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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Beginning of the End

			1928

			The night Violet died, we had just finished celebrating her eighteenth birthday. Being the darling of the lower years, upper years, and schoolmistresses alike (and rich on top of that), Violet had been given countless presents. She held court after dinner in the younger girls’ playroom while she opened them. It was the sort of little kindness she liked to extend when it suited her; our common room was off-­limits to everyone but the upper sixth.

			One of the lower fourths gave her a posy of evening primroses and the last of the harebells, picked during afternoon break and tied with a ribbon. Violet gasped with delight and leaned forwards to drop the girl a swift kiss on her rosy cheek. Then it was our turn. 

			Three weeks before, when everyone had arrived for the new school year at the beginning of September, I’d persuaded the other upper-­sixth girls to pool our allowances, meagre as some of them were, to buy Violet a pair of real kid gloves with pearl buttons at the wrist. That ghastly prig Evelyn Hart had gone to the village on Saturday to pick them up, and she’d come back full of stories about how the shopkeeper had allowed her to touch them before he wrapped the gloves in parcel paper, and how they were softer and more delicate than anything she had ever seen, and how it was a shame none of us with our grubby paws would be allowed anywhere near the cream-­coloured leather so as not to stain them before they reached Violet’s perfect hands. I loathed Evelyn more than I could express.

			

			As Violet opened her present, we held our breath, waiting for her approval. She seemed to like them; at least I think she did. I never got the chance to ask her about it in private. I like to think she would have told me the truth. Either way, she thanked us all and slipped the gloves on, exclaiming at how well they fit and promising to wear them at chapel the next week, a bending of the rules that I felt dead certain she would be allowed. I gave myself a moment – just a moment – to think about how her gloved hands would look holding the hymnal, or clasped together during prayers. Naturally we were supposed to keep our eyes shut during that part, but I thought I might be forgiven a peek. If you were in Violet’s orbit, the rules could bend around you, too.

			After Violet had made her fuss over the gloves, she turned delightedly around to the pile of packages from her parents, which had arrived in that morning’s post. She always opened gifts with such enthusiasm that it almost felt like getting something yourself. As her white fingers tore apart the lovely printed paper, I hoped that later she might give me one of the silk ribbons that tied the parcels together, pressing it into my hand before bed like a mediaeval lady giving a knight a favour to tuck into his armour. She inspired that sort of devotion, you know: the chivalric, courtly kind, where, if you never got anything else, it would almost have been enough just to wear her ribbon.

			

			Violet’s parents had gone all out. First, there was a matching silver-­backed hairbrush and hand mirror, which came in a slim box from one of the better department stores in London. Then she slit open a parcel containing a peach-­coloured silk slip that was miles away from regulation but might never be seen as long as she was careful not to let the skirt of her pinafore ride up – this came with a sly note from her father, who owned a textile business, about how it had been made in one of his own factories. There were biscuits from Fortnum’s in a turquoise tin, a jar of lemon drops, a mountain of powdery pink Turkish delight. She promised to share it all, though she never got the chance. 

			My family didn’t send anything like that for my birthdays. If they’d had the money, they wouldn’t have spent it on me. Usually I received an ill-­suited card decorated with kittens or balloons that looked like it was for a much younger girl, the contents of which only served to imply my inadequacy as a daughter. I’d have killed for sweets and trifles, but Violet was always so good about giving me hers, sometimes to the point of not leaving any for herself, even though she had a sweet tooth like no one else I knew.

			This was the point at which Sophie chose to unveil what I considered at the time to be a great betrayal. She interrupted the proceedings with a curious mixture of shyness and glee, bringing out a slim, dark green book. Its cover was plain, but there was gold type on the spine, and from my vantage point that was all I could see.

			

			Evelyn’s face went white. ‘I thought we had agreed – the gloves—’

			‘Why, Sophie, whatever could this be?’ Violet cooed, reaching for the book.

			‘I found it in a bookshop,’ Sophie said, ‘in London.’ You could hear her pause for effect before saying London, and to her credit, I would’ve as well.

			‘In London,’ Violet repeated, ever sharp to the little devotions we paid to her.

			‘I was down with Mumsy and Dad to see something at the theatre, you remember how I told you, and I went into one of the bookshops on Charing Cross Road’ – very bold of her – ‘and I found this.’

			‘Out with it, what is it?’ I said, surprising myself with how loud my voice was. I felt the strange sense of unease that I sometimes had when Violet turned her attention away from me, like the slight chill that comes when a candle is blown out. 

			Violet studied the spine. ‘Spiritualist Phenomena and Mediumship, by A. L. Walden. Oh, Sophie, Miss Stone would have kittens!’

			‘I thought you could hide it in your trunk,’ Sophie offered.

			Violet flipped through to the table of contents, murmuring as she went. ‘Crystal gazing, table tipping, movement of objects without contact, materialisation—’ 

			A thrill ran through me. Supernatural exploration was the sort of thing one always hoped might happen at school, like in the books. We had midnight feasts from time to time, and Alice had played a well-­timed prank or two, but it was always kid stuff, never the real thing, no romantic kidnappings or other proper adventures. I felt as though I was peering over a precipice, at the bottom of which were mediums, and crystal balls, and the mysteries of adulthood.

