Borders

Jenny looked over at Brad. He was lounging in his seat and looking nonchalantly out of the window, chewing a piece of string he was pulling through his nicotined fingers. She knew he was aware of her watching him and she hated herself for needing some sort of recognition that he liked her.

She turned to look out of her own window as the hilly Shropshire landscape passed them by. Sara clearly wanted to catch her attention, but Jenny leant away from her friend and stared doggedly out at a landscape that was both familiar and startling in any contrasts with memory. The school-bus was now bumping down the approach to Church Stretton, its avenue of trees filtering the sun to a flickering glare. They stopped at the traffic lights and then rattled over the hump-backed bridge over the single railway line, passed through the main street with its litter of shops, the small supermarket in its third incarnation that decade, the stuffy-looking post-office off to the side, the mock-Elizabethan half-timbred fronts, and then, again, they stopped at the crossroads, in front of them a sheep track to impassable fords and wild flowers, left to the town square, and they taking a right turn towards the Long Mynd, their destination. They turned into the Long Mynd Road on their left, and then past Trevor Hill, a winding steep incline, at whose summit was a panoramic view of Church Stretton's patchwork of hills and vales and clusters of houses, and on a clear day, all the way over to All Stretton as well.

The bus pulled into the car-park lay-bye A hubbub of the syncopated noise of twenty Year Eleven kids spilled out on the cavernous landscape as Miss Rogers and Mr. Jones clambered first down the bus-steps as Mr. Barnsley turned off the engine. Miss Rogers was in her second year of teaching and still retained the bright-eyed, bushy-tailed enthusiasm of a probationer, and this despite the fact that the children often played merciless jokes on her, Brad usually the ringleader. 

Mr. Jones mounted the steps again.

'Settle down, now, boys and girls,' he said in his lilting Welsh tones. 'And that means you, Arrowsmith!' Everyone laughed, Peter Arrowsmith too, ungluing himself from his current squeeze and joining in the laughter good-humouredly. Maddy blushed but then Alison was a silly cow. Jenny grimaced inwardly. She still liked Pete. No doubt about it. Brad was just rebound material. She sighed, and when Sara pulled her by the arm to stand up, she went willingly enough. If she could just keep out of Brad's and Peter's way, then everything would be fine. She didn't even want to be with Sara today. They were friends forever, through thick and thin, vowing oaths and words beyond meaning into infinity itself! But infinity was five years old now and the gloss was rubbing off. Sara was a new life, a new way. New school, new friends, new ideas, new hopes and no memories.

She had been to Cardingmill Valley before as well as the Long Mynd. She'd once had a great aunt who lived there. As a young girl she'd often visited and when Great Aunt Sheila was still able to, they'd gone, the two of them, to the Long Mynd, and sat by the stream and made up stories about fairies and elves and border spirits who lived there. Border Spirits. That made Jenny smile despite herself. Border spirits, according to her Great Aunt Sheila, lived in Shropshire and Wales and never knew whether they belonged in the one place or the other. This was because, the elderly woman would tell the eager-faced child sitting on her knee, or sitting by her at the waterside, Church Stretton had once been in Welsh territory, and when the borders were disputed, it had led, throughout the past Millennium, to many changes of ownership. Now Church Stretton was firmly on English soil, but of course the Border Spirits didn't recognise human borders, and so were constantly flitting between locations and power-dynamics. They held long councils, according to Great Aunt Sheila, debating fealties, meetings that would span days and even weeks. And if you listened in to them on magical evenings, you too could just hear the faint whispers of their immortality. She spoke like that, Great Aunt Sheila, always quoting from poetry, but never acknowledging it. So much so that at primary school once they'd read 'The Traveller', and when the teacher read aloud the line: 'and tell him I came, he said, but no one answered', or words to that effect, Jenny stuck up her hand and protested that it wasn't by that poet, he'd pinched it from his Great Aunt Sheila! This amused the teacher so much, that for months, even years afterwards, other teachers at the school would comment on it as a fond memory of the child. 

These border spirits, she thought to herself now, were not bound either by human time either. How lovely that would be. To be at a time when life was happier and everything hadn't gone wrong. A day to the spirits could be a second to us, or a week. It would be strange to see it all again, Jenny thought. She hadn't been to Stretton for five years since Great Aunt Sheila had died. Hadn't wanted to. It was too painful now. It was how everything had started to go wrong. Then she had been a child with so much exhilaration in her heart. Now she was a young woman with a sense of despair and she felt old.

The summer air wafted in warm waves over them as they descended in various stages of disarray onto the tarmacked surface of the car-park. Jenny saw with distaste the changes around her - a much more elaborate café and souvenir shop, for example, and billboards advertising all sorts of local attractions and goods to tempt the public eye. Why advertise Ironbridge from Church Stretton? If they wanted to go to Ironbridge they would. Thomas Telford's piece de resistance, as they learnt in History. The birth of the Industrial Revolution. Yeah, great, the revolution that had made the world a polluted mass, and people slaves to machines. Her History self-chosen topic was all about that. Seemed pointless now, she thought, as she looked around her, trying to gather similarities from the differences that living without Border Spirits did to time. The changes were a personal affront and her heart sank.

'Right, listen up, you lot!' Mr. Jones barked at them. 'Girls, Miss Rogers will just check everything's all right with you. Rucksacks open please. And boys, I'll be doing the same to you. Come on, open up!'

'Poof!' Brad snarled under his breath. 'Isn't this against the Human Rights thingy or something?'

'Good thing it doesn't apply to you then, Machin, isn't it?' Desultory laughter greeted this comment, but faded away on the open breezes. 'Open your bag!' Mr. Jones ordered gruffly. 'Let's start with you, Machin.' He strode over to the lad. Mr. Jones narrowed his eyes at him. 'Open it now, Machin, or you can stay here for the whole day. It's up to you! After what happened with that group last month, we're taking no chances with you lot. Got it?'

