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Black Bell Books

For the women whose names were removed from the record

The dead do not forget who read them last.
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Chapter One: Arrival at Bellwether
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The gates were open when April arrived, which should have been a comfort and was not.

She came on the early train from Edinburgh with one bag over her shoulder and a printed confirmation letter folded twice in her coat pocket. The paper had softened at the creases from handling. She had read it every night for a week, not because she needed to, but because she was the kind of person who reread things she already knew by heart when she was frightened.

The confirmation said: temporary archival assistant, fixed term, Bell House, Bellwether College, commencing Monday the fourteenth. Her name was on it. Her name in print on formal paper still meant something to her even now, even after the past two years, even after the department review and the letter she had not appealed and the afternoon she had sat on the floor of a studio flat in Glasgow and understood that her academic life had ended at twenty-three without ceremony.

She was twenty-four now.

The lane from the road narrowed between stone walls before opening onto the college approach. Both sides were lined with bare trees, their branches crossing overhead in a grey lattice against a grey sky. The cold was the specific cold of late autumn in the Scottish Borders, damp and mineral, the kind that got inside your clothes within the first minute and stayed there. April pulled her coat tighter and shifted the bag on her shoulder and kept walking.

Bellwether appeared gradually, which was the worst way for a place like this to appear. A tower first, then a roofline, then the full bulk of the main building rising out of a spread of pale lawn with the composed certainty of something that had always been there and always intended to remain. Stone the colour of old bone. Tall windows, mullioned, giving back the sky without warmth. A chapel to the left behind an iron railing, its tower squat and thick-shouldered. Quadrangle gates standing half open in the way of a mouth.

April stopped walking.

She had researched the college thoroughly. Looked at every available photograph, read the institutional history, studied the founding charter, the list of notable alumnae, the terms of the Rhea Marks Archival Fellowship under which she had been engaged. She had done all of this with the obsessive thoroughness that had always been her greatest academic quality and her most exhausting personal one.

Knowing what something looked like and standing in front of it were not the same thing.

The building was old enough that it seemed to generate its own gravity. She felt it in her sternum, a low pull, something between admiration and unease. Beautiful institutions had this quality. They wanted you to feel small. They were designed to make you feel small. The smallness was part of the transaction.

She walked through the gates.

The quadrangle was empty at this hour. Frost still sat in the shadowed corners of the cobblestones where the weak sun had not reached it. A clock on the chapel wall read twenty past eight. Her boots were loud across the stone.

She found the porter's lodge and was met by a large, unhurried man in a waxed jacket who introduced himself as Byrd, gave her a key and a site map and a pass card, and informed her that Bell House was through the archway to the left of the main building, up the exterior stairs, and third door on the right. He said this with the manner of a man who had given these instructions many times and found them adequate.

"Don't be late for Dr. Boyd," he said.

April was not late.

Dr. Alana Boyd occupied a corner office in the main building that looked out over the east garden, bare and brown at this time of year, the box hedges cut back severely for winter. She was a woman in her early fifties with the kind of face that gave away very little, thin and precise, her hair iron grey and drawn back without fuss. She sat behind a desk that contained only three objects: a lamp, a notepad, and a pen.

"April Sharp," Boyd said, rather than asking. "Sit down."

April sat.

"You have archival experience from your research work, the catalogue submission from Glasgow, and your prior placement at the National Register. That's the basis on which you were engaged." Boyd looked at her over reading glasses she had not taken off. "The work here is different. The Marks papers are private correspondence, unpublished manuscripts, annotated lecture notes, and sealed materials. You'll catalogue and transcribe according to the system I'll show you this morning. You won't copy or remove materials. You won't discuss the contents with anyone outside this building. You won't photograph anything."

"I understand," April said.

"The papers were donated by the college at Professor Marks's death, which was eight years ago. Some materials were already restricted at her own instruction. Some restrictions were added afterward at the college's discretion." Boyd paused. "You may encounter references to former students, former staff, or events within the college that would be considered sensitive. The appropriate response to such material is discretion."

"Yes."

"There may also be gossip," Boyd said. The word sounded strange in her mouth, too casual, as if she had borrowed it. "Current students, some staff. People have opinions about Rhea Marks and about her circle of students. These opinions are not relevant to the archival work and should not be entertained."

April said nothing. She recognised the shape of a warning given without the word warning attached to it.

Bell House was around the back of the main building, reached through a stone archway that channelled the wind into a brief bitter corridor of air. The stairs outside were iron, slightly uneven, painted black. The building itself was older than the main college block, lower-ceilinged, with walls that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it.

The archive room was on the first floor.

She stood in the doorway for a moment before she went in.