			

			‘I’m not sure this is such a good idea,’ Evelyn started.

			‘Rot,’ Violet said. ‘It’s a splendid idea, one of the best anyone’s had this term. Don’t be an ass about it. Thanks ever so, Sophie.’ 

			At this, Sophie went scarlet, words failing her, and I got up to fetch Violet another present to break the moment.

			It was the final one, a small parcel from Mad­emoiselle Lefèvre, the very young and very pretty French mistress. Mad­emoiselle had arrived the year before, in April, after the previous French mistress had got married. She was tall and willowy, with strong eyebrows and a rosebud mouth; she looked like a proper woman, lovely and grown-­up, wearing a white lawn dress with her hair in an old-­fashioned Gibson Girl pompadour. I’d heard Violet’s father remark when we were all dropped off on the first day of term that Mad­emoiselle was hardly out of girlhood herself. 

			She rapidly became an object of admiration for us all – but Violet, as always, was the exception, because Mad­emoiselle admired her back. She had taken a special shine to Violet on account of her lovely lilting French accent, which the rest of us were constantly trying and failing to mimic. It wasn’t the custom for schoolmistresses to give us gifts, but in the run-­up to that September evening, we had all speculated among ourselves whether Mad­emoiselle adored Violet enough to break with tradition. In the end, she had: she gave her a little bottle of scent with violets all over the label, stoppered by a heavy piece of cut glass. Violet took the stopper out and put the bottle to her nose, sighing happily.

			‘I’ll wear it always – and when it runs out, I’ll simply have to scrounge all I can till I can buy another. It’s terribly cruel of Mad­emoiselle, to give me a scent I couldn’t live without once I’d tried it for the first time,’ she said, preening. She pressed the mouth of the bottle to the base of her palm and upended it, then brushed her wrists together in a brisk gesture that made her seem older than she was.

			

			By that time, the festivities were coming to an end. We’d had our fill of Violet’s birthday cake and the cordial Cook had given us, and while Violet’s relationship with the rules was particular to her alone, the bedtime bell waited for no one. The lower years streamed from the playroom, chattering loudly. There were a few minutes of peace, then. The room was left to us upper-­sixth girls: me, Dorothy, Alice, Marion, Sophie, and Evelyn. And then there was Violet, next to whom all others paled in comparison. She had always seemed more real, more vivid than the rest of us. 

			As Sophie and Marion bustled around, folding up torn paper and stacking Violet’s gifts into a neat pile, I asked Violet if she wanted her hair plaited before bed. She did – she always did – so I stood behind her and combed through her long blonde curls with my fingers. I thought that when she had her hair plaited, she looked like Maid Marian from an old illustrated version of the stories of Robin Hood I’d had as a child. She had the kind of hair you only saw in illustrations and advertisements, anyway. We talked the whole time in a low murmur. I can’t remember what we spoke about now, though I wish I could. I pitied all the other girls, none of whom had been granted the privilege of proximity and intimacy with Violet in that moment, which I prized above anything else in the world. When I’d finished, Violet let her eyes shiver shut for a moment, and then yawned. ‘Time for bed, I think.’ 

			

			Without needing to be asked, Evelyn scurried to pick up the presents, ready to carry them upstairs. We all filed out of the playroom with its wallpaper of pink and yellow flowers to make the chilly journey up to the top-­year dormitory.

			‘You go on,’ Violet said. ‘Evelyn, could you be ever so decent and put those on my bed? I’m just going to say goodnight to Mad­emoiselle.’ 

			I followed the others as they made their way up the stairs. Mad­emoiselle was waiting for her on the landing, in the dim electric light; her smile on seeing Violet was radiant. Alice whispered something to Dot, who was too sweet-­tempered for her own good and said ‘Don’t!’ in a scandalised gasp. Evelyn shushed them both with the self-­importance that came from having been given a task to do.

			I wasn’t looking when it happened. I was a few steps up the narrow staircase, the last in the queue, when I heard Violet say goodnight to Mad­emoiselle. I could see her in my mind’s eye, stretching up on tiptoe to kiss Mad­emoiselle on the cheek. She’d started doing it last June, and I’d seen it every night since term began again. They had a sweet sort of intimacy that had begun to shape the run of our days: Violet slipping out of the dormitory early in the morning to wheedle Cook into making a cup of coffee for Mad­emoiselle, Mad­emoiselle trying and failing not to favour Violet when it came time to practise dictation in French class, Violet kissing her goodnight before traipsing back up to the dormitory to close off the evening.

			The night of Violet’s birthday moved differently. 

			I remember it now rather like a picture reel that’s got stuck, moving at a snail’s pace and then, all of a sudden, speeding up past the point of possible intervention. I can feel every second when something might’ve been done, as if anything we could’ve done would have saved Violet, saved any of the rest of them, erased from history everything that came after. I even prayed for it, once or twice and very privately, in the days after she died. What I understand now, though, is that nothing any of us could have done would’ve headed off disaster. It was inherent in the foundations of the place.

