

[image: Cover Image]



IT COULD HAPPEN TO YOU

Isla Dewar

[image: image]






Copyright © 1998 Isla Dewar

The right of Isla Dewar to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9486 9

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





























      
      Contents

      Title page

      Copyright page

      Dedication

      
      Chapter One

      
      Chapter Two

      
      Chapter Three

      
      Chapter Four

      
      Chapter Five

      
      Chapter Six

      
      Chapter Seven

      
      Chapter Eight

      
      Chapter Nine

      
      Chapter Ten

      
      Chapter Eleven

      
      Chapter Twelve

      
      Chapter Thirteen

      
      Chapter Fourteen

      
      Chapter Fifteen

      
      Chapter Sixteen

      
      Chapter Seventeen

      
      Chapter Eighteen

      
      Chapter Nineteen

      
      Chapter Twenty

      
      Chapter Twenty-One

      
      Chapter Twenty-Two

      
      Chapter Twenty-Three

      
      Chapter Twenty-Four

      
      Chapter Twenty-Five

      
      Chapter Twenty-Six

      
      
   
For Rosa O’Keefe

Chapter One



Rowan loved Eileen the first time she saw her. She knew that. It wasn’t any sort of physical passion, this love. It only needed the simplest of touches. But love it was. When it died, the fascination lingered. Years after they’d parted Rowan would be washing up, watching the suds flood over the side of a salad dish, daydreaming, and her thoughts would turn to Eileen. God, she’d think, Eileen. Wonder what she’s doing now? Whatever happened to her, whatever dramatic turns her life took, Rowan knew she could never forget Eileen.

When she first met her, Rowan longed for Eileen’s company. She was obsessed in the simplistic way tender and innocent people obsess about those they imagine to be endowed with all the attributes they believe they’re lacking. She was starstruck.

People thought Rowan withdrawn. She shut herself away, could not come up with an emotion when she needed one. She forgave people anything when face to face. But later, when reconsidering an insult, a misdeed, she’d shake with anger. She never was any good at friendships. Brief all-consuming passions, yes. But camaraderie passed her by. She never could project the person she knew she was inside. The dreamer, the traveller, the stubborn sardonic wit.

In her mind, Rowan could always deal with awkward situations. But, when it came to the bit, when awkward situations horribly presented themselves, Rowan would disappear into her shell, say nothing. Later, and alone, considering the moment, she would take charge, say out loud to her empty room what she ought to have said. Oh, the tongue-lashings vented on sofas and cushions that ought to have been dished out to lippy shop assistants, surly doctors and pushy young voices on the telephone selling double glazing. Witty retaliations, crushing put-downs always occurred to Rowan too late. Eileen knew that. She could not resist taking advantage. Malice was not intended, she was just an opportunist. A fabulous, outspoken, extravagant, painted opportunist.

The first time they met Rowan was moving into her room in the house in Islington. She was climbing the stairs, two flights covered with a patterned carpet so worn she could see wooden steps beneath the strands. The wall she leaned against every now and then, resting from the strain of carrying too much, was covered with maroon and gold flock wallpaper. The thick smell of stale cooking – reheated vindaloos – and damp coated the insides of her nostrils. This house she had come to London to live in, once grand, was now slipping towards squalor.

Her legs were leaden with the weight of stuff she had tucked under her arms, in her hands, crammed into the pockets of her long leather coat. She was burdened with books, maps and a couple of cases, trying to bring up too much and, therefore, make fewer journeys up and down to the main hallway. Every few steps she dropped something, and turned awkwardly to watch it tumble and bump back the way she’d just come.

Eileen had the room across the landing. First she eased the door ajar so that she could peek out. Then she flung it open wide. ‘Who’s this?’ She was wearing a black basque, suspenders, nylons, very, very high heels and a red Santa hat. A white bobble dangled drunkenly just past her nose.

‘Only me,’ said Rowan, trying to act cool about being confronted by a loud-mouthed person. A brazen tart, her mother would have said. Trying to keep her eyes steady, meeting Eileen’s eyes. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to disturb you. Just moving in.’ She thought she was smiling too much, her face was glistening shyness.

‘My new neighbour.’ Eileen stepped grandly onto the landing, offering a slight handshake. ‘I’m Eileen. And you are?’

‘Rowan,’ said Rowan.

Eileen considered her closely. ‘You do not look like a Rowan. You look a little lost. Bewildered. Alone in the wide, wide world. I shall call you Joe.’