It was a reasonable size, perhaps five metres by four, with two tall windows looking onto a winter garden below. There were shelves along two walls, floor to ceiling, fitted with box files, acid-free folders, and labelled archival boxes in the standard cream and sage green. A desk in the centre of the room held a magnifying lamp, an archival cradle, cotton gloves, and Boyd's preliminary catalogue.

There was a chair behind the desk.

There was also a second chair, placed against the wall to the right of the desk. An older chair, upholstered in faded green fabric, positioned at a slight angle so that whoever sat in it would face the desk. Not a working chair. A chair for sitting in while someone else worked.

April looked at it for a moment, then went in and set her bag down and began.

She had not expected to be taken immediately. That was the word she thought of later. Taken. She had expected the work to be what archival work usually was: slow, procedural, methodical, satisfying in a quiet way. She had needed something that would not ask too much of her.

She had not counted on the voice.

Not a literal voice. She told herself this clearly and repeatedly throughout that first morning. What she meant was the quality of the prose, the correspondence, the lecture notes, the marginal annotations on borrowed texts. Rhea Marks had been, by any measure, a brilliant writer. Her published work was dense and philosophical and required careful reading. Her private writing was something else entirely. It was direct in a way that crossed into intimacy. Reading a letter from Marks to a colleague about a conference in Oxford felt, startlingly, like being addressed.

April had read a great deal of academic correspondence in her archival placements. None of it had felt like this.

She worked through the preliminary catalogue, cross-referencing it with the physical materials. Some folders had been logged without their full contents listed. Some boxes contained materials not mentioned in the catalogue at all. One box near the back of the lower shelf held a collection of loose papers in no apparent order, some handwritten, some typed, some annotated in at least three different hands.

She set this aside for later.

At half eleven, a knock at the open door produced Simon Byrd, the porter's son. She recognised the resemblance immediately, the same solid build, the same unhurried manner, though he was perhaps twenty-seven and considerably less taciturn than his father. He brought a tray with tea and a biscuit, set it on the corner of the desk, and looked around the room with the particular eye of someone who knew a building's habits.

"First day?" he said.

"Yes."

"You'll be here all term then."

"Until February," she said. "Possibly March if the work runs long."

He nodded. His gaze passed over the shelves, the boxes, the desk, the second chair, and came back to her without expression. "Let me know if anything needs fixing. Door handle sticks on cold mornings. Window on the left doesn't seal properly." He glanced at it. "There's a draught."

"I noticed," April said.

He left.

By four o'clock she had mapped the bulk of the collection. By five she had read enough of Marks's correspondence to understand the force of the woman's personality, the appetite for influence, the pleasure she took in being essential to the people around her. The letters to her colleagues were shrewd and sometimes cutting. The letters to her students were different. Warmer, with a quality of attention that was almost predatory in its focus. She wrote to her students as if they were the most interesting people she had ever encountered, which was either generosity or manipulation, and April was not yet sure which.

She was reading a letter dated November, no year given, to a student referred to only by initials, when she found the folder.

It had been placed between two larger files, thin enough that it nearly disappeared. On the tab, in Boyd's careful handwriting, was the annotation: miscellaneous, early correspondence, see note. There was no note. April opened it.

Inside were four letters, a pressed flower brown with age, and a folded page in handwriting she had not seen yet in the collection. Not Marks's hand. Smaller, more angular, pressing hard into the paper.

She unfolded it.

It was a single line. No date, no address, no signature.

The dead remain readable longer than the living.

She read it twice.

The second chair was visible at the edge of her vision and she did not look at it.

She folded the page carefully, re-sleeved it, and noted it in the catalogue with a slightly unsteady hand. On the folder tab were two small letters that she had not noticed until she looked closely, written in pencil, very faint.

J.D.
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Chapter Two: The Bellwether Girls
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By the third day she had stopped going back to her room at lunchtime.

She had been allocated a small room in Whitmore Hall, the annexe building used for visiting academics and occasional overspill from the main college. The room was adequate: a single bed, a desk by the window, a bookshelf with three volumes left behind by previous occupants, a radiator that ticked constantly in the evenings without producing meaningful warmth. She had brought her own lamp and a blanket. She had put a print she liked on the wall above the desk. She had tried to make it feel occupied.

The trouble was that Bell House felt more occupied.

She worked through the mornings with a focus she had not experienced in two years, since before Glasgow, since before everything that had ended there. The archive had a logic to it that she was slowly uncovering, the way you might trace a path through a wood by following the breaks in undergrowth rather than any marked route. Marks had been systematic in some areas and deliberately opaque in others. Certain boxes were meticulously labelled and chronologically ordered. Others seemed to have been shuffled, reordered, sealed without explanation. Boyd's preliminary catalogue had noted these irregularities and taken them at face value, filing them as signs of posthumous disorganisation.

April did not think it was disorganisation.

She thought someone had arranged the papers to make certain things difficult to find.

The Bellwether Girls appeared first in letters from the mid-
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