			

			I can’t put off the inevitable any longer. Violet kissed Mad­emoiselle goodnight. I imagine her frozen in amber, perfect for the last time. I heard her light footsteps, then a strange, aborted cry, then nothing, then a loud crack-­and-­thump. I whirled around and ran back down as fast as I could, but my feet moved slowly, clumsy in my slippers. By the time I reached the landing, I could hear my own scream in my ears, high and piercing, a sound I’d never heard before and one I didn’t know that I was capable of making. Before long, everyone else had clustered around me. We hung for a while in that suspended moment when it was just us and Mad­emoiselle and Violet’s broken body.

			The layout of that part of the school was like this: if you went in via the side entrance (not the front, which faced onto a large, grand flight of stairs, and was used for formal occasions), you saw the coat racks, corridors that led to the dining hall and classrooms and so on, and a smaller flight of stairs that led up to a landing. From the landing, there was the playroom, a narrow corridor that led to our common room, and a poky little staircase that went to the upper-­sixth dormitory, which used to be the housekeeper’s quarters. The landing itself was a roomy space with a neat balcony, ringed by a carved wooden balustrade. We used to play Romeo and Juliet from that balcony as children. 

			

			Violet hadn’t fallen down the stairs – this was reported incorrectly in the few newspaper articles that were published about the incident, all of which I have tracked down and kept throughout the intervening years. She fell over the balustrade itself, directly from the landing onto the floor below. It was easily a fifteen-­foot drop.

			Blood was seeping from the back of Violet’s head through the plait I had made a few minutes before, turning her golden curls nearly black in the evening light. Her neck was at a bad angle, and the bone of one of her shins had broken through her skin like splintered wood. Her fist remained closed, hadn’t had time to uncurl yet, and I could see a trickle of red coming from her hand where she had been clutching the bottle of scent. Shards of glass glinted on the floorboards and the perfume pooled around her. The smell of violets wafted upwards, so strong it felt like it might choke me, with a metallic smell underneath that I didn’t want to think about. There could be no question that she was dead. Another heavy sound came from behind me and I turned to see Mad­emoiselle, slumped to the floor in a faint. That, although I didn’t know it at the time, was the beginning of the end of Briarley.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Wait Until She’s Cold First

			ONE WEEK LATER

			I spent the entirety of Violet’s memorial service utterly furious. It seemed obvious to me what had happened; the only questions were how long it would take before I could tell the others, and whether or not they would believe me. I even longed to tell Sophie, and her head was chiefly filled with the contents of magazines and the desire for a permanent wave. Miss Lewis, the headmistress, had seated me in the front row of chapel, granting me that uneasy privilege by virtue of my status as Violet’s closest friend and, I suppose, the first one to see the body. This set me apart from the other girls and meant that I sat alongside Violet’s parents, who each looked wretched in their own way. When the priest climbed into the pulpit, Mrs Kirsch reached out and clutched clumsily at my hand. It took a few tries before she managed to grasp it fully and pat it with the soft fingers of her other hand. This left my handkerchief balled up in my lap, sweaty and creased, and I saw hatchet-­faced Miss Stone at the side of the room glare at it in remonstrance before remembering to be more sympathetic on account of the sad occasion.

			

			Fond as I was of the rest of the place, the chapel at Briarley was a rather unimpressive affair, considering its role in the spiritual lives of forty-­five young girls. It was an awkward addition around the side of the dining hall. The school had been converted from an old manor house, but the Briarley family hadn’t been wealthy or – more likely – pious enough to fork out for a chapel themselves when the place was built back in the eighteenth century. Instead, that job was left to the benefactors who started the school, a haven for upwardly mobile young ladies to learn such delights as French, Comportment, and Maths if they insisted. In their haste to get things up and running they had thrown the chapel together with little care for aesthetics, and no subsequent administrator had been willing to lose access to it for long enough to improve it in any really significant way. As a result, it was plainly whitewashed, with no means of heating it to speak of (prayers on winter mornings were a misery), and housed a meagre twelve rows of severe wooden pews. The whole effect was rather Calvinist, even though Briarley was a good Church of England establishment. Of course, as the well-­behaved girls we were, we did our level best to hold God in our hearts and remember that we would be rewarded for our faith, despite trying circumstances, in the hereafter.

			All this to say, when Reverend Fish climbed wearily into his pulpit, the scene was nothing much to look at. The Reverend was a pallid, wet sort of man who came in from Briarley Village on important occasions, and was hardly the right one to deliver any kind of sermon about the vision that had been Violet Kirsch. I longed to climb up there myself and deliver a fire-­and-­brimstone tirade so scorchingly sincere that her murderer – who, I knew, was in the room – would have no choice but to break down and confess then and there. Instead, Fish droned on about how sad it was to lose one of our number so young, and a girl with such potential too. 

