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Chapter 1 – An Empty Bed and the Smell of Wool
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The door to the room creaked in exactly the same way as always.
The difference was that this time no one called out a bright “I’m back” before she even had the chance to step inside.
Rose slipped in and stood on the threshold for a moment, as if checking the address.

The same rectangular layout: two wardrobes, two desks, two beds separated by a strip of carpet in a colour someone, in a glossy prospectus, would have called “safe green”.

Only “two” no longer existed.

On the left – her side. A desk with neatly lined-up books, a souvenir mug with Horace on it, a stack of notes held together with a binder clip. The bedspread creased from the way she had fallen asleep fully dressed during the last week before the holidays.

On the right – nothing. The bed that until recently had belonged to Caroline was made up to textbook standards. Blanket folded into a perfect square, pillow smooth. No jumpers slung over the back of the chair, no letters wedged between books, none of the chaos that had always betrayed her presence.

The sticker that had said “WALKER” was gone from the wardrobe door. No mug stood on Caroline’s desk any more.

Instead of the seaside photo that had once covered a patch of wall, a bare corkboard hung there now, with a single drawing pin in the corner. Waiting for a new story.

Rose took a step into the room. The rug under her shoes made a soft, muffled sound, as if even it were trying to behave discreetly.

A familiar cardboard box stuck out from the wardrobe. Rose didn’t need to open it to know what was inside: Caroline had brought it in on the very last day of the previous term, full of “other people’s things” she was returning like exhibits in a case. Now it sat on the other side of the strip of carpet. Like an archive she’d lost control of.

From the corridor came the sounds of pupils returning – doors opening, laughter through the wall, footsteps pounding up and down. Rose shut them out, not wanting to think about the fact that there were no such sounds in her room any more; here it was unnaturally quiet for the start of term.

In the kitchen at home there were only traces left as well.
A mug with cold tea still in it, a chair pushed a few centimetres back from the table, a bill folded in half. And a sentence that now returned to her head quicker than any poem.
“Let’s not go back to this, Rose.”

Her mother had said it in an icily calm tone, without raising her voice. The knife stopped above the carrot, her hand moved again only after a moment, as if the whole conversation were merely a blip in the rhythm of cooking. Rose had only managed to say half of Julian’s name. The rest she’d swallowed along with the steam rising from the pot.

Let’s not go back to this.

She’d expected: “How do you know?” or “That’s not true.”
But not: let’s not go back to this.
Now, looking at Caroline’s empty bed, Rose felt exactly the same mixture of anger and despair.

She only took off her coat after a long moment. She hung it in the wardrobe as neatly as if someone were about to come and inspect it. Then she opened her bag. She stacked her books by the desk, her notebooks in an identical pile beside them. Every item found its place faster than her thoughts did. In her head she still had that one question, never fully spoken: “Why doesn’t anyone want to talk about him?”

Her mother didn’t. Claire didn’t. The school didn’t either.

Unlike the old report from two years ago – that they had been only too happy to discuss. The fact that Rose had gone to the Head then had become, at home, a sort of family embarrassment that people were keen to remind her of. She’d been told, repeatedly, that it was unacceptable for her ever to get a similar idea again.

Now everything seemed to line up in a single column: the report, Julian, the fire, the name Whitby, the Cavendish scholarship. Like a list of losses they refused to let her forget.

She sat down at the desk. She took out her exercise book and opened it at the last written-on page. On the left – notes from December. On the right a blank page waited. For a moment she stared at the cream surface, feeling something inside her try to move, then immediately draw back.

She could have written the date. She could have written: “Back after the holidays. Caroline’s bed empty. Mum won’t talk about Julian.” Instead, she drew a small, neat square in the top corner of the page. A symbol of a box in a form with no label.

Someone shouted something about suitcases in the corridor; a door to the bathroom banged somewhere; a younger girl laughed far too loudly for this time of day. The noise existed, but as if behind glass. In here there were still only two beds, two desks and one girl who suddenly felt like the spare variable in an equation.