Brad sighed heavily and with a snarl and exaggerated ennui, opened his rucksack at his feet and kicked it across the tarmac dividing them. Mr. Jones took a long look at the boy and stooped down to the bag, rifling inside it and assuring himself that there was nothing illegal in the boy's possession. After Machin's bag the others conformed quickly. Miss Rogers' scout through the girls' rucksacks and bum-bags was more thorough, and Mr. Jones stood tapping his foot in exasperation as the group waited for her to catch up. These new teachers were a liability.

'Finished already?' she quizzed him, as she reached his side to provide a united front against the students, who were becoming restless and less biddable by the minute.

Jenny had walked over to where Sara was standing and taking in the scene. Hills piled on each other, each one taller and more majestic than the nearer one, folding into a pattern of infinity. Sarah turned her blond head to her friend, tears in her eyes. 'Gosh, Jen, it's so beautiful! Don't you think so?'

Jenny was having difficulty mustering up any enthusiasm at all and turned abruptly away from the café and advertising signs to try and see the landscape through her friend's eyes. She couldn’t. She could only miss her Great Aunt Sheila, who would have made it come alive for her. And to think of Sheila was to think of all the disappointments of her life since then.

'You all right?' Sara asked her, and Jenny turned away. 

'Yes, just leave me alone, won't you?' she said roughly, more roughly than she'd intended. Sara turned away. 'Please yourself!' she muttered under her breath, and went looking for Andy and his crowd. 

'Right, gather round everyone!' Mr. Jones said, standing in front of the bus with Miss Rogers. Mr. Bardsley had been watching the scene in front of his windscreen with detached amusement. He'd seen it all in his forty years on the buses. Nothing surprised him about school-kids these days. All yobs with no respect! That Machin lad was a bad'un too by the looks of him. No doubt at all. And that Mr. Jones fancied himself as hard. He wouldn't last two minutes in the real world. None of them would, of course. Not like him with a real job!

He lit up a cigarette at the wheel directly behind the teachers, which Miss Rogers, on noticing and wishing she hadn't, thought she might have to mention to him later: after all this was a school trip. Or perhaps she could ask Mr. Jones to say something. It might be better coming from a man. 

'Er, Welch,' Mr. Jones added. 'I know you don't realise this means you as well. Of course, what I should have said was, 'gather round everyone - and Welch!' People grinned and sniggered, and Alan Welch had the decency to grin as well. There'd be so many places to slope off here and wangle a fag off someone. The girls were usually soft touches for that. So far he was quite pleased with how the day was coming on. And Sara looked as if she were coming over and she usually had a fag or two to spare.

'Now, as you all know, this is all pre-Cambrian rock around here, so no fossils, and of course, we're not expecting you to discover remains which refute all palaeontology as we know it. Farrer, what's Palaeontology?'

'The study of people who can't get sunburnt.'

There was a ripple of laughter at this. The old jokes were definitely the best. Mr. Jones frowned.

'Think about it, Sir!' John Farrer said to the accompaniment of chuckles and derisory whoops from assorted students.

'Ha, ha, very funny!' the teacher went on, gesturing for the noise to abate. 'What Farrer meant to say was Palaeontology is the study of the evolution of rocks. Now, it's quite common here for people to find rocks that look as if they're serrated, with markings similar to those found on fossils. 'Roberts, what's serrated mean?'

'Don't know, Sir,' Mark Roberts replied, in a sneering tone. 'I'm not here for the rocks.'

'Well, apart from getting your rocks off, you mean!' Andy shouted lewdly.

Coarse laughter erupted and Mr. Jones waited a moment and then gestured both hands, palms down in quick succession until the noise abated. 'Serrated means cut off in gradients.' He paused. 'Gradients?'

No response. Mr. Jones sighed, and chose to believe they just couldn’t be bothered, rather than having no idea of what he was talking about. 'Now,' he continued wearily, 'you've all got your question sheets with you. You'll need to fill them in as you go around the various landmarks. And remember you're Year Eleven - er, Hobbs, that means you, so if you could try to get your ten-year-old brain onto a sixteen year old kind of wavelength, we might all get to the end of today without major mishap.' Tony Hobbs smirked and then bent to the ground, until his knuckles almost touched it and started weaving his way around the crowd emitting simian sounds until he was tripped up by one of the girls. 

'Ow, that bloody hurt!' he said, rubbing his knee and rubbing his knees anxiously, looking up at Mr. Jones as if demanding he discipline the miscreant.

'Oh, that bloody hurt!' mimicked Brad, scrabbling at his knees and jumping around the group like an ape, until he came to rest next to Jenny, whose heart leapt with hope, upbraiding herself for the feeling, but managing to pretend not to see his arrival.

'Oh, Brad, don't swear now,' said Miss Rogers plaintively. 'We had a talk about that last week, remember?'

'Had a talk about that last week,' minced someone in the back row and Miss Rogers was silenced again. She blushed furiously. 

'Oh Mummy, I can't remember anything. Help me, help me!' interjected another from the back, closing his eyes and holding his arms out in front of himself, as if he were blind rather than absent-minded. Miss Rogers bit her lip. She wanted to love these kids, why couldn't they accept her? Were all Year Elevens this cruel? Had she treated her own teacher like that when she was in Year Eleven? She thought not. She didn't want to end up cynical like Mr. Jones. By all accounts a good teacher, but always sarcastic. He was witty, but his wit was a weapon rather than affectionate in any way. That's not the kind of teacher she wanted to be. She wanted to treat the students with respect, she wanted to make differences in their lives. She waned to go to leaving dos and some students to come up to her with misty eyes and tell her they'd never forget her. She sighed. That wasn't going to happen at this rate. 

'Right, that does it!' Mr. Jones said suddenly, snapping shut his register. 'No one is going anywhere or doing anything until everyone gets into the right frame of mind. Now, we can stand here all day if you want, or we can go and do what we came for. What's it to be?'

'Oh, God, it was just a joke,' said Brad sulkily.

'Yeah, Machin, and you're on a warning, if I remember correctly. Only allowed to come on a promise of good behaviour. Now, Machin, apologise to Miss Rogers for your language, or we're all getting back on the bus.'