Rowan suffered the name Joe for two months before she protested. ‘My name is Rowan. Please call me that.’

Eileen shrugged. ‘Whatever,’ she said, the timbre in her voice rattled by disappointment. Rowan felt she’d betrayed her. She should have been grateful for the time and thought Eileen now imagined she’d put into finding Rowan an appropriate name.

It was 14 December, 1989. Christmas clamour everywhere. In the shops, streets, lights beaming out of the houses Rowan passed on her way down the street, old Slade and John Lennon Yuletide hits jangling on the radio. In every newspaper she opened, on discussion programmes on television, pundits earnestly appraised the glitz and greed of the decade she’d just lived through – and, she felt, missed.

In a series of news-clips and Top Ten hits, the decade cackled from a radio that Rowan set up in her new room. The Gulf War and Wham! Thatcher’s rise, and rise, and Boy George. Live Aid and U2. The Communards and Billy Ocean. Filofaxes, shoulder pads, Ecstasy, networking, house prices rocketing, house prices falling and Kylie Minogue. As she came and went bringing stuff up to her room, Rowan listened. None of it, she said to herself. I had none of it. Not a shoulder pad, not a filofax. Nothing. She thought the reviews of the decade were tinged with a slight shame. The greed of it all. But she was ashamed she had nothing to be ashamed of. What had she done in the last ten years? Grown up. Left home. Had a few lovers, nothing lasting, nothing serious, nothing heartbreaking. Whenever lasting, serious or heartbreaking threatened, Rowan withdrew. They were not part of her plans. She had not networked, had not worked at moving up the career ladder. She had made few friends. She was neither mover nor shaker. She was, she thought, nothing. Yet she had her dreams.

Jive Bunny and the Mastermixers played Let’s Party and the incessant, heartless cheeriness of it all turned Rowan’s isolation into an ache so intense she almost relished it. She planned to spend Christmas Day alone, sitting in that squalid kitchen she had just passed, eating a single Marks and Spencer chicken breast and defrosted Brussels sprouts, slowly demolishing a bottle of Australian white. Her major celebration would be no Christmas pudding – which she hated. It sounded so dreadful she could hardly wait to get on with it.

She had resisted her mother’s pleas to go home, saying it was too far to travel since she had to be back at work the day after Boxing Day. A lie. She had a fortnight’s Christmas leave. But going home was not part of her plans. Rowan had two burning ambitions. One was to travel the world. The other was never to return to the dreary little town where she grew up.

Rowan longed to be considered cool. She did not know what the code of cool decreed on the matter of flouncing about before strangers, scantily clad with a limp Santa hat atop. But she did know that she was required not to remark on this, or even notice it. She was cool therefore she said nothing. Hell, she met women in deranged hats all the time, every day. Thought nothing of it. Just so long as she did not have to appear in such a state herself.

‘Would give you a hand,’ said Eileen. ‘But I must fly.’ She skipped back into her room, turned, winked hugely. ‘Entertaining, if you catch my drift.’ From inside came the greenish sensual waft of something herbal being smoked and the chokingly aromatic fug of musk joss sticks. ‘Eileen. The hell are you doing flashing about in that out there? Get back in here. Shut the fucking door.’ A male voice. Eileen shut the door.

Rowan went into her room, looked round. This was to be home till she raised enough money for her great adventure, her world trip. She was twenty-four. She’d been dreaming of travelling the world since she was twelve.

Mr Kinear her geography teacher had set her dreaming. He cycled to school winter and summer wearing a poncho. He was not a man who kept to the point. Trying to fill young uninterested minds with facts – a country’s imports, exports, natural resources, population drifts – bored him. He would gaze across the rows of numbed, unformed faces before him, aware of how weary they were of the process of gathering knowledge they did not seek. He would see who was sucking a sweet and who was staring out of the window and who was passing notes to whom, and he could not bear that he was the cause of all these mindless escapes from tedium. So he would digress. He would tell his pupils about his journeys. His days of backpacking through Peru, across Australia, and from this little town he’d been born in down to London, across Europe to India. Nonplussed, his pupils continued to suck, gaze and scribble.