			

			Potential – potential! – Violet was everything. Even with her life ended she was more than the rest of us put together. The whole thing stuck in my throat. I had never been more angry in my life, brimming with the kind of fury that seems to fill every corner of your body until there is no room for anything else. That was, I suppose, a blessing. Even being at the memorial service felt like an insult; you’d have thought I might have been invited to my own best friend’s real funeral, but evidently in their wisdom the Kirsches had decided otherwise, and I was relegated with the rest of the upper sixth to the Briarley-­only memorial. I hated all of them in that moment. I hated Fish, I hated Mr and Mrs Kirsch for burying Violet so far away, I hated my own parents for not even coming, I hated the lower-­third girl I could hear sobbing, I hated the entire upper school, and most of all, I hated Mad­emoiselle Lefèvre. 

			Mrs Kirsch made a soft noise. She was still holding my hand, but my knuckles had gone white and my fingernails were digging into the meat of her thumb. I made a conscious effort to relax but found that this only invited tears, something I was absolutely unwilling to allow.

			‘And so,’ Fish intoned, ‘we will hold the memory of Violet Kirsch within our hearts and hope that she will hold us in hers, now that she is among the angels. Let us stand and sing the hymn from page thirteen of our hymn books, “Abide with Me”.’ 

			

			With that, Fish descended from the pulpit, knees creaking as loudly as the wood, and gestured to Mrs Soane, who came from the village to play the organ. As she bashed out those first familiar chords, and we all stood up in hushed unison, I felt scooped-­out inside. Mrs Kirsch had finally withdrawn her hand, and against my better judgement, I found myself wishing she hadn’t.

			I was glad, at least, that we hadn’t been given one of the truly saccharine hymns. I don’t think I could have borne it. I looked around, searching for signs on the girls’ faces. There was Evelyn, one row behind me and smarting that I had been given the pew at the front, singing loudly as though Violet could hear from wherever she was to be impressed by it. Her parents hadn’t come either; Evelyn’s people were Presbyterians and only barely tolerated Briarley’s decent Anglican outlook, and usually they avoided any events that might involve chapel. Sophie had a lock of hair twirled around her finger so hard the skin had blanched. Dorothy and Alice leaned against each other for support, Dot’s heart-­shaped face pink and blotchy and Alice’s serious. I resolved to find Alice after everything had died down. She had a way of providing a rough sort of comfort that left no room for sentimentality. Marion looked cool as a cucumber, as she always did; it was hard to see what might break through her shell, if not this (though – of course – the events of the following months would prove sufficient). 

			We were all wearing our black clothes, hastily sent for from home, rather than the usual uniform, which did its best to smooth out class differences and personal idiosyncrasies. Most of us had suitably sober dresses bought for grandfathers’ and great-­aunts’ funerals over the years. Mine was too short, having been last worn when I was fourteen, and it was tight at the waist because there hadn’t been time to let it out in the period between Violet’s fall and the memorial service at Briarley. In short it was insurmountably plain, bought at a good department store, but several years before, so it not only didn’t fit but was also well out of fashion.

			

			I glanced over at Mad­emoiselle as the hymn reached its close, only to see that she was silently weeping, her mouth wrenched open. Her chest heaved and her eyes looked painfully red. Good, I thought. Let her cry. I hadn’t seen her since she visited me in the infirmary in those bewildering, blank first days after Violet’s death. I’d been landed in San with hardly the strength to raise a hand, stuck there for nearly a week, until she’d arrived. With all that had happened during her visit – my realisation, ultimately, of what had happened to Violet – I could have gone without ever seeing her again. But I didn’t intend to think about that, just then. I was inordinately grateful for the distraction when the organ blared out its last note, heavy and ugly, and we paired up like good schoolgirls to file out of chapel. 

			I hoped for a friendly face. Unfortunately, I had lined up alongside Evelyn, whose pinched expression was the picture of sombreness and whom I wouldn’t describe as ‘friendly’ in a thousand years, not even now, when I know her much better. We were directly behind Mr and Mrs Kirsch, and Evelyn looked as though she was itching to reach out to them, to clasp their hands and tell them what a lovely girl their daughter had been. They walked, stiff-­backed, at an agonisingly slow pace.

			

			I longed to take Alice aside, if I could tear her away from Dot, or even to sidle my way up to Marion and ask her what she really thought. Marion always seemed to know the right thing to do, and she had the sort of iron-­fist-­in-­a-­velvet-­glove personality that swept the others along without their even noticing. Really, with Violet gone, Marion was our natural leader; if only I could persuade her out of her reticence and make her see the truth about Mad­emoiselle, she might be a useful ally. Surely she was clever enough to understand, once it was explained to her, that contrary to everyone’s assumption (and the coroner’s report), what happened to Violet couldn’t have been an accident. When I twisted around and tried to make eye contact, though, her gaze remained inscrutable. Whatever she thought I was trying to communicate, she wasn’t having it. Alice noticed my efforts and gave me a sharp look. Exasperated, I turned forwards again and misjudged the distance between me and Mr Kirsch, but Evelyn snatched at my shoulder before I was able to fall.

			‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she snapped.

			I barely had time to stamp on her foot before Miss Stone, who was stalking alongside the queue of girls, hurried up to silence us, glaring through her pince-­nez.

			‘Well?’ Evelyn had the good sense to be quieter this time. 