'Go on, Machin!' said a chorus of voices. They didn't like peers capitulating to teachers at the best of times, but being stuck on a bus on a warm summer's day like this was not preferable to playing havoc in the hills and getting up to whatever the hell they wanted. Machin clicked in exasperation and, with a bad grace apologised. Mr. Jones chose to overlook the poor delivery and issued the final instructions to the group. Everyone was paired up, and each pair had a map. At least one of the pair had a watch, and there was an itinerary for each pair to adhere to. It was ten o'clock now, and they would meet again back there at one o'clock for lunch. Anyone not reporting in would jeopardise the afternoon for the whole group and each participant had had to sign a form declaring their intentions to follow instructions and this had been counter-signed by parents, guardians and the year head. Full-proof!

'Now, Mr. Jones added, as a final rally-cry. 'Does anyone know the area, or been here before?' He looked around at the group and finding no affirmative response, ticked off each member of the group and wished them luck in answering all the questions on the form.

Jenny was paired with Sara. They stood next to each other in awkward reproach. Finally, Jenny apologised and Sara accepted it, but the ice wasn't thawed, only scraped through to reveal the depths of hurt beneath.

'You're quiet,' Sara offered as an introduction to renew any warmth between them. Quick-tempered, Sara was nevertheless a gentle and warm-hearted girl. She'd always got on with Jenny, but found her unfathomable at times, very remote and caught up with her inner life. She was outgoing and gregarious. Jenny was always at the sidelines watching, sometimes cheering on, but rarely taking part. People had often marvelled at their relationship, but the phrase 'opposites attract' seemed to cover it.

'Yeah, I am!' Jenny said flatly, and then realised how rude this sounded. 'Sorry, Sar', she said and drew her arm in hers. 'It's just this place brings back memories, you know.'

'You've been here before?'

'Yeah, all the time when I was a kid. My Great Aunt…' her voice trailed off. She was horrified to find herself near tears. Sara, as always quick to notice the feelings of others, stopped her on the track, looking around to make sure they weren't overheard. 'What's the matter?'

'Nothing,' Jenny said ineffectually. Seeing Sara's face, she continued. 'It's just memories, you know. Childhood. That stuff. That's all!' She attempted to laugh it off, as if mocking herself. 'Look at me, eh! Always the drama queen.'

'Bad memories?' Sara asked gently.

Jenny simply shook her head in response. 'Right, let's take the left fork here,' she said, shaking the atmosphere free of heaviness. 'Most people will probably go up to the right path, which leads to the waterfall. Let's go this way. It's quieter and, well, I prefer it. Do you mind?'

'No, that's fine,' replied Sara. 'What do we have to do first, then?'

'Find examples of erosion, and describe it in this box-thing here.' She pointed to the page. 

'Right,' Sara said, looking at her friend out of the corner of her eye and pretending to absorb herself in the task. They walked a way in silence.

'I remember coming down that hill, well, almost falling down it,' Jenny began, gesturing to the hill sweeping down into a gully on their left. 'I started walking down it and then tripped and started running, all the way down to the bottom from the top and fell into the water. My great aunt tried not to laugh, but she couldn't help it.' Jenny laughed weakly. It had been funny then but it wasn't now, thinking about it. Nothing was funny anymore when she looked back. She couldn't remember the joy and pleasure she'd felt with Sheila anymore either. Everything was spoilt.

Brad and Andy formed a pair, and set off with Alison and Katy, with Jodie and Kaz as hangers-on. Every group needed its groupies, Brad thought smugly. Alison was the girl of the moment and there would be some time to get a feel in her knickers if he played his cards right, and cards was a game Brad played to perfection.

'Did you see that Eileen?' he said to Andy, shoving him on his arm to emphasise the lewdness of his comment.

'Bazookas or what, man!' chanted Andy. 

'Shut UP, Brad!' Katy remonstrated. 'You shouldn’t talk about women like that!'

'What?' Andy said, laughing out loud. 'Bazookas, you mean. Well, you would say that, seeing as you don’t have any yourself!'

'That's not what Tim said,' Brad said in a large whisper and the two boys guffawed.

'I'm not putting up with this,' Katy said. 'Come on, Al, let's go somewhere else.'

We're supposed to stick together,' Jodie interjected from behind as the six of them began the long trek upwards at the side of the hill and up into the blue sky. 

'Hey, you two!' called a familiar voice. 'Keep to the right!'

'Why, Miss Rogers?' Brad said sarcastically, turning round. 'You didn't say we had to all go round the same way. I don't want to see the waterfall yet. I want to go this way. It's quieter.' He turned to Andy for support and the two lads did their usual snigger. Did the boy have no other reactions in his repertoire? 

She raised her eyebrows. If only Mr. Jones were by her side now. He wasn't used to dissension from any of them. She was beginning to wonder whether he was such a bad teacher after all.'

'Yeah, well don't get lost, then!' she said ineffectually.

'Bitch!' Andy muttered, and Brad choked back a laugh and clapped his friend on the shoulder. 'I think we're going to have to teach tight-arse Rogers a lesson she won't forget, eh?' he added with a leer. 'I'm not having her talking to me like that.'

'Yeah, and you're going to do what?' Andy said dismissively.

Brad suddenly took him by the arm and roughly shook him off. 'Don't you speak to me like that, And, or I'll be getting you back as well. And don't think I won't. I know what you did with that packet last week. Saw you put it in Tom's pocket. So just think on, right?' He caught hold of the boy's jacket again and arrogantly, pushed him away, so Andy slipped on the shingle at their feet and nearly overbalanced. Oh dear, another Brad-mad day, eh!

And a single eagle climbed the thermals above them, watching them from afar.

'What was your aunt like, then?' Sara asked now, looking intently at her friend. Everyone was taking the right turn up the hillside. They'd turned to the left.

'Great Aunt. Nice!'

'Yeah, well, obviously, duh!' Sara quipped, but Jenny didn't smile. Sara turned back to the path again in silence.

'She died five years ago,' Jenny added hesitantly, as if trying it on the idea for size. 'And we all used to come here during the summer. Mum as well as dad. ' She paused. 'And Alice.'