Only Rowan in her stiff new school uniform listened. She was enthralled. She wanted to do that, go places where she was not known. Travel the world with just a rucksack and a spare pair of shoes. She wanted away from this town, away from her parents and the routine life they led. Their strict mealtimes, breakfast seven-thirty, lunch quarter to one, tea five-thirty, and their annual fortnight’s trip to Southport. She wanted to spend years on the move till she found the place she was meant to be. In those days she would get excited just being someplace where the buses were a different colour. She was convinced there was a place out there somewhere where she would be completely happy. She would find it. She would one day walk into some strange little town, sit down at a table in a small cafe, look round and say, ‘This is it. This is where I am meant to be.’

Looking for her place in the world, she wanted to follow in the footsteps of her heroes – Mr Kinear, Mungo Park (all the way from Dunfermline up the Niger to Bussa where he died in 1806; Rowan was determined to go one day, to take that journey), Burton, Speke and, lately, Martha Gellhorn whose Travels with Myself and Another Rowan had read till the book had fallen apart. She put her battered, Sellotaped copy on the little chest beside her bed. She planned to read it once more tonight. It would soothe the turmoil of nerves she felt at moving into a new home, and starting, next Monday, a new job.

Rowan’s maps were old, waxed, cracked with time, pitted and bruised from the constant proddings of teachers’ pointers. She had rescued them from a skip outside her old school, ten years ago. They were coloured pinks, greens, yellows, the seas and oceans a strange grubby pale turquoise. They were no longer relevant, these maps. The world had changed since they were printed. Elaborate copperplate recorded the names of places that had long been reinvented and renamed – Abyssinia, The Gold Coast, Mesopotamia.

Eileen, Rowan would discover, used her walls to pay homage to screen heroes and drugs. But Rowan’s room was a shrine to her great longing. The routes she planned to take, following in the footsteps of other travellers, greater than she thought she would ever be, were carefully marked. One day, she told herself, she would visit the places on her maps. She would stand on lonesome railway platforms waiting for sometime trains to come heaving and steaming along, and join the clattering throngs already aboard, travelling to wherever the tracks took her. She would walk from village to village along the Niger, eating (when food was scarce), as Mungo had done, blossoms of maize stewed with milk or water. She suspected that most of the villages Mungo stopped at no longer existed, and that if they did, the people in them would drink Coke-Cola and eat Big Macs, but she denied this thought. Cast it out whenever it snuck up on her. Modern culture had no place in her yearnings. She wanted to stare down the well into which Mungo’s horse had fallen at Wonda, watch wide, grey lakes turn pink with flamingos, trek the Australian outback guided only by ancient dreaming songs, under southern skies. She would join camel trains, wander with nomad tribes who had never before cast their eyes on a lone white woman, with only her wonder and her longing to travel with them to save her from their ravages. She would visit Patagonia and Peru. She would walk the Great Wall of China. She would sleep under canvas whilst beyond her tent a jungle lived and moved. Her worn and dreaming feet would wander the deserts of Sudan. She would do all that, and more. She would. She would.

She imagined a whole wide gorgeous world waiting for her to come tramp across it. Determined to fulfil her dream she did not notice the things that were going on around her, and denied herself all sorts of simple pleasures – booze, music, nights out. But that was before Eileen turned her head.

There were three little words that ruled Eileen’s life – it’s not enough. ‘It’s not enough,’ she would cry, looking desperately round. She needed to be sated; whatever she was drinking, eating, smoking she needed to be sated. One bar of chocolate? ‘Not enough. Run and fetch me more, darling.’ (To Rowan who usually obliged.) One cigarette? ‘Not enough.’ She’d chainsmoke a packet. Then open another. One drink. Unthinkable. She drank and she drank. She moved about the room drink in one hand, fag in the other, dancing a little, singing a little, laughing a lot, shrilly and at nothing at all, pursuing happiness, drunkenness, a rash and headlong dash away from sobriety. Nobody could keep up with her. But everybody adored her. Or so it seemed to Rowan.

Within two days of meeting her, Rowan was Eileen’s best friend. Or so it seemed to Eileen, who made and lost friends (especially best ones) easily. ‘This is Rowan,’ she’d say. ‘You’ve just got to meet her. Isn’t she gorgeous? So little. And look at her hair. All cropped and fluffy. Don’t you just love her to bits? She’s my best friend.’

‘No, I’m not,’ Rowan would protest, looking harassed. ‘I hardly know you. Besides, my best friend is Claudia Rossi. I went to school with her.’ She had left Claudia behind long ago, hadn’t seen her in years. But she still thought of her as her best friend.

Everyone would laugh.

‘Like I said,’ Eileen would insist. ‘Isn’t she a sweetie?’