Her apathy never put on a show. She didn’t cry, didn’t throw things at the wall. She simply reduced the number of things she cared about. At home she’d stopped caring whether her mother was pleased with her. Here she cared less and less whether anyone on the corridor still remembered that she was the one who had gone to the Head two years ago.

Only one thing still counted: the numbers that could get her out. Percentages, points, her name in the right box next to Cavendish Grant. Everything else was background noise.

Her gaze slid once more over Caroline’s empty bed.

At last she stood up. From the desk drawer she took out the letter with the school crest – the one that said: “The Board of Trustees must formally ratify this unprecedented decision during the spring Visitation.” The paper was already slightly bent at the corners from being read so often. She ran her finger over the figure. It was the only part that could still make her pulse pick up.

She slid the letter back in. She shut the drawer with a firm movement, but the weight of the paper still seemed to press against her fingertips.

The same paranoid question appeared in her mind, the one that had been with her since the very first assembly at St Oswald’s.

Do I even have the right to sit here?

All her brutal hard work, the hundreds of perfectly straight margins and the obsessive perfectionism were not a fight for justice – they were a desperate attempt to prove that this chair at the table hadn’t been handed to her thanks to some clerical error in admissions. She was terrified that if her average dropped by a fraction of a percent, the system would spit her straight out onto the gravel, and the elite wouldn’t even register the empty spot in the social hierarchy.

“I’ll survive this year,” she whispered, not sure whether she was speaking to herself or to the empty bed beside her. “I’ll deal with everything else afterwards.”

It sounded sensible. Far too sensible for someone who had just come back to a place where the archive had gone up in flames.

Helplessness settled on her shoulders like an extra, invisible coat.

∞

The courtyard in front of the administration wing was empty, apart from a black, gleaming Jaguar parked right up against the kerb. Its engine purred quietly, sending regular streams of exhaust into the damp air. Sir Alastair was the last to leave the Head’s office, fastening the middle button of his coat with the kind of precision that allowed for no corrections.

Matt was waiting for him by the hedge, his hands deep in his pockets.

For a moment neither of them said anything. The wind swept over the stone, rustling the leaves in the hedge. From somewhere distant came the muffled sound of laughter from the common room.

“You look... appropriate,” Sir Alastair remarked at last, his gaze travelling over the uniform. “At least this time I don’t have to be embarrassed walking past the staff.”

“You can always say we’re not your family,” Matt said.

The corner of his father’s mouth twitched, but not enough to call it a smile.

“Oh, Matthew.” He sighed softly. “Even when you’re trying to be impertinent, you quote your relatives. That’s your mother’s line about your cousins.”

He took a step towards him, stopping exactly on the line that separated a private conversation from an official farewell visible from the Headmaster’s windows.

“Bills always go up,” Matt muttered.

“Because everything is a bill,” his father replied without hesitation. “This school, Cavendish, your education, every dinner where the name Whitby is mentioned. They’re all investments. Image, influence, partnerships.” His eyes met Matt’s. “I count you as an investment as well, Matthew. Not as an impulse purchase.”

The word investment hit exactly where it was meant to – the same place ultimatum had once gone in. Matt felt something tighten under his ribs, but he didn’t react.

“Good to know I’m not a spur-of-the-moment buy,” he muttered.

“I couldn’t afford impulse buys on that scale,” Sir Alastair said dryly. “One term of your amateur theatricals cost me more than the yearly fees for an average pupil.” He hadn’t raised his voice. “Do you remember the terms of our truce?”

“Your amateur theatricals.”

He didn’t have to spell it out. Matt could taste dry, bitter smoke in his mouth. His father knew exactly what had happened the previous term – he knew that Matt and Rose Hartley had dug their way to the truth about Julian and Arthur, and that the fire in the archive had been nothing more than the Head’s desperate attempt to cover the tracks. He knew that this girl was holding the detonator to their family foundations.