'Oh!' Sara said, the single word expressing her awkwardness. It hung in the air between them. 

'Look at that rock over there,' Jenny said suddenly, pointing to the left, where the pathway wound between opposing giants, giving a keen impression of sleeping menace, shadows caused by contours and passing clouds. The landscape wreaked of age, and suddenly the two girls felt engulfed by it.

'Did you feel that as well?' Sara asked, gripping her friend's arm. Jenny seemed to be far away and Sara wondered whether she could cope with this. Jenny never talked about Alice. Hadn't mentioned her for the four and a half years since it happened.

'Yeah, freaky. Not unusual here,' Jenny said, sensing her friend's need for reassurance. 'See the way the middle of that hill is exposed because of the water eroding it over thousands and thousands of years. Amazing, isn't it?' Jenny stopped, feeling hollows being scooped inside her. 'Millions of years the rocks stand and then water just flows and flows and never stops until the hill just gives in and melts. Nothing stays the same forever.'

Sara frowned and shook her head. 'Yeah, well, write that down if you want!' They both laughed, which cleared the air between them a little, but Jenny felt a deeper ravine open within and she sighed.

'You all right, Jen?' Sara asked, her quick empathy fired.

Jenny nodded mutely, and sat on a rock, flattening the paper on to her folder, and writing down some details in one of the form's boxes. 'What shall I put, then?' she asked. Together they formulated something that sounded suitable for Geography coursework and then resumed their route. As they climbed the pathway between the hills, they came upon a vista overlooking a flatter world, and a little higher still, and they were on a plateau.

'Wow!' Sara enthused. 'If you didn't know it was hilly round here, you'd think it was as flat as a pancake, the world, wouldn't you?'

'Yes,' Jenny answered with a smile, drawn by her memories into looking to her left. 'Look over there, though,' she said, pointing to a promontory that looked as if it fell away off the edge of the world. 'Have a look!'

Sara cast a glance back at her friend and then raced over to the proffered place and stopped suddenly. 'Wow!' she repeated. 'It's awesome! Come and have a look!'

'I've seen it,' Jenny said, turning away, the hollows in her heart threatening to unravel her as she stood, and the last thing she wanted was to be exposed to anyone in this place.

'Jen, what is it? You can tell me!' Sara was by her side, her face all etched with worry-lines, tears threatening to escape the protection of her eyes. She could feel Jen's pain and would have done anything to stop it, but she was out of her depth and Jenny's sorrow was beginning to frighten her.

Brad and Andy walked on a few hundred yards in silence. The girls had fallen back and were chatting amongst themselves. Alison was disappointed how the day was playing out, but she'd seen Brad angry like this many times before. Smoked too much skunk. They were saying now it could make you paranoid and it certainly seemed to be doing that to him. She'd probably chuck him anyway. He was a loose cannon. She could take boys or leave them. They were so far up their own arses most of them anyway, although Andy was a lot nicer when Brad wasn't around, but then most boys were like that. Someone just on their own and another in amongst their peers. Always needing reassurance about how masculine they were. Tossers the lot of them!

'Let's go over there!' Brad said, pointing to a narrow ravine, a small stream gurgling through a fissure to their left. They looked around them and when the rest of the noisy party had trickled past them, equipped with rustling papers and stopping for moments to jot something down, conversations about rocks and sex and drugs and Saturday night, Brad saw Miss Rogers turning around to look after them. He plastered an insolent smile on his face and waved her in a gesture that a mother might make to her child on the first day of school and turned on his heel away from her.

Miss Rogers brushed her curly hair away from her eyes. Those boys were planning something. She needed to talk to Mr. Jones. He'd know what to do. The group had to keep together, surely.

Jenny sighed. 'Let's go and sit over there,' she said to Sara, and led the way to the plateau's edge, which wasn't an edge over which anyone could have toppled after all. The closer you got, the more you saw that the ground simply dipped a little beyond the edge for a while, and thus from certain angels this plateau looked as if it were the apex of the world. She sat down on a bench crude wooden bench and faced the vista beyond her.

Sara sat down silently next to her and nothing was said for a while as they both looked at the view beyond them. 'You all right?' she asked eventually, when she could bear the silence no more.

'Yeah, just that, well, you know, everything.'

'No,' persisted Sara riskily. She held her breath. She didn't want to push Jenny further away.

'It's just after Great Aunt Sheila died, everything changed. Five years ago. You know, with Alice.'

'But Alice was ill before five years ago, wasn't she? You said she'd been ill for two years before that.'

'Oh, what do you know?' Jenny suddenly erupted. 'What the hell do you know about it?'

'Look!' Sara said sharply, standing up. 'I don't deserve to be spoken to like that. I'm just worried about you, that's all. Sorry that that makes you angry, but you're so bloody secretive about your life, aren't you? It's like treading on bloody egg-shells around you, sometimes. Never knowing whether you're going to blow up or something. Well, you know? You can just sod off. I'm going back to the others and you can stay here and feel sorry for yourself.'

With that the girl stood up roughly and flounced off. It was minutes before Jenny recovered sufficient equilibrium to look round to see where she was. She shouldn't have allowed her to go off like that. She hoped Sara would be all right, but she honestly had no right to poke her nose in. Jenny stood up now and, grimly turning her face into the increasing breeze, she made her way through across the plateau to the waterfall by the other route. She'd no doubt see Sara coming from the other direction later. She looked at her watch. 10.45. Plenty of time before going back. She ought to be able to make he whole route by then.

Brad and Andy ran quickly to hide behind a rocky promontory so that when Miss Rogers turned round there'd be nothing to see and the bitch could worry about the trouble she'd get into when they all turned up at the bus without them.  Brad wanted to peep and see her consternation, but he knew she'd spot him, so he steeled himself not to look and made do with images in his mind of her panic.

'Mr. Jones,' Miss Rogers began, approaching the older man, biting her lip in worry, and trying to angle herself so that she wasn't facing any of the students, and he'd have to turn away from them to in order to attend to her.

'What is it, Miss Rogers?' he asked testily.