But Rowan didn’t want to be a sweetie. She wanted to be an intrepid and daring traveller. Somehow, though, her irritation only ever amused people. She had come to London to work as secretary to James Frobisher, editor at Tingwell & Mason, publishers of educational books.

The style and dash of the eighties had passed him by, as it had Rowan. He was the grumpiest man she’d ever encountered. At least once a week, he would appear at her desk amidst clouds of pipe smoke demanding she wipe up the coffee he’d spilled. She’d go through to his room and stand in quiet despair behind his giant mahogany desk surveying the catastrophe – the soaked sheets of typed paper, the flakes of tobacco swimming in little caffeine pools, the tidal swill of Nescafé pouring onto the carpet. She would sigh at the flooded ashtray awash with coffee, ash, dead matches and tobacco. Then she would set about the mess with a box of Kleenex. Behind her, Mr Frobisher would dab ineffectually at his stained cavalry twills. Moving past him, she would toss the sodden sheets of paper into his waste-bin. ‘It’s all right, Mr Frobisher, I’ll print these out again.’ Then she’d fetch a damp cloth and clean the carpet. He would fidget, anxious to get on with his work. It was as if it were choreographed. They did not look at one another. They squeezed their bodies into the tiny space behind his desk. They rarely touched, but when they did they both shivered in slight alarm.

Eight hours a day she shared a pale-green-painted room with four other secretaries, clacking on her keyboard, watching Mr Frobisher’s long convoluted letters to his authors and memos to other departments – sales, rights, publicity – march up her computer screen. At ten-thirty and three-thirty she fetched Mr Frobisher’s coffee, wondering if this cup was to be the disaster cup.

First thing each day Rowan filed Mr Frobisher’s letters from the day before (he insisted on keeping hard copies of his outpourings). Then, since he refused to have an actual computer himself, Rowan would note Mr Frobisher’s dictation in shorthand, making a play of listening to the toneless drone of his voice whilst staring out of the window. Daydreaming whenever he took off into his head, weaving and balancing his sentences. From eleven-thirty till four she typed Mr Frobisher’s letters. And at four o’clock each day she put all the letters and memos she’d typed into an elegant leather padded folder and took them to him to be signed. Mr Frobisher unfailingly returned several to be re-typed. ‘Re-do these, Miss Campbell,’ he’d say, shoving the padded folder back at Rowan, complaining that she had placed a comma where he had not indicated a comma be placed, or that she had not placed a comma where he had indicated a comma be placed.

Every four weeks Rowan was on biscuit duty. She took money from the secretarial biscuit tin, went to Marks and Spencer and bought the week’s supply. She always bought ones with soft fig centres or coconut cookies because she knew Mr Frobisher hated them. Once every four weeks, then, Mr Frobisher would storm into the typing pool waving a biscuit demanding to know who was on biscuit duty. ‘I hate these,’ he’d say. ‘You know I hate these. Who bought them?’ Rowan would shake her head. ‘Dunno.’ It was war. Only a biscuit war that Mr Frobisher was not really aware was being waged against him. But his protest and frustration made Rowan feel she was, in some small way, winning.

Every few months Mr Frobisher would come into the office a changed man. He would be stylishly dressed – expensive shirt, polka-dot tie – smelling of Givenchy aftershave. ‘Meetings,’ he would explain. ‘Overseas agents.’ The other secretaries wondered if he had a mistress, but Rowan dismissed this. ‘Who would fancy him?’

The only contact Rowan had with home was with her mother.They had a strict phoning routine. Without ever discussing it, Rowan’s mother, Norma, had decided that Rowan should call her one week, and she’d call Rowan the next. It was a ritual, always performed around two o’clock on Sundays. If Rowan phoned late, her mother worried. If she missed a week her mother panicked that she’d been murdered or abducted. Yet she never phoned to check. If Rowan broke the ritual, her mother was hurt and worried. But she’d wait till it was her turn to phone before she let Rowan know how disappointed she was.

As soon as Rowan heard the ringing down the line, she could see the little table in the hall where the phone sat beside a small, flowering cactus and an African violet. She could see her mother walking purposefully over the brown and gold patterned carpet saying, ‘Who’s this now?’ She would be wearing her green dress, black low-heeled shoes; she’d pick up the receiver: ‘Hello. Four, five, double nine, six.’ Looking in the gilt-framed mirror on the wall as she spoke. Fingering the double row of pearls round her neck. She always said the number when she picked up the receiver as she’d been told in the booklet (that was, after twenty years, still in pristine condition, and kept tidily inside the phone directory) they’d been given when they’d had the phone put in. She got upset if someone in the family didn’t follow the correct telephone-answering procedure.