			I silently cursed the fact that she had ended up being the first one I could speak to about Violet’s murder. A poor sort of help she’d be. Since I’d got back from San, they’d all been handling me with the utmost care, at times going so far as to seem like they were avoiding me. It didn’t seem fair, not when I’d worked it all out so neatly and I was longing to explain it to someone. Alice and Marion were the obvious first choices, being the most intelligent, and Dot at least would’ve been able to take a message back to Alice. Sophie didn’t usually have the guts to snitch, although her brave stunt with the spiritualist book on Violet’s birthday left me in some doubt. Evelyn, though – Evelyn had been gunning for prefect as long as she’d been at Briarley, had finally made it at the beginning of this year, and there was no telling what she’d do if something struck her the wrong way. I knew she’d eventually agree with me, that was never in question, but she was riskier than I liked. The thought of getting this far – the first step on the path towards justice for Violet – and being thwarted by a goody-­two-­shoes tattling to the nearest schoolmistress was almost too much to bear. Still – no choice now.

			

			‘Marshalling forces,’ I murmured. ‘I can’t keep an eye on Mad­emoiselle alone.’ 

			Evelyn put on a look of utter shock. ‘You can’t possibly—’ she breathed. ‘Mad­emoiselle? But she adored Violet.’ 

			I sighed in relief. This little act meant that Evelyn just felt she needed to be wooed into agreeing with me.

			‘Look, you’re one of the cleverest girls in the year. You must have noticed there was something strange about the night Violet died. One minute she was there, kissing Mad­emoiselle goodnight, and the next she had fallen off the landing and broken her—’

			‘Emily!’ Evelyn’s face had gone white. Even she couldn’t have faked that. I resolved to soften up.

			‘What I mean to say is, Violet was better than anyone but Alice at Games, and much as Marion wouldn’t like to admit it, she was the best dancer as well. I can’t imagine her simply pitching – simply falling like that. It doesn’t make any sense.’

			‘I have wondered . . .’ 

			

			‘Well, exactly, and it seems odd that Mad­emoiselle hung back so far that night.’

			‘Hung back?’ Oh God, she was taking some persuading to accept the obvious.

			‘Didn’t Violet usually kiss Mad­emoiselle goodnight in front of us?’

			‘Yes, it was always so lovely,’ Evelyn sighed.

			‘Doesn’t it strike you as unusual that the night Violet – passed on – Mad­emoiselle wasn’t waiting for her at the bottom of the staircase up to the dorms as usual but instead she was on the landing? And then she stayed there while we all filed past, so Violet stayed behind to say goodnight?’

			‘Emily, I don’t see—’

			‘And isn’t it strange that it was only because Violet hung back to kiss her that we didn’t see what happened? You know, Evelyn,’ I said, laying it on thick in desperation, because the walk from chapel to the front entrance was only so long, ‘I turned back as soon as I heard that ghastly scream and even then I only saw—’

			‘Oh, don’t,’ she begged.

			‘It was unbearable, being the first one to know that Violet was gone.’

			‘But you weren’t the first one!’ Evelyn exclaimed, too loudly, gaining a warning look from Miss Stevens, the Games mistress, whose bark was worse than her bite; she was mostly interested in Alice, who intended to play cricket for England, just as soon as that became a possibility for girls. ‘It was Mad­emoiselle who would have seen her first.’ 

			I felt like a detective in one of those novels we were forbidden to keep in the dormitory, ensnaring their target in an inescapable narrative, the pieces clicking together neatly.

			

			‘Precisely,’ I whispered, as we filed up to the big oak doors that marked the entrance to Briarley. Evelyn looked shaken. Still, if she hadn’t ratted my investigation out to Miss Stevens or whoever happened to be walking past by now, she never would. Now she was implicated as much as I was.

			 

			When you entered Briarley, you first passed through a rather imposing ironwork gate (‘To keep the boys out,’ Marion once said, archly). You then followed a half-­mile-­long gravelled drive until you reached a small fountain adorned with a stooped winged figure, holding a jug across his privates that poured out water. The water was cold all year long, and we were absolutely forbidden to go anywhere near it. Just past him – ‘Adonis’, as we called him once we got old enough for play-­acting at attraction to feel like a thrill – you saw the house itself. I know now that as English country houses go, it was hardly the most imposing tableau of its kind, but the first day I arrived it felt unimaginably huge. 

			Briarley had been built in 1768 of striking red brick. Its eight chimneys stood up ramrod straight, and it had a few little gable roofs, under whose points the schoolmistresses had their quarters. Those of its original windows that still survived were made of that old-­fashioned crown glass, lead-­latticed and bullseye-­shaped, which distorted the view outside into muddied swirls of tree and gate and grass. The whole effect was stately and well-­ordered; Briarley Manor embodied a sturdy English pleasantness and ought to have stayed standing for centuries yet.