'It's Brad and Andy. They've gone down that pathway down there. I told them not to and they just went anyway. They were really rude. Well, Brad was.'

Mr. Jones sighed. These new teachers, honestly. Where did they drag them from? Middle class homes with no idea how the other half lives. What do they teach them at teacher Training courses these days?

He sighed again for emphasis.

'They're allowed to go off if they're in pairs, aren't they? And were they in pairs?'

He was raising his voice in exasperation and students were listening in with glee. Miss Rogers felt her face grow hot under scrutiny - this day was turning out a disaster.

'No, it's just that I thought you might want to remind them of…'

'Of what?' he said sharply, and then his voice in an undertone as he leant in to make his point more emphatically. 'That they should not go off in pairs?' He raised his eyebrows in an expression denoting his sarcasm, and Miss Rogers wondered whether there was much difference between being bullied by a student or by a teacher: both were equally humiliating.

After Jenny had walked for a few minutes, she suddenly realised that Sara didn't have a watch or the map. She would probably get lost. She had to go back and find her. She turned and started to run. She approached the bench, and there, thank God, Sara was sitting slumped, her shoulders shaking with sobs. Jenny suddenly felt guilty. Sara was only trying to help. She always tried to help. Why did this annoy her so much?

'Sorry, Sar,' she said, going up to her friend and touching her on the shoulder.

'Oh, Jen, I thought you'd gone. And I didn't have a map or anything. I didn't mean to upset you.'

'I know. It was my fault,' Jenny agreed, sitting down heavily. 'It's just that I can't talk about that time, you see. When Alice died, and Mum and Dad always pulling lumps out of each other all the time. And no one ever spoke to me about her. As if I didn't have any feelings about her. As if I didn't care about her. She was my sister. I know she was their daughter, but she was my sister. And when Great Aunt Sheila died, it was only months after that that Alice died and it all got mixed up and…' Jenny couldn't carry on, and Sara reached out for her friend and they cried together, Jenny with the emotional release of years of feelings, and Sara because she knew that this was a big moment she'd never forget. It had the stamp of eternity in it, like that time when she went to sleep in the sun when she was four years old. In the back garden. And woke up with the sun shining in her face and the bees buzzing all round her with lazy busyness, and the smell of the flowers and the newly mown grass. She only had to close her eyes and there she was in that garden again, being four years old. And she knew without being conscious, that this moment would be brought out from the swathe of Jenny's memories at a later date and seen for the precious times they were.

'I felt I lost my Great Aunt, my Mum and Alice all at the same time, you see. I rattle about in that house with Dad and he never talks about any of them. It's as if they never existed.'

'But they did and they do,' Sara said, feeling awkward. 

'I can't live like that anymore.' She laughed a little, so that Sara looked at her quizzically. 'Over there,' she pointed at a single tree that grew at an unlikely angel out of the side of a hill, Great Aunt Sheila and I used to sit and talk about the Border Spirits.'

'Border Spirits?' Sara asked.

'Yeah.' Jenny said no more and Sara sensitively allowed the moment to pass.

Brad and Andy were scrabbling up the rocky pathway, and found a vantage point at which they could see the others snaking a pathway below them. Brad flopped onto the grass and lay on his back breathless.

'You're out of condition, mate,' Andy said, plumping down beside him.

'Got any blow?' Brad said, raising himself on his elbow to look over at Andy, who lay there, eyes closed, chest heaving.

'Yeah, a bit. Want some?'

'Always, mate!' Brad said, trying to modulate his voice to unconcerned but warm. He hadn't smoked for a couple of days thanks to his bitch of a mother nicking his off him. He wouldn’t use that hiding place anymore. He could do with a smoke. That cow Rogers had made him angry. Little Miss Goody-Two-Shoes! Wouldn’t he like to wipe that inane grin off her ugly face!

Andy sat up with his back against the gusty breezes and began to roll a joint. He stuck the end in his mouth and cupped his hand to guard the flame as he flicked the lighter on a few times, waiting for it to catch. He lowered his face to the tiny flickering flame and sucked in as hard as he could, finally lying back with contentment on the grass as the joint was flooded into his lungs. He removed the fat stick from his lips and passed it across to Brad, who took it and gasped in as many lungs full as he could manage in a short time, closing his eyes in bliss. Good stuff, this. Andy always got good stuff.

'Come on,' Jenny said suddenly to her friend. 'Let's go, shall we? There's a lot to do before lunch.'

'O.K., then,' agreed Sara with alacrity. Walking would be easier than this, although she wasn't displeased that Jenny had talked to her. From small acorns, as her grandfather always said. For a while they walked through the gentle landscape without speaking.

'Would you talk to me about Alice?' asked Sara gently. 'I mean I totally get it if you don't want to. I know you didn't want to when it just happened, but I just wondered…' Her voice trailed away. She was loathe to break the trust between them, but felt it as so precarious.

'I do, I suppose,' Jenny replied, looking away. Her voice was partly caught and channelled away on the wind, so Sara had to lean in to hear her at all.

They were walking along without particularly noticing where they were walking. The sky had clouded over and Jenny remembered that Great Aunt Sheila had told her that in Church Stretton it had just rained, or it was raining, or it was just about to rain. She smiled at the memory. The highest rainfall in Shropshire or something. She had talked about meteorological enclaves or something. Apparently whatever that was, it affected the weather.

'Alice was only nine,' she began, tears welling up. Sara, always quick to discern changes of emotion in people, however imperceptible they might be to others, wondered whether she should say something or just listen. She opted for silence, but pressed her friend's arm a little in order to show her how seriously she was taking what Jenny was saying. She felt the air prickle around them with anticipation.

'I knew she was really ill. She'd been ill since she was seven. Leukaemia. Really nasty kind. We all knew she would die. We all knew it, but no one talked about it with me. Ever. I tried to talk to Mum once, but she just burst into tears and said didn't she have enough to deal with without me going on about it as well? I just didn't know how to behave, Sar,' she finished, gulping back the tears.

'It must have been awful. Your mum should've talked to you, though,' the girl ventured.