‘Hello,’ Rowan would say. ‘It’s me.’

‘Who’s me?’ her mother would ask.

‘Rowan.’ Rowan always felt her shoulders slump when her mother said this. ‘You know fine who me is.’

‘You should always say your name on the telephone. It could save vital time in case of an emergency.’

Rowan always wanted to argue with her mother, accusing her of knowing who me was. Why couldn’t she just relax and say hello? But she knew that if she did, they’d ring off still quarrelling and wouldn’t make it up till the next call in a week’s time. So she always changed the subject. ‘Anything happening? Any news?’

‘Your father’s sleeping off his Sunday lunch. We didn’t get any milk this morning. I don’t think the forsythia is going to flower this year.’ A short silence as her mother raked around in her brain for more news. ‘Oh, and the County Arms Hotel went up in flames last Wednesday. George O’Connell had to jump out a second-storey window. Broke his leg. Not that he noticed, he was that drunk. That’s the problem with owning a hotel, the drink’s too available. You should see the price of fish at Payne’s this week. You’ll never guess what I had to pay for two haddock.’

‘No, I don’t suppose I could.’ Rowan would, by now, be slowly sliding down the wall.

‘Yes. I’ve told the milkman if he forgets to deliver again I’ll just cancel.’

‘Right.’ Rowan’s bottom hit the floor.

‘That George O’Connell is going to be in hospital for six weeks with his leg.’

‘I expect he would be.’ Rowan put her head between her knees.

‘I said to your father, “We’ll just have to have ham. I’m not paying that price for fish”.’

‘Too right.’ Rowan put her free arm over her head.

‘Do you remember Duncan Willis?’

‘Vaguely.’ Mumbling from the depths of her foetal position. How could she forget Duncan Willis? He had relieved her of her virginity in the back seat of his father’s Toyota.

‘Well, he has run away with Kathy Ross the plumber’s wife. She’s twenty years older than him. Got three children. I don’t know what she sees in a young boy.’

Rowan thought she could fill her in with a few details there. But then again, perhaps not.

‘Actually I think we should have had the haddock, after all. The ham was salty. So how about you? Are you fine?’ Her mother asked this every week.

Surfacing, emerging from her defensive crouch, sliding up the wall again, Rowan would tell her she was well. Had made friends. Had settled in at work and loved her job. Then they would bid each other goodbye, till next week. Rowan would replace the receiver, aching to scream out loud. Once again she’d listened to those small stories from the town where she’d been raised. Once again she had nothing in her life to match them. Once again, she’d found them boring, frustrating and utterly fascinating. Why was she interested to know that the haddock in Payne’s was over-priced? Aaargh! She wanted to scream, to rush from the house screaming, down the centre of the road, arms spread and still screaming.

What was really interesting about Rowan’s conversations with her mother was not what was said, but what was not said. Their inane dialogues were conducted with an unaddressed undertow of mutual disapproval. Norma did not understand – didn’t want to understand – why Rowan would want to backpack across the world alone; she feared for her daughter. Rowan hated her mother’s complacent acceptance of a life filled with small routines. Wiping the same surfaces daily, seeing the same faces in the same shops where she bought the same food week in week out. So they lied to each other. Norma made a virtue of the little rituals she thought might make her scream if she let go and admitted how boring she found them. And Rowan told her mother her weekly lie – that she loved her job and had a fun-filled life – when the only person she knew socially was Eileen, and she hated her job, hated Mr Frobisher.

That didn’t matter though, did it? This secretary business was not to be taken seriously. It was just a short stop on her way to the day when her real life started.

‘You have your life all planned out, don’t you?’ Eileen said one night.

‘Of course I do. You just have to decide what it is you want, then you go out and get it. What do you do, anyway?’

‘Do? I don’t do anything. I am.’

‘How do you get money? Pay the rent? Buy food? All that boring stuff.’

‘I live from day to day, get what I need by being me. I do not worry. I refuse to worry.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘Worrying’s for the fools and drudges, the little grey people who do the dreary nine to five.’