			The Briarleys had been a wealthy family, captains of eighteenth-­century merchant capitalism, who had made a living off the thriving sugar trade. For a time, their plantations stretched across large swathes of Barbados, and a sizeable proportion of British molasses had been attributable to Briarley sugar cane. Briarley Manor was supposed to be the jewel in their crown, but it wasn’t long after they had built the place, intended to be their legacy forever, that the abolition of slavery in Barbados upended the family fortunes. They staggered on for some years, trying and failing to take advantage of various loopholes in the law, but eventually an irresponsible great-­nephew frittered away the payment that the British government had given the Briarleys in compensation for manumitting their slaves, spending it not on sensible investments but instead on gambling and liquor. By the turn of the century the family had finally given up due to lack of funds and sold the place off. That was how Briarley School for Girls began.

			

			The first time my parents had left me there at the beginning of term, without so much as a backward glance as they went down the gravel drive, I simply howled with grief. I can’t have made a good first impression in that state, but Violet took pity on me anyway, petting me and soothing me even as my face got redder and my hair escaped from its pigtails with how hard I was crying. Even at eleven she looked like a picture of an angel on a chocolate box. She told me, as she stroked my hair, that I ought to feel grateful for the opportunity to make something new of myself. Before long, I learned to think of it not as exile but relief.

			I loved the place. It had, after all, been my truest home for six years by that time. At best, my mother and father showed little interest in me, preferring me to be neither seen nor heard. At worst, my sullen face and lack of charm were displeasing enough to bear the brunt of harsh tongues and the back of a hairbrush, or sometimes my father’s belt. No matter how hard I tried to be the model of a pleasant schoolgirl who spoke French prettily and could dance without kicking anyone in the ankles, it seemed to make no difference. If I’d had siblings, I suppose it might have been easier, unless – more likely – I became more of a disappointment by comparison. It wasn’t as though I didn’t get my fair share of whacks from a ruler or being sent to bed without supper from the schoolmistresses, but the difference was that it happened only when I had really done something to deserve it.

			

			All in all, Briarley was an easy place for my parents to leave me and not think about me between September and Christmas, and, if I was lucky, I could stay there right through Easter until the summer holidays began in July. And, most importantly, there was Violet: Briarley, to me, meant Violet. 

			Walking up the curving steps that led to the grand front entrance had always felt like coming home, but today, as Evelyn and I followed Mr and Mrs Kirsch through the monumental front doors of Briarley, I found myself hesitant to step over the threshold for the first time in years. 

			The school was strangely quiet, strangely empty. We couldn’t whisper anything in there – sound carried like you wouldn’t believe – so we descended into silence as we walked to the dining hall. There, I could at least take someone off to the side if I needed a moment of privacy. Which I did, in abundance. 

			In the dining hall, the usual table settings were gone, in favour of two trestle tables, one laden with cream buns and one with tea. Miss Lewis began to speak, her voice resounding through the hall with its comforting boom. She had a way of filling a space so entirely that there was no room for uncertainty.

			

			‘Thank you, everyone, for being here,’ she said. ‘It is a painful occasion for us all, but I’m certain that our Violet would have been glad to see the whole school come together to mourn her.’

			‘Yes, thank you,’ Mrs Kirsch added, in a timid, wavering tone. ‘It means more to us than we can say to have you all here.’ 

			I noticed at this point that the lower school had been shepherded out somewhere along the way, culling the school’s population down to twenty or so. Fifteen and older only for post-­memorial socialising, I suppose.

			‘Please let’s celebrate Violet’s life and forget for a moment the awful – the—’ Mrs Kirsch pressed her handkerchief to her lips and turned away. 

			Mr Kirsch didn’t step in; he was too busy staring into the middle distance. Uncharitably, I wondered whether he was thinking about how his grief would affect the running of his many factories; he had, under normal circumstances, a businessman’s self-­importance. 

			I decided to take pity on Violet’s mother myself and made my way to the refreshments table, starting a general movement that broke the silence and allowed Mrs Kirsch to retreat to the corner, alone.

			Marion came over and looked me up and down. I wished she’d stop examining me as though I was liable to collapse; she was the eldest of four sisters and had a way of getting right to the heart of what was bothering you. I didn’t want to be peered at just then. 

			‘How are you feeling?’

			‘Right as rain.’ I thought briefly about broaching the topic of Mad­emoiselle, but something in me balked at the thought that she wouldn’t agree. 

			

			‘I’m sure you are,’ she said, with the tone of someone who wasn’t sure in the least. ‘But if you need anything, you can ask me. In fact I’d rather you did than—’

			‘Really, Marion, I don’t need babying.’ She gave me a look under which anyone less headstrong than I would have withered. I imagine she was referring to the days I had spent in San the week before, which I thought was awfully unfair of her. I’d told her, when I returned to the dormitory, that I didn’t want to talk about it, and anyway no one should be expected to be at their best under the direst of circumstances. ‘I’m better than ever,’ I said, and without much ceremony went to find Alice and Dorothy, who were usually in one another’s company.

			They were standing across the room, far enough away that as I approached them, I no longer had to feel the concern radiating from Marion. They made an odd pair: Alice red-­headed and freckled and Dot with her dark curling hair and skin the colour of milk and roses, Alice tomboyish and Dot endearingly pretty, Alice stocky and Dot plump. 

			‘Alice, can I speak to you for a moment? Nothing against you, Dot, only you might rather not.’