'No!' Jenny shook herself free of her friend. 'She was just really upset as well. I don't blame her. It's just I was so lonely. I didn't know how to cope. I couldn’t talk to dad either. He was always at work and in the evenings when he came home, he seemed to bottle everything up and went into his study and only came out for meals. And before Alice died, I couldn't talk to her about it either, obviously.' Jenny paused. She realised suddenly how strange that must sound and looked nervously at Sara, whose eyes brimming with tears enabled Jenny to continue.

'You see, I talked to her afterwards. After she was dead. Do you think that's mad/ Do you think I'm mad?'

Sara shook her head mutely, wiping a tear from her cheek. 

'For months I just went up to her room and shut the door and talked to her. Told her what I'd done in the day and everything. And I got cross with her, too. Now, that's mad. You've got to admit that's kinda mad!' She choked with laughter through her tears.

'Perhaps just a bit,' Sara said, stroking her friend's shoulder. 'Why did you get angry with her?'

'Because she left me alone with my mum and dad, of course!' Jenny screamed at the sky, but the sound bounced off the winds and was dissipated emptily to the skies where the eagle was still circling above them. She held her head up to the sky and began to scream and cry.

'Oh don't, don't! Sara said anxiously, pulling Jenny by her arm towards her and folding her into her body for a hug. She held her as Jenny rocked with sobs and shouted incoherently from Sara's T-shirt.

'What was that?' Andy said, raising his head slightly from the ground, which seemed unusually soft and jolly. He laughed. Someone had been shouting or something. He rested his head back again on the ground and looked into the sky. There was some big bird up there. Hey, a big bird. He thought he said it to Brad, but there was no response from the other boy so he closed his eyes again and drifted.

Brad sat up, swaying slightly. Wow! This stuff was shit-hot. Who was making that din? Oh, who cares. He stood up and with his arms outstretched, began to spiral round and round. This was bloody fantastic. The best ever. What a great day. He was on top of the world. He was number one and they were all ants, beneath contempt. He was the KING.

Miss Rogers stood watching the party progress in dribs and drabs round the pathway out of sight. What was that? She stopped and listened. There it was again. Someone shouting. Someone in trouble. And Mr. Jones now nowhere to be seen, without thinking particularly clearly, she opted to find out for herself. Come to think of it, it wasn't just Brad and Andy who'd gone off together. Where were Sara and Jenny? Not like them to go off, but they hadn't been there with the others, had they? Suddenly, in her mind she envisaged all sorts of monstrous scenarios, the possibilities all revealing themselves instantly to her mind, aided by adrenaline and inexperience. She hared off in pursuit of the source of the noise, convinced she would have to perform some sort of rescue. Her training had never prepared her for this. Why were they behaving like this? I mean Brad, yes, I understand him, but Andy and Jenny and Sara especially. Now if there was a high-flyer out of those three it was Sara. A really emotionally intelligent girl. Everyone said as well with some real effort she could be just as brilliant intellectually as she clearly was as a person. A thoroughly nice girl, that one. Jenny, well, she was clever as well, but a bit closed off. It had been a girl's voice, Miss Rogers thought to herself as she hurried up the pathway towards the source of the noise. Was it Sara's? Or Jenny's? Miss Rogers wasn't clear and rushed, panting and out of breath up the hillside.

What the hell was that?' Mr. Jones asked and turned round, shushing the group. 'Did you hear that?'

'Yeah, like we're deaf or something!' Peter shouted out. 'Course we heard it. Probably sheep or something,' he quipped. Everyone laughed.

'Shut up, Arrowsmith!' Mr. Jones ordered urgently. 'Listen.' People stopped talking then, but no more sounds shot across their bows and they started their desultory talk as they turned and went on their way as before. Mr. Jones shrugged. Must be the hills, he thought, catching a sound and magnifying it. And where was that Miss Rogers? Silly cow! She really was a liability. Won't be coming on a trip with her again, that's for sure.

'Wilson, get a move on up there. Have a look at that rock to your left, people. Yeah, that means you too, Welch.' Alan didn't bother to smile this time. He was getting rather fed up with the old jokes. These school trips were a bore. He looked casually to his left and then ostentatiously looked to the right and kept his gaze there. It was lost on Mr. Jones who was stealing glances at his watch to ascertain how long he had to put up with these monsters until lunchtime. Roll on four o'clock as well!

'I'm sorry, Jen, I didn't mean to make you cry!' They were sitting on a shiny smooth rock, huddled together. 

'No, it's all right. I just felt so angry suddenly. I don't know why!'

'That's five years' anger coming out, I reckon,' Sara said, giving her friend a quick hug. 'My gran always said better out than in!'

'Yeah, I know, you keep saying,' Jenny responded, laughing and crying together.

'Can I ask you something?' Sara asked hesitatingly.

'Yeah, course!'

'Why did you parents get a divorce? Do you mind me asking?'

'No!' Jenny shook her head.

'You mind or you don't mind me asking?' Sara giggled nervously.

'I don't mind you asking. Quick answer. Because Alice died and I wasn't enough on my own!' Then she suddenly convulsed with a river of tears and Sara, astonished at the ferocity of the response, nevertheless took her friend in her arms again and rocked her. Slowly the sobbing subsided. Sara stroked her friend's hair back from her eyes.

'It wasn't like that,' she offered gently, continuing to caress Jenny's hair.. 'It wasn't about you, Jen. It couldn't have been. It wasn't your fault. It wasn't!' And Sara began to cry as if it had all happened to her, and bent her head and kissed Jenny's hair. The two sat then in silence, rocking together against the darkening skies.

Then after a while, Jenny raised her head and unwound herself from Sara's embrace and, laughing, wiped her eyes.

'Look at me, eh! What would they think in class if they saw the ice-maiden doing this?' And Jenny laughed again, tears very close.

'They'd think, the nice ones, anyway, that you've been through a really hard time. And you live with your dad now?'

'Yeah, Mum got married shortly after the divorce. She lives in London now. She's got a kid. I've got a half-brother. I've only seen him a few times. I don't feel like he's my brother at all. And Mum, she doesn't seem like my mum anymore either. It's really weird. Difficult to explain.'

