going to have to come up with something herself.

      ‘Hey.’ Jasper walked into the day room and slumped down on the sofa.

      Florence glanced at him then back at her book, pointlessly turning a page. She could feel his eyes on her.

      ‘Are you pissed off about Howard?’

      She gave up with her book and closed it, leaving it in her lap. ‘Yeah, kind of.’

      He stared at her a little longer then lay back, resting his head on the arm of the sofa. ‘I dunno. Something’s obviously going on. It’s not like him. He’s reliable. He wouldn’t just leave without good reason.’

      She looked at him then. She knew what he meant, but did Jasper really know Howard that well? He sounded too familiar, even for Jasper, considering he could only have had half-a-dozen sessions with him. Then she remembered what Angela said. ‘Did you know him before you came here?’

      ‘Yeah. He’s my mum’s therapist. Has been for years.’ He shifted so he could see her better. ‘He takes this stuff really seriously. He wouldn’t let us down, I don’t get it.’

      It was true. Howard didn’t even like being late. It’d happened twice since she’d been there, neither of which were his fault, but he’d been so apologetic about it. Like he needed to make it clear that he didn’t take their sessions lightly. He didn’t need to, of course. It was obvious from the way he turned his phone off before they got started, and the way he listened, really listened, and recalled the details of what she’d said even weeks later. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

      She thought about the last time she’d seen Howard, just a few days earlier. He was sitting on the tatty green chair in the corner of his office, his legs crossed and his fingers linked under his chin as he listened to her. He had a universal look of dad about him. A comfy, soft-round-the-middle sort of man with eyes that wrinkled at the edges and terrible taste in clothes. He was wearing brown corduroy trousers and a sweater with elbow patches, even though it was the start of summer, and his greying, wavy hair was a bit too long, as though it’d been fashionable once and he wasn’t ready to admit those days were gone.

      Howard had started the conversation by asking, ‘What makes you happy, Florence?’

      It was a question that had made her prickle with irritation. ‘Happy’ was such an awful word; so empty and insubstantial that it looked, in Florence’s mind, like an insipid balloon, hanging in the air somewhere out of reach. She told him, loftily, that it wasn’t a word she’d want to describe herself as. She’d rather be content, hopeful, fulfilled.

      ‘And are you any of those things?’ Howard had asked her.

      ‘Not yet,’ she said.

      ‘“Not yet”,’ he repeated, with a surprised raise of an eyebrow as he emphasised the last word.

      They looked at each other for a second and then she smiled begrudgingly, as though she’d been tricked. It was only a word but they both knew she’d just admitted something important.

      ‘He’s so easy to talk to,’ Jasper continued. ‘I can tell him anything and I know he won’t judge me.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And there’s stuff I want to talk to him about. Stuff no one else would understand.’ He swallowed and looked back up at the ceiling.

      Florence felt her stomach flip. He looked upset. She wanted to suggest that he could talk to her, if that would help, but Wilf skulked into the room before she could summon up the courage.

      He sat down on the end of the sofa, causing Jasper to sit up quickly and move his feet.

      ‘Honest to God, if I see Howard Green again he’s gonna get a piece of my mind,’ Wilf said, staring menacingly into the distance and shaking his head.

      ‘C’mon, Wilf,’ Jasper said. ‘You know he wouldn’t disappear unless he had to.’

      ‘Oh, whatever. It’s a classic example of no-one-gives-a-shit. You know what Andrew’s like. You don’t go messing around people like that. For years I’ve met one do-gooder after another, passed about like a parcel no one wants. Kids who fall out the system. We’re a problem. They don’t want to understand. They just want to get us back in the system so we can all turn out to be good little taxpayers and stop costing them money. I thought Howard was different but clearly not. He’s just like the rest. Paid to ask questions, that’s all.’

      ‘I don’t think you should be mad at him when you don’t even know what’s going on,’ Florence said. ‘He might just be dealing with some crisis and be back on Friday.’

      Wilf curled his lip, not ready to give up being annoyed yet. ‘It didn’t sound like it to me. This whole place is full of bullshit. I’m not talking to anyone else. What’s the point?’ He scowled and ground his foot into the carpet.

      Andrew took a sharp intake of breath and turned around, his expression incredulous. ‘For goodness’ sake, Wilf, what’s the matter with you?’

      Florence and Jasper looked up in surprise. Andrew never got involved in these discussions. When it came to emotional territory he was the equivalent of Switzerland.

      He held a small blue gadget in the air. ‘Your iPod battery’s at zero per cent.’

      Jasper slumped back against the sofa. ‘I thought you were about to say something important then.’

      ‘It is important. Lithium ion batteries shouldn’t be left at zero per cent. They keep discharging and if they drop below their safe operating area they can lose cell capacity and never recover. I’m charging it now.’ He ducked under the desk to find a socket.

      ‘Well, thank God for that,’ Wilf said with undisguised sarcasm.

      Florence could see the irritation building in Jasper’s face as he watched Andrew searching through the wires on the floor to find the right one. ‘Andrew, I thought you were upset about Howard?’

      Andrew flicked on a switch at the wall then turned back to the room. ‘I am. I see Howard at one thirty on Tuesdays and Fridays. I’m not seeing anyone else. I like Howard.’

      Wilf snorted. ‘So what’s gonna happen when you rock up next week and there’s some new therapist sitting in Howard’s chair?’

      ‘That’s not an option.’

      ‘Right. So what’re you gonna do about it then?’

      ‘I’m going to find Howard.’ Andrew shrugged like it was an obvious answer.

      Wilf, Jasper and Florence looked from one to the other, their expressions an equal measure of concern and scepticism.

      He blinked quickly. ‘I’m not seeing anyone else. If Howard’s not coming back to Manor Lane then maybe I can still arrange to see him on Tuesdays and Fridays. He takes private patients too.’

      ‘I’m not sure it works like that,’ Wilf said.

      ‘Well, how will we know unless we find out?’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Yes, you’re going to help me find him, aren’t you? We have a right to know what’s going on.’

      Jasper sat up then. ‘You’re right. If they knew something they wouldn’t share it with us, would they? But that doesn’t mean we should just take it. I want to know he’s okay and if he’s coming back, because if he’s not then I don’t want to be here. Howard’s the only person I can talk to in this place.’ He looked at Florence, as though questioning whether she felt the same.

      She nodded. She wished Jasper could talk to her but then she remembered all the things she’d shared with Howard. Things she couldn’t imagine telling anyone else. The thought of not being able to talk to him again made her feel lost. Like a story ending mid-sentence. She recalled an article she’d read online about ‘closure’. It had actually been talking about relationship break-ups, something she’d never experienced herself, but she recognised the truth in it all the same. When someone disappears out of your life without warning you’re left feeling like there’s still stuff you want to say and questions you want to ask.

      ‘Yeah, well, I’d like to tell him exactly what I think,’ Wilf added.

      ‘Then it’s a plan,’ Jasper said, his face brightening. ‘We’re going to find Howard.’

      ‘Technically that’s not a plan,’ Andrew said, sitting back in his chair and dusting off his knees. ‘It’s an objective.’
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