			‘If this is about Violet I think you ought to wait until she’s cold first – sorry, Dot,’ Alice said, looking over at Dot, whose lower lip had begun to quiver. 

			‘Look, the longer we leave it the worse it gets. Sunlight’s the best disinfectant and all.’ 

			‘Doesn’t need any disinfecting; I disagree with your entire proposition. And yes, I did hear you and Evelyn, which means you were far less quiet than you thought you were, particularly being right behind the Kirsches. Not on, Emily.’

			

			I couldn’t take that one lying down. ‘If someone murdered their beloved only daughter, don’t you think they’d want to know? Don’t you think they’d want someone to do something about it?’

			‘Oh don’t, don’t,’ Dot wailed, forcing Alice and me to look at her – we’d been arguing quite over her head. ‘It’s horrible, she’s dead and I don’t want to think about it any more!’

			‘Don’t be a child, Dot, it doesn’t do us any good to stick our heads under the covers and pretend it isn’t real,’ I said.

			‘Don’t bully her,’ Alice said bluntly. ‘I won’t have it. You can try and persuade me later – we’ll talk after lights-­out. And leave Dot out of it.’ She slung an arm around Dot’s shoulders and looked away from me, making it obvious the conversation was good and over. I scuffed the heel of my shoe in frustration and went to get a cucumber sandwich.

			It felt a bit awful, eating. I mean it would anyway, because I had felt sick to my stomach every day since Violet’s death – but more than that, cucumber sandwiches had been a favourite of hers. I’d teased her about it once. For someone whom I had always considered consummately cultured (she knew about scent, and fashion, and had been to the opera) she ate like a child. She liked bland, plain foods best. More than once, when Violet had a toothache, I’d trooped down to Cook to persuade her to spare some of the rusks being given to homesick lower thirds. 

			All around the dining hall, people moved into clusters. I tried to divine which of them felt as miserable over Violet as I did. As if to spite me, there was a loud cry from across the room. When I looked over, Mad­emoiselle had slumped over the mantel, her slender body bent like a reed. Her hair had escaped its chignon and her skin looked sallow and ugly against her black serge mourning dress. I only wished I could’ve derived more satisfaction from the sight. Instead, it felt like watching her spit on Violet’s fresh grave. Thinking about all the times I had admired Mad­emoiselle’s slight, shy smile and old-­fashioned way of dressing made me feel unwell. So, too, did the memory of her only weeks before, asking in what I now assumed was a well-­practised girlish tone how long Violet and I had been friends and did I think she might enjoy being taken for tea in the village one Saturday.

			

			Fräulein Weingarten, the German mistress, was always a soft touch; she bustled over to lay a gentle hand on Mad­emoiselle’s back. But Mad­emoiselle wrenched violently away. You could see her streaming eyes and scarlet cheeks from across the room, and her fingers were bone white where they clutched the corner of the fireplace. 

			‘Hush, hush, Élodie,’ I heard Fräulein Weingarten say. (Isn’t it funny how she was Fräulein Weingarten to us, referred to formally even though I knew she was the favourite teacher of at least a few of the girls, and yet Mad­emoiselle was always that – just Mad­emoiselle – despite everything?) ‘Think of the girls.’ 

			I couldn’t make out Mad­emoiselle’s response, just garbled, distressed sounds, and then Fräulein Weingarten, all dull blonde hair and caring demeanour, was draping a shawl over her shoulders and hurrying her out of the dining hall. I hadn’t a jot of sympathy for her. If she wanted sympathy she should’ve left Violet well enough alone. 

			Evelyn sidled over to me. ‘It does seem a bit suspicious, how Mad­emoiselle’s acting,’ she admitted, winding the curly end of her plait around a finger. 

			

			‘Doesn’t it just,’ I said, seething.

			‘Do you think,’ Evelyn said, as though she wasn’t sure I’d like what she was about to say, ‘do you think there was something wrong with Violet and Mad­emoiselle?’ 

			‘There was nothing wrong with Violet,’ I responded, perhaps a little too sharply. ‘Violet was sweet and innocent. She cared for Mad­emoiselle a great deal. Mad­emoiselle, on the other hand . . .’ Evelyn looked at me in that way she had where her big eyes quickly narrowed, like a hawk lighting on its prey. 

			‘Mad­emoiselle on the other hand, what?’

			‘Well—’

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			Thick as Thieves

			Offending Evelyn’s delicate sensibilities proved worthwhile. It took some explaining; Evelyn hadn’t been paying as close attention to lurid accounts of suicides and court cases in the papers as I had. But she was a bright enough girl despite her faults, and she did work it out eventually. I suppose the Calvinist streak in her upbringing helped. Her eyes grew round again as I spoke. 

			‘And you think Mad­emoiselle might be one of those? Trying to – corrupt Violet, or whatever it is you said they do?’ 

			‘As far as I’m concerned it’s the only explanation. They’re crimi­nals, you know, deviants; it’d hardly be any difference at all for Mad­emoiselle to . . .’ I trailed off. ‘Lose her temper, or become jealous.’ Evelyn worried at a hangnail for a while, and we lapsed into silence standing by the platter of cream buns. 