“You’re nearly of age and in a year you’ll be finished here,” Sir Alastair went on, his voice turning even colder, stripped of any ornament. “This year I’m no longer interested in your little escapades, alcohol in the house or empty bottles in your locker. If you want to buy yourself the right to these last months of relative freedom, there is one condition. You stay a mile away from Hartley. She is a direct threat to this family, and your only job is to keep the Cavendish scholarship and an impeccable record. One step in her direction, Matthew, and your heir status stops applying in any box whatsoever. You’ll be left with nothing. Are we clear?”

Matt clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt. He looked his father straight in the eye, not allowing so much as a flicker of his eyelids to betray how completely the blow had knocked the breath out of him.

“We’re clear,” he said shortly.

“Our name is not up there so that someone can start scribbling in its margins.” He inclined his head slightly towards the plaque. “No one adds footnotes there. Only dates and posts.”

“You talk as if she were holding a chisel,” Matt hissed. “She’s just a girl who can work out percentages better than we can.”

“A girl who has every reason to settle accounts with us,” his father replied. “And you are the pupil whose face appears in every story about what went wrong.” He gave the faintest shrug. “I don’t have to repeat myself. You know how this works. In this story you’ve always been on the front line.”

“So you came to remind me of that?” Matt asked. “In passing, between one drinks reception and the next?”

“I came to see whether you understand what you’re involved in,” he corrected. “And to make sure you’re not starting to confuse loyalty with sentiment.”

Matt gave a short, mirthless laugh.

He knew this was the moment when the curtain had to fall perfectly. His father was looking either for rebellion, to give himself an excuse to slam the cage shut completely, or for absolute obedience, so he could get into the car with the comforting sense of a well-secured asset. Matt slowly straightened his shoulders. He lifted his chin by a millimetre, and that immaculate, cool smile slid back onto his face – the one Sir Alastair was always so happy to show off in the foundation’s yearbook.

“Everything is under control, sir,” he said at last. His voice was clear, steady, tailored exactly to St Oswald’s standards.

Sir Alastair studied him for a few more seconds, looking for a crack beneath the smooth surface. He found nothing. He held out his hand and patted his son on the shoulder – briefly, dryly, as if patting a well-maintained piece of décor.

“That is what I expect from you, Matthew,” he concluded, then turned and got into the back seat of the Jaguar.

The door shut with a dull, expensive click. The car pulled away smoothly, leaving perfect tyre tracks in the gravel. Matt stood motionless by the hedge, watching until the black paintwork disappeared beyond the school gates. Only then did he allow his shoulders to drop by a fraction, and his breath to hit the cold air with all the fury he had just frozen so perfectly.

∞

The dining hall smelt of hot food and damp coats. Rows of tables stretched from the doors right up to the tall windows. Beyond the panes, rain slashed across the courtyard in diagonal lines, breaking on the stone flags.

Rose picked up a tray. Soup, potatoes, a piece of meat, a slice of bread, a mug of tea. Everything exactly the same as on the trays in front of and behind her.

She walked between the tables to a spot roughly halfway down the room, on the right-hand side of the aisle. It was pure habit – the daily route she had worn into the floor since her first term.

She put the tray down. Pulled the chair out. Sat.

On both sides of the table the places were empty. On the tabletop – only her plate, her mug, her cutlery.

A little further away, nearer the wall, the girls from her wing were squeezed in together. Amy was speaking quickly, without taking her eyes off Caroline.

“I’m telling you, they saw him with Victor right before the fire,” a scrap of sentence carried to Rose over the noise. “There is no way that was a random stunt.”

“Stop it,” Caroline muttered. “Not in the dining hall.”

“Where then?” someone on the far side of the table scoffed. “Victor disappears, Matt stays, Hartley gets Cavendish. That’s not gossip.”

Laughter. Short, too loud, immediately smothered when one of the teachers glanced over.