She glanced over at her CD collection. ‘There’s a record, an early Dylan track that says it all for me. Who I am, and that. “She’s got everything she needs . . .” I’ll just find it.’ She flicked through her albums. She had a track for every emotion, every situation. When words failed her, and they often did, she’d find a relevant track and put it on, demanding everyone present sit silent and listen. It saved her a deal of conversational effort. ‘Can’t find it,’ she complained. ‘But look at this.’ Pulling out a battered four-year-old copy of the Sun. ‘Look, that’s me. I did that. Got enough cash for a week or so from that.’ The centre spread showed a photo of half a dozen nearly naked women riding mountain bikes. ‘Me,’ said Eileen, rapping the page.

Rowan stared at it. She had not seen exactly which woman Eileen had been pointing to, and frankly, did not think anybody in the picture looked like her. But didn’t like to say. ‘Wow,’ she said instead. It seemed appropriate. When she was with Eileen, Rowan said ‘Wow’ a lot.

‘Then,’ Eileen continued, ‘I was in that ad. You know, Levi’s? I was one of the women in the laundrette, looking wicked.’ She smiled. ‘Then I had a part in a film with Michael Caine.’

‘Michael Caine,’ Rowan’s eyes opened wider, ‘really? Wow!’

‘Yes. He walked past me in the street. I was Disinterested Passer-by. That was what it had in the script. I looked into a shop window and ignored him. Then I had a part in a play on telly. I had actual lines. I had to say: “Mr Barker, the doctor will see you now”.’

‘Mr Barker, the doctor will see you now,’ Rowan slowly repeated.

‘No,’ Eileen scolded. ‘Not like that. Mr Barker, the doctor will see you now.’ She got up. Wafted (her word, her description, she never just went anywhere – she wafted) across the room, long dark-red velvet caftan floating behind her. ‘You have to live it. You have to make it sound chilling. Fill Mr Barker with apprehension. What is going to happen to him when the doctor sees him? What will the doctor say?’ She came back to Rowan, clutched her arm. ‘Who is the doctor, anyway? All that. You have to put all that into the line. It isn’t as easy as it sounds. Then there’s men.’

‘Men? You don’t . . . ?’

‘No.’ Eileen was tiring of this conversation. ‘I don’t do it for money. Of course not. Good heavens.’ She clutched herself, shocked at the thought. ‘Just men. They give you things, stuff. Pressies. Take you out to meals. Where would we be without them?’

‘Dunno,’ said Rowan. Men were not part of her great scheme.

Eileen despaired of her. ‘Really. We have to sort you out. You’ve no men in your life. You don’t drink. Don’t smoke. What do you do?’

Rowan shrugged. ‘Nothing.’

‘Oh my. We absolutely must do something about you.’ Eileen reached under her bed, brought out an old shoe box, rummaged amongst the letters and cards inside it and took out a Kodak film canister and a packet of Rizla papers. ‘This’ll sort you out.’ She rolled a joint. Lit it. Drew on it several times gazing in abstracted bliss at Rowan, then, with a beatific grin, handed it to her.

‘No. No!’ Rowan shook her hands in front of her. ‘I don’t do any of that sort of thing.’

‘Rubbish. Of course you do. You can’t let it pass you by. You’ve got to try everything.’

‘Everything?’ Rowan said.

‘Everything. Your life could pass you by and this moment will never come again. I am offering you the chance to see things as you haven’t seen them before. I am offering you the chance to drift.’ Eileen nodded.

Rowan considered this. It was true. What adventurer would turn down the chance of a little marijuana? A chance to drift. She took the joint. At first only the tobacco hit her. A nausea crept up from her throat, spread behind her eyeballs, across her scalp. Two more drags and she felt dizzy. She didn’t like this. Handed the joint back to Eileen. The room smelled sweet, of hay. Rowan leaned back. Eileen put on a record. Sang along with some song Rowan did not know. The joint came back to her, and Rowan drifted into a silence in her head. She was staring at the floor, at the sad rush matting. Then she looked at the wall. She felt she was seeing it anew. The patterns, the thin strips of wallpaper visible between posters, a gold stripe, a vertical line of small sworls and a green stripe, seemed somehow crisper, clearer, more interesting than it had before. Wow, she thought. The wall.

Eileen’s walls were completely covered with posters – one huge print of Aubrey Beardsley’s Lady in a Black Cape, and bands, singers, guitar heroes. ‘Had him,’ Eileen said, pointing at someone Rowan had never seen before. ‘And him.’ Pointing at someone else. She took Rowan on a tour of her walls. ‘Met him. And him. He’s a bastard. Hate him. And he’s lovely.’

And Rowan said, ‘Wow.’
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