			‘And so you think Mad­emoiselle pushed Violet?’ 

			

			‘It can drive you mad,’ I told her, trying to sound matter-­of-­fact. ‘It is madness. Violet had a pash for Mad­emoiselle, something completely normal that eons of perfectly healthy schoolgirls have had. Mad­emoiselle is ill.’

			At that, Evelyn’s expression melted a bit; I caught a distinct wobble of the chin. She had had a pash for Violet, that much was obvious: following her about, turning down her bed without being asked, most crucially the general lack of reciprocation. Nothing wrong with a pash – but at least Violet had cared for me back.

			‘Do you think any of the other schoolmistresses know? You don’t suppose they’re – they’re covering it up because of the scandal?’ 

			I have to admit, that floored me. I suppose I’d felt so dreadful over my bone-­deep instinctive knowledge that Mad­emoiselle had killed Violet that I hadn’t thought much about any of the rest of it. It had felt so important I persuade the others that I hadn’t got much further.

			‘It’d be awfully cold of them,’ I said, playing for time.

			‘Well, if these people are as sick as you say . . .’ Evelyn trailed off.

			I didn’t answer. She fiddled with the buttons on one of her cuffs. I didn’t like her, and never had. Evelyn was incorrigibly sanctimonious. Her hand was always the first to shoot up in class and the way she wore her curly red hair in plaits seemed such a cheap imitation of the way Violet wore hers that I had been incensed about it long before Violet’s death. She was a hopeless try-­hard, and I always felt faintly embarrassed to look at her. But now, Evelyn and I were comrades, the only ones in on the plot, forced together by circumstance. Almost involuntarily, I leaned towards her. Her pointy little shoulder connected with mine, and she rested her weight on me for a moment.

			‘I wish she weren’t dead,’ Evelyn said.

			

			‘Me too,’ I replied, because that was all there was to say.

			We stood like that and watched the room for a while. Fräulein Weingarten had returned at some point and was shifting about disconsolately, waiting for someone to need looking after. Miss Lewis presided over the occasion as she presided over every room she entered. She was a big woman, with tightly pinned hair. Violet, in an unkinder moment, had once described her as ‘mannish’. It wouldn’t do for a headmistress to be fashionable, anyway. She held a certain sort of power in her mass and crisp starched shirts. 

			Then a movement caught my eye at another corner of the room. Alice and Dot had retreated there, Dot all red and puffy and Alice looking stone-­faced. It was the motion of Alice putting her arm around Dot’s shoulders that I had noticed. It was a familiar gesture, sweetly protective. Before I could look away, though, I saw Alice – my eyes fixed on her as though they were prised open and held to the spot – lean down and kiss the corner of Dot’s mouth. They drew their heads together and murmured to one another, and I felt a queer tingling sensation in my hands, as though all the blood had rushed out of them at once. It was over in a second, and then they were their ordinary selves again. I looked over at Evelyn, but she was absorbed in the little buttons at her cuff, doing them up and unbuttoning them all over again. She didn’t seem to have seen a thing and I detested her for it. It was as though something dense and hard had grown in the pit of my stomach, a ball of sickness that threatened to spread and spread, and without anyone else to see, I had absolutely nowhere to put it. 

			It might not mean anything, I told myself, closing my eyes and concentrating. I was thinking too hard about such things; I had allowed Mad­emoiselle’s behaviour to affect how I viewed the activities of innocent schoolgirls who had done nothing wrong. It was a coincidence: I was sure I’d seen a friendly kiss between them before, in among Alice fetching things for Dot or lifting her up in her strong arms or Dot resting her head on Alice’s shoulder when she was tired. I was only thinking about it like this because I’d spent the past few days steeped in thought about what happened when a pash went too far and became something else entirely. 

			

			I had to do my level best to forget what I had seen, and hope to God that whatever it was it wouldn’t get in the way of their believing me about Mad­emoiselle. Lying behind that hope, coiled, was the terror that it was some sort of infection spreading among us, changing us one by one; but that I pushed aside as unproductive. I couldn’t allow myself to get caught up and lose sight of my ultimate, righteous goal of getting some kind of justice for Violet. 

			By the time I looked up again, the room had thinned out somewhat. It’s funny; I suppose if you had asked me at the beginning of that term what the relationships were like among the girls of the top year at Briarley, I should have said something like: pleasant, collegial, some of us thick as thieves. Aside from Violet, whom I had always assumed would be the mainstay of my existence for as long as we both lived, I thought of the others as perfectly good company with whom to spend seven years of cricket matches and school dinners. I didn’t think I was much like any of them: I wanted to go to university, but not with Marion’s single-­minded zeal, which had driven her to persuade her parents to let her go to school rather than be taught by her sisters’ governess. Nor had I much interest in babies, unlike Sophie or Dot; mostly I thought it would be nice to find a way out of my family’s house, for which I would need some kind of occupation. With Violet gone, my understanding of the future had been replaced with something like a howling black void. But I liked Alice very much, and I thought Marion had decent odds of becoming a lady authoress or something equally impressive if she could avoid

			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/9781529443592.jpg





OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