'Well, I don't know what that would be like. I've only ever had mum and dad and Keith. Nothing ever happens in our family. It's really boring!' She smiled wanly. Jenny caught her eye and smiled too, then nodded her head and stood up.

'Let's press on. We've not got that long before lunch and we've got all these box-things to fill in.'

'Oh, right,' replied Sara, slightly surprised by the suddenness of atmosphere. 'You all right?'

'Yeah, fine, I just want to get on with it now.'

The two friends continued on up the pathway. 'Let's just make it to that corner over there on that hill and then we'll make our way over to the right and back. That'll give us time. What do you think?'

'Yeah, all right, if you want,' Sara agreed. 'Are you sure you're all right?'

'Yeah, I am, honestly,' Jenny said with a smile, hastening to reassure her friend, by linking arms with her. In this fashion they walked towards the corner on the next hill. This would necessitate them walking down a narrow pathway to the valley below and then up to the next landmark on the map. Should take about twenty minutes.

Whoa, Brad thought. His head suddenly seemed heavy. He wasn't floating anymore. Quite the reverse. This skunk wasn't a good batch after all. He felt as if his head were about to explode. He laid an open hand on each side of his head and held them in place as if this would ensure his head stayed on top of his body and didn't cascade off his shoulders and bounce down the hill. He felt sick too.

'And,' he said thickly. 'I don't feel right!'

'You only just noticed,' Andy said, sitting up and screening his eyes against the light that suddenly seemed too bright. 'What's the matter, mate?' he asked, as he saw the colour of Brad's face. 'You got a bad bit, that's all. Hey, lie down mate,' he offered, lying back down again himself and drifting out of focus into his own thoughts.

Brad almost fell down beside Andy and closed his eyes against the feelings of nausea and fear that were engulfing him.

A little later, Miss Rogers could see the two boys lying on the ground as she rounded the corner. What the hell were they doing? She marched over to them, really angry now. She'd lost contact with the main group, Jenny and Sara were missing and she was here in the middle of nowhere dealing with one of the nastiest boys she'd come across so far in her career. Maybe that wasn't long, but given her teaching practice, her first year of teaching and so on, she'd taught a lot of kids and not one of them was as nasty as Brad. Yes, perhaps he did come from a rotten background, but so did a lot of kids and they didn't turn out like this wretch.

She approached them shouting. 'What are you doing here? Get up!' She reached down to Brad and pulled at his shirt. He opened his eyes gluily at her and closed them again. That silly bitch! He certainly wasn't going to make an effort for her. And what was she doing up here anyway? Why wasn't she with the others? Perhaps she fancied him? Or perhaps she just wanted to make trouble for him. Yeah, that'd be more likely. In a sudden but staggered set of movements he rose to his feet.

'What you bloody want?' he asked her, his mouth dry and his head spinning. He reached forward at this point and pushed her with his finger against her shoulder. She was so shocked that on stepping back she tripped and nearly fell.

'Don't you DARE touch me, you little thug!' she shouted at him, shortening the distance between them in such a threatening and bold way, he was the one now to step back. 'What's going on here?' she asked again. 'What's the matter with you, Brad?' And suddenly her tone changed. 'Brad, have you taken something?' She moved towards him and looked into his vacant eyes. 'Andy? Andy get up!' she shouted angrily, and with her foot pressing against his leg until he groaned and opened his eyes. 'Andy, has he taken something?' Brad was lolling about from foot to foot in front of her now and giggling aimlessly. Andy heaved himself to his feet then and looked across at his mate. 

'Just a bit of blow, Miss!' he said with an inane grin. 'Just a bit of blow. Don't get your knickers in a twist.'

And then several things happened at once. Jenny and Sara rounded the corner from the other direction and gasped at the scene in front of them. Brad suddenly lunged towards Miss Rogers, who jumped out of his way, and he fell flat on his face, laughing and cursing both at once. Andy seemed at once to come to his senses and knelt down by Brad, who started to be violently sick. Both girls ran up to the three all now on the ground.

'What's happened, Miss?' Sara asked, pushing Andy aside to take a good look.

'Brad's taken some bad skunk,' Andy said. Jenny opened her eyes wide in shock. And Miss Rogers was dealing with it? She'd always had her down as a wimp who wouldn't last a year more in the school. The teacher had rolled Brad into the recovery position, where he convulsed a little and was sick again. She made sure his airways were clear then, his nose and mouth away from the vomit, before turning to the others. 

'Quickly! Run, Jenny! Go and find the others and tell them we need the medical first-aider. Student has taken some drugs and is disorientated and throwing up. Quickly, girl! Run! Run! What are you waiting for? Do you know how to get back here?'

'Yes, Miss. I know this area really well!' Miss Rogers simply shot her a quizzical look before turning back to her patient.

Jenny galvanised herself into action, looked quickly at Sara and wishing her luck before taking to her heels and fleeing back down the pathway on the other side of the small plateau. She could just make out the faint sounds of raised voices. She ran for her life, arriving breathlessly amidst chatting and noisy classmates, before she almost collided into Mr. Jones and relayed her urgent message. He seemed to be too shocked at first to take it on, looking at her stupidly.

'Sir, you have to act quickly!' she said breathlessly. 'Brad could be dying for all we know. He's really sick!' 'Good job too!' smirked one of the girls at the back. Jenny turned the full force of her rage at the girl, who stepped back hastily. 'All right, I was just saying. God!'

'What are you talking about, girl?' Mr. Jones asked, taking Jenny by the arms. 'Steady on. Slow down. What are you trying to say?'

'Sir,' she responded, wriggling away from his grasp. Brad's taken something and he's ill. Miss Rogers says someone has to fetch help. Anyone got a mobile?'

A frantic searching of bags. Repeated tries, but no signal. She hadn't expected to find one here.

'Look,' she said, scanning the teacher's face and finding only shock and bewilderment there. 'I'll go. They're up on the ridge there.' She pointed. 'You go up there and meet all together. I'll go and inform them at base. All right?' And giving no one a chance to stop her, she was off again at a run, down the hill and towards their setting off point. 

