Chapter 1



I
t was chilly out of bed, barely light outside. Winter breathed in through the partly open window. Her mother was up. Gerry could hear the abrupt flushing of the toilet, the groaning protest of the geyser as the hot water tap went on.
      She stood shivering on bare feet on the floorboards, ignoring her gooseflesh, her heart thumping in anticipation of what she was about to do. Above her head, the flying ugly lady watched her with piggy eyes, black crow’s wings extended like a vampire’s cape. Gerry unhooked the papier maché figure from the loop of dangling cord that attached it to the ceiling hook. She placed it on the end of her bed, took up her woollen scarf and wound its soft, warm length around her throat. Reaching for her school tie, she knotted it deftly into the cunning exploding knot that she had copied off a helpful online site. She slotted the longer end through the loop vacated by the ugly lady. The other end acted as the rip cord. One firm tug in the right direction and the noose would unravel like a magic trick. Or so the theory went. Of course it wasn’t foolproof. There was always the chance that the knot would snag and fail to release. That was part of the reckless thrill of the game.
Gerry stood for a moment, listening to the familiar sounds of activity from the room next to hers: the moody thuds of sticky drawers; the painful screech of the warped cupboard door being wrenched open and forced shut again; the whine of the basin tap with its broken washer. Everything in this flat was so unhappy. Neglected and unloved. 
Rising on tiptoe, she eased her head through the noose of the tie. She could see herself reflected in the full-length mirror opposite: a pasty-faced ragdoll in an oversized sweatshirt that said: ‘loveLife. Be safe.’ Her black hair straggled untidily around her shoulders and the brassy twinkle of studs looked like they belonged on some other face. What a dweeb, she thought derisively. 
She lowered her heels carefully, feeling the knot slide dangerously tighter. Uncomfortable pressure constricting her windpipe. A swollen feeling in her throat, like she had swallowed plastic. Spots gathering in her vision and the sudden headrush as oxygen deprivation kicked in. But she was an old hand at this game by now and knew what to expect. 
The door of her room, with its faulty catch, had creaked open in the draught, making her visible from down the passage. She half hoped that her mother would emerge at that exact moment and see her doing it. Part of her relished the thought of the dramatics that would follow: shock, horror, hysterics! It would almost be a relief to get it into the open. Anything had to be better than this cold game of pretend that went on between them. 
Then it didn’t matter anymore. Darkness was biting at the edge of her vision and a far-away faintness washing up through her body. For brief moments she was floating, free from everything. She was part of the beautiful galaxy of black and silent motion, all of it whirling and swirling and spinning around her and in her. Pinprick stars drizzled silver onto her closed eyelids and the throbbing music of her own blood sang in her ears. 
As if it wasn’t part of her, her hand floated up to tug on the release end of the slip knot. Reluctantly the noose unwound. The hard floor received her and she lay crumpled where she’d fallen; an unwanted foetus without a womb. Intense loneliness swamped her. That was the trouble with this game, re-entry was always so hard.
 An alarm clock went off shrilly and her mother’s voice called from the kitchen:
‘Gerry? Geraldine? Are you up?’
‘Yes,’ she said faintly.
It was hard to summon the energy to raise herself off the floor. She stayed where she was for a few more minutes, fighting the swimming nausea that engulfed her. A bird was calling from the pawpaw tree outside her window, the same three notes repeated over and over again: ‘Wake up call. Wake up call.’ 
‘Gerry!’ her mother shouted again. ‘Are you out of bed yet?’
Impatient footsteps slapped along the narrow passageway to her room. 
‘I’m up!’ Gerry croaked. 
The room rocked as she sat up too quickly and she almost passed out for real. Somehow, she managed to get the ugly lady back in its place just before the door was shoved open and her mother came stalking in. 
‘Why aren’t you dressed yet?’ she said critically. ‘Come on Gerry, get a move on! We’re leaving in fifteen minutes! I don’t want to get caught in traffic jams again like yesterday.’ 
She stabbed her finger at the light switch and brutal glare flooded the room. Gerry turned her back and busied herself in the cupboard, afraid of being scrutinised too closely. But her mother’s attention was elsewhere. 
 ‘What is your school tie doing on the floor? Honestly Gerry!’ She stooped to pick it up, smoothing out its crinkles. ‘When are you going to learn to look after your things? You know money doesn’t grow on trees!’
Straightening up, her head bumped the ugly lady.
‘And I really wish you’d take that thing down!’ she snapped. ‘I’ve told you before it gives me the total creeps!’
‘It’s my artwork,’ Gerry said defensively. ‘I made it in Free Expression class.’
‘Can’t you make something cheerful for a change?’
‘She is cheerful.’ Gerry gestured at the red slash mouth, set in its malevolent grimace. ‘See, she’s even got a grin on her face!’
‘I don’t have time to argue!’ her mother snarled. ‘Just hurry up and get ready.  And make sure you do your bed before we go.’
She stalked out, leaving her hostile static behind her. 
Gerry went through to the bathroom to brush her teeth and splash cold water on her face. Inspecting her neck in the mirror, she was relieved to find no obvious signs of damage. The padding of the scarf had absorbed most of the abrasive pressure of the noose. There was a faint redness on one side of her throat where the knot had pressed, but her shirt collar would hide that. Fortunately they were into winter uniform now. Her face was very pale though, and her eyes had a black and peculiar look. Aside from that, there was nothing to show that she had been to the edge of the world and back.
She finished dressing and joined her mother at the breakfast table. The thought of swallowing food made her stomach churn. She went through the motions of pouring herself cereal, topping it with milk and sugar, digging her spoon in and lifting it to her mouth. Her mother didn’t seem to notice that she swallowed next to nothing. She was too wrapped up in her indignant saga about her bad experience at the garage the previous day. She had taken the car in to get the faulty starter motor looked at, and they had told her she had to leave it there overnight, because she hadn’t booked it in ahead of time. She had tried to explain that she was a working mother, that she had a daughter to fetch from school and needed the car to get home. But they weren’t interested in her troubles. Because she was a woman on her own, they thought they could treat her like dirt and get away with it. It was a man’s world, and a woman without a man to lean on had no chance in it.
Gerry put on her listening face and nodded her head up and down, present in body but in spirit somewhere else. Living with a drama queen for a mother had taught her the art of automatic pilot. Sometimes it was the only way she could survive the constant barrage of negativity that beamed from her mother’s person like radio-active fallout. 
Fortunately she wasn’t required to contribute much. The occasional grunt was enough. Without pausing for breath, her mother finally interrupted herself to say: 
‘Aren’t you finished eating yet?’
‘I am,’ Gerry said. Rising quickly, she scraped her uneaten food into the dustbin, took an apple from the fridge and stuck it into her satchel, along with her lunchbox of cheese sandwiches.
‘I’m ready,’ she said, seeing her mother about to vent again. ‘Just need to get my hat and blazer.’ 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Walking back into her room again was like entering an alternate reality. There was a giddy moment of disorientation as she stepped through the door. The ugly lady leered at her knowingly, scarlet mouth twisted in mockery. Gerry dragged a brush through her unruly hair and scraped it back into an elasticated band without looking. A deep tiredness washed through her at the thought of the day that waited to be faced. She wanted nothing more than to get back into bed and sleep the world away. 