Conversations nearby dipped for a moment, as if someone had turned the volume down. Then they rose again, but the space around Rose seemed to widen.

She dipped her spoon into the soup. She didn’t taste it. She simply stirred, watching the thin film of fat spread into irregular circles.

A girl opposite approached with a tray, glanced at the empty chair by Rose, hesitated for a heartbeat, then went past and sat further down, with the group.

In an instant the nearby tables found new centres of gravity. Laughter shifted a few seats to the left, as if someone had pushed it along by hand.

The low hum of voices swelled by the door.

Matt walked into the dining hall flanked by two prefects from their year. His uniform was buttoned to textbook standards, his tie perfectly straight. His hair was still slightly damp from the rain. He said something to one of the boys, but the words were swallowed by the din.

Someone by the door muttered under their breath:

“Look, Mr Cavendish himself.”

“Half of him,” another corrected.

A snort. A nervous one.

Matt made his way down the aisle between the tables. He smiled at some comment, that polished school smile that looked so good in photographs.

As he passed her table, he stared straight ahead. He didn’t so much as twitch. As if she weren’t there.

Rose rested her forearms on the edge of the table so no one would see how tightly her hand was closing round the mug handle.

Down at the end of the table someone whispered:

“There you go. Whitby with an entourage, Hartley on her own. System works.”

“System always works,” one of the girls replied dryly. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have this school.”

Matt sat at a table diagonally across, by the wall. A moment later a small group gathered around him – team-mates, someone from the year above, one of the prefects. Someone lobbed a bread roll at him like a ball. He caught it without effort.

The laughter at his table was clean, unbroken. At hers there were only empty places.

Rose ate her first spoonful of soup. The taste was lukewarm, bland, as if the kitchen were ticking boxes the same way they all were.

At home her mother had only said: “You’ve got a school. Do whatever you need to do to finish it.” Rose straightened her back. She put the spoon down carefully, without banging it against the plate. She had no intention of pretending any longer that anyone was going to sit down next to her.

When she finally stood to take her tray back, the chair scraped once across the floorboards. No one took the empty place before she left the room.

∞

In the evening, walking back from the library just before lights-out, the rain wasn’t falling – it was slashing. Diagonal lines, with no warning, no polite weather forecast to introduce them. Rose stepped out through the side door of the boarding house intending to check the time on the noticeboard and instead walked straight into the downpour.

The courtyard was empty.

The gravel by the kerb still showed tyre marks – two perfect, parallel tracks from the black Jaguar. They gleamed under the lamppost light like the signature of someone who had left the room without closing the heat behind him.

Rose stopped under the overhang and automatically counted: forty minutes since Sir Alastair’s car had driven away. That was how long Matt had had to get back to the house. He hadn’t.

The Cavendish statue stood at the end of the side path as always – solid marble, utterly indifferent to the weather. The founder stared into the distance with the expression of a man who had never had to worry about humidity. Behind the plinth there was a recess – Rose knew about it because Matt smoked there after lights-out, leaving his cigarette ends lined up in a row like pieces of evidence.

She saw movement before she saw him. A white shirt in the dark. No blazer in sight.

∞

As she stepped into the narrow gap between the stone and the boundary wall, the rain intensity dropped by half. It was dry here only in theory – the marble gave back water from every side, and the air tasted of wet ice and something sharp that Rose recognised at once: alcohol.

Matt was sitting on the low ledge by the base of the statue. His shirt was soaked through, clinging to his shoulders with a thoroughness that left no illusions about the temperature. His hair stuck to his forehead and neck. His tie was loosened by more than a single, acceptable centimetre. That was a bad sign – Matt Whitby looked beaten.

He didn’t look up when she approached.

“They lock up in eleven minutes,” she said, trying to keep any trace of pity out of her voice.

Nothing.

“Matt.”

“I know when they lock up,” he replied quietly. His voice was clear, school-perfect, stripped of anything but letters. It was worse than shouting.

Rose took a step towards him. The wet gravel crunched under her shoe.