Mr. Bardsley was sitting on a rock by the stream next to the café reading a paper and smoking again. He heard the girl clattering and scraping down towards him. Whatever was going on? Someone in trouble, no doubt. Always one, wasn't there.

'Steady on, girl!' he said, closing his newspaper and speaking out of the slit of his mouth to avoid losing his cigarette. 'What's the rush? Someone dying?'

'Possibly!' Jenny replied shortly, and left him open-mouthed as she darted into the information shack. Mr. Bardsley tut-tutted and opened his paper again to see what other emergencies were happening in the world. Silly girl. Something and nothing he'd be bound.

Suddenly the door clattered open and two men left the building, making quickly for the hills beyond the carpark.

Jenny emerged behind them breathless, leaning down, puffing and panting and trying to catch her breath. 

'Don't you worry,' said a voice from inside, quickly revealing itself to belong to a middle-aged woman in clothes suitable for mucking out a stable, Mr. Bardsley thought. Someone must be ill or something, or fallen down a crevice. Perhaps someone was dead. He closed his newspaper and fell to musing who it might be.

'You want a tea, love,' the motherly woman asked the girl, who looked pale now, and rather shaken.

'Thanks, yeah, that'd be nice,' Jenny replied with a bleak smile. She felt rather sick. Must be all the exertion and shock. What had she ever seen in that pathetic excuse for a human being? She sighed at herself and smiled across at Mr. Bardsley who was sitting across from her looking bored out of his skull. This had probably livened up his day. She leaned against the hut and took the paper-cup of tea from the woman, cupping her hands round it for comfort, although the day was warm. She was shivering.

'You sit you down, love,' said the woman, placing a stool beside her, and when Jenny sat she realised how close she had been to falling over. She leant back against the wall of the hut and closed her eyes. What a day! How long she sat there she didn't know, with her memories, dreams and reflections, the tea going cold in her hands, until she heard the soft chatter of voices and saw Brad, walking quite confidently now, surrounded by two burly men, with Andy, Mr. Jones and Miss Rogers plus all the others, including Sara, walking towards them across the car-park. She stood up, placing the cup of tea next to her feet.

'Well done, Jenny!' Miss Rogers said to her as she passed. 'You've done us really proud today. You and Sara! Thank you.' Jenny glowed and Sara came to her side and pushed her arm through hers. 'You all right?' she asked, a concerned look on her face.

'Yeah, just knackered, that's all. Thanks!'

'For what?'

'Oh, you know. For everything.' 

Sara brushed the compliment aside.

'He all right now?' Jenny asked her softly.

'Yeah, the prat just had a bad lot. The medics said Miss Rogers saved his life probably. She'd done everything right apparently.'

'Yeah, great!' Jenny said, and suddenly the whole day overcame her. She slipped down towards a stool and sat on it gratefully. Sara knelt by her side and the two chatted together.

'So what's going to happen now?' Mr. Jones asked.

'Well, you need to take him to the hospital, Mr. Jones,' Miss Rogers said firmly. 'And Andy, you too. And if you think you're getting away with any of this, you've got another think coming. You supplied the drug, didn't you?'

Andy curled his lip in a sneer. 'If you can call a bit of wacky baccy drugs, yeah. So what?'

'So what! So what!' Miss Rogers said angrily, pushing him in the chest with her index finger. Just get out of my sight, you stupid little boy, and the rest of you, go off now and meet in the dining room in ten minutes. We're just on time for lunch. Go on, then!' she repeated as no one moved. 'Off you go. What are you waiting for?' And they all left, talking and speculating about what was going to happen to the two lads now. They'd be booted out now for sure.

'The hospital's just down the road,' Miss Rogers continued. 'Lucky they've still got one here. I'll stay with the group. We can do some reorganised activities this afternoon instead and then go home together as planned. How does that sound?'

'Fine!' Mr. Jones capitulated, looking at her quizzically. 'Let's do that, shall we?' He turned to see Jenny standing in the doorway. 'Come in, girl,' he said gesturing her to approach the group.

'I think you've got something to say to Jenny here, haven't you, lads?' Miss Rogers said sharply.

Brad's eyes flashed fire for a moment, but then the spark died. 'Yeah,' he said grudgingly. 'Thank you!'

'And you, Andy?'

'Yeah, whatever!'

'I should think so both of you,' the young teacher said. 'You're lucky both of you didn't die. Right, Brad, can you stand again?'

'Yes, Miss!' he said almost docilely, and got to his feet, shrugging off one of the staff's proffered hand. 'I'm fine!' he snapped.

'Oh, and there was me thinking you'd become a little nicer to others,' Miss Rogers said to him. Making eye-contact with her, he was surprised to see warmth and amusement mixed with steely resolution. No pushover now. He frowned and stood up straight. The world was certainly looking a little more ordinary now, except for Miss Rogers. He didn't get her at all. God, that stuff didn't half give you a headache.

'Off you go then, boys,' Mr. Jones said. 'We'll get you both checked up and then you can have something to eat. I have to tell you, though, this is serious, what you've done. You know that, don't you?'

'Let's deal with one thing at a time,' said Miss Rogers, a gentle insistence in her voice that was hard to deny. Brad, Andy and minders left the room.

Jenny and Sara stood aside the others went through the door and out into the sunshine where they climbed into the bus, Mr. Jones hurriedly first explaining where they needed to go. Mr. Bardsley muttered something about bloody kids under his breath, stubbed out his cigarette against the rock and ambled over to the driver's side, opening the door and climbing in.

The two girls smiled at Miss Rogers as she passed and she patted Jenny on the arm. 'Well done, you!' she said again. 

'You really all right?' Sara asked Jenny as they watched the bus weave its way towards the entrance to Cardingmill Valley.

'Yeah, I really am all right,' Jenny replied warmly, smiling at her friend. 'Thanks. Let's go and see what's on the menu, shall we?' She turned gaily to the dining room. 'Smells great!'

Above them the eagle had drifted out of sight now into the clouds, wheeling towards its own destiny.
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