“Get up. We’ll go in through the back, Hobson never checks the list before—”

“Leave me.”

“There is no way you’re spending the night—”

“Leave. Me.”

He stood up. Faster than she would have expected, faster than the position he’d been sitting in suggested – one movement, smooth and unpleasantly precise, like a safe door swinging shut. Rose flinched, but too late; his hands closed round her wrists. The grip didn’t hurt, but it was very, very firm.

Before she could process the sequence, her back hit the wet marble of the plinth.

The stone was icy even through the fabric of her blazer. Cavendish loomed above her, his expression unchanged, and in that moment she couldn’t have cared less.

Matt was standing very close. Too close to call it an accident. His wet hair brushed her forehead – one brief contact that Rose registered a heartbeat late – and his breath came in uneven bursts against her face, far too warm for the night.

He smelt of alcohol and something beneath it, something metallic and sharp that Rose associated with the archive, with late evenings spent over files that could not be opened without causing damage. With a rage that had not yet found a box to be filed in.

He was breathing heavily. His chest rose and fell with the irregular rhythm of someone who had spent the last forty minutes actively trying not to breathe and had only just stopped.

You couldn’t see it in his face, which still held that washed-out version of his official expression – jaw clenched, gaze fixed somewhere between her forehead and the horizon – but Rose felt it through her wrists. A vibration, tiny and steady, as if something inside him were working under too much pressure and looking for an outlet through every available crack.

“Matt, let go of me,” she said quietly.

He didn’t. His fingers tightened – not painfully, but distinctly, as if this were the only point he still had a hold on.

“Investment,” he spat.

The word came out of him like something that had been lodged between his ribs for hours and had finally found a way through his teeth. It wasn’t a shout. It was quieter than a shout, and therefore much worse.

“Heard that one, did you?” His face was so close now that Rose could have counted the droplets of water on his eyelashes. “Investment. That’s what he called it. One term of your antics. He said it like a poem he knows by heart. As if—”

He broke off. His jaw trembled, just perceptibly.

Rose didn’t answer. Instinct told her to keep quiet.

Matt lowered his head by a centimetre. His wet hair brushed her skin again.

“All I’ve got left is survival,” he whispered, and there was so much charge in the whisper that Rose felt something tauten in the air between them. “No impulse buys. No bills he hasn’t foreseen. No—” his voice cracked for the fraction of a second, once, and froze again at once “—no irregularities in the register.”

The rain hammered against the stone behind them. Somewhere further off, a door creaked on the courtyard side.

Rose looked at him and saw it for the first time – not the façade, not the official mode, not the prize-winning smile from the foundation chronicle. She saw someone whose spine had just been taken out and handed back to him, and who was still standing only because he had nowhere to fall.

A predator who knows he is in a cage.

His fingers on her wrists shook along with the rest of his body – the same invisible vibration that Rose could now feel in the marble behind her as well, as if the stone were conducting it.

For a second – shorter than a line of verse, longer than it should have been – neither of them moved.

“You’re not an investment,” she whispered suddenly.

Matt went rigid.

“You’re not a project to fix,” she went on, hearing her own voice oddly clear despite the rain. “You’re not a name to slot into place at the end-of-term dinner. You’re not proof that the Whitbys always end up back where they belong. You’re not anyone’s alibi.”

He stared at her from up close, as if trying to decide whether this was a lie or something worse – a truth that couldn’t be taken back.

The grip started to loosen. First barely, then noticeably. Heat flooded back into her hands.

Then Matt stepped away. Abruptly, as if he’d been burnt by whatever he had just been holding. He took one step back, then another, releasing her so quickly that Rose had to brace herself against the wall to stay upright.

He stood back out in the rain again, his arms by his sides, his hair plastered to his head, his face closing down slowly, layer after layer. At last he looked at her, coldly, with no expression at all.

Rose put her palm flat on the marble and drew breath. Her wrists throbbed
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