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Dedication

For Paul and James






Epigraph

“… with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit.”

The Fall of the House of Usher, Edgar Allan Poe






Coterie: a small group of people with shared interests or tastes, especially one that is exclusive of other people. Early 18th century; from French, earlier denoting an association of tenants, based on Middle Low German kote ‘cote’.
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The memoirs and journal of Allegra D’olobelle, aged 18

D’olobelle Manor, September 1965

I shake my head in despair when I think back to myself from a few weeks ago. I wrote with such naivety, such arrogant flippancy to every word. Of course, I hate myself for my stupidity now. Not that I’m alone, I think everyone believes the curse to be an obscene overexaggeration until it happens to them. Just some kind of old wives’ tale.

I always trusted that together as the Coterie, we were untouchable, a force more powerful than any malediction. But maybe if I’d taken heed of the warnings of my ancestors, things wouldn’t have worked out this way. It could have all been so different if not for my foolish lust. Of course, I was lucky. I survived. So I mustn’t dwell when not everyone has been so fortunate. This will be my final writing on the matter. I hope my previous entries may serve as a memoir of sorts. An account of how it happened, which may provide comfort to others when their time comes.

With love to whichever poor soul receives this journal next, because it means the curse is about to throttle your heart too. Ax






Chapter One

In hindsight we probably should have seen five heads falling from the sky at graduation as a bad omen, but everyone was reluctant to ruin such a perfect day.

I can still feel the heat of the sun on me, still smell the crisp scent of freshly cut grass and daisies in the air and still hear the click of the photographer taking pictures of us all as we lined up on the red brick steps of St Hilda’s Abbey, our white graduation hats and gowns glowing in the yellow summer light.

My best friend, Jess, stood next to me as we posed for the year-group pictures, mirroring each other’s smiles, pulling faces we’d practised our whole lives. Jess’s teeth were as sparkling white as her gown; her long straight dark hair a raven curtain of gloss in the sunshine next to my own wavy auburn locks. She’d turned to me as the photographer’s shutter clicked again, her piercing blue eyes communicating wordlessly with my hazel ones in the way they have so many times since birth, crinkling at the corners with joy. I was so happy, standing next to her in our graduation gowns, that I could have strained a cheek muscle.

It had felt unthinkable that graduation would ever come. Seven years of living in each other’s pockets, running down the wood-panelled corridors of St Hilda’s in the dead of night, exchanging hushed whispers and giggles, sneaking in and out of each other’s dorms. Laughing together, crying together, giving hand jobs under cover of duvets. But now, we’d finally made it.

Jess and I had talked about this day since we were small. It had seemed mythical when we were six years old, playing Barbies and Sylvanian Families. We’d try on my mum’s clothes and jewellery, imagining a time when we’d be adults wearing these things for real to dinner parties and galas. It was tripping over the hem of Mummy’s Ossie Clark dress that gave Jess the tiny scar on her chin that now looks like a dimple. I’d twisted my ankle rushing to save her from the tumble. That’s who we were. We did everything together, joy and pain. It had always been so, and it always would be. Best friends since we could remember.

“Say fromage, my bitches!” Tim had leaped on our backs without warning, photobombing us.

The weight of him nearly sent the two of us flying, our feet teetering dangerously over the edge of the step. At the last second, my boyfriend Hugo swooped in too, turning from where he’d been recounting the tale of the rowing team’s recent victory – thanks to his incredible captaincy – and caught us, wrapping me safely in his strong arms and laughing into my ear while I sighed with relief. I’d been sure we were about to send the entire sixth form toppling down the St Hilda’s front steps like entitled dominoes, and the embarrassment of that might just have killed me.

“Easy, party boy,” Hugo said, clutching my waist with one arm and steadying Tim with the other. I relished his grip. The safety net that’s held me since year seven.

Tim had been drinking since he woke up that morning. I’d found him inhaling vodka in the shower room earlier, and suggested he slow down, but he just told me it was a celebration. Not that it was abnormal for him – he’d refused to raw-dog a single day of his life for a while now. He’d seemed perky at least, but who knows if Tim was ever genuinely happy. After everything he’d been through in the last couple of years, I doubted it.

I glanced up into Hugo’s green eyes, his sandy hair flopping against his cheekbone. The sight of his dimples still sent the butterflies flapping in my stomach the same way they had all those years ago.

Hugo bent down, muttering into my ear, the rush of air against my eardrum putting me in danger of toppling down the stairs again. “He’s worse than usual today. Should someone intervene?”

“To be fair to him, he’s done amazingly well. This time last year none of us would have even expected him to graduate,” I’d stage-whispered back.

“Yeah, Hugo.” Tim stuck his head between the two of us. “And if Head Girl says I’ve done well, then you should celebrate how well I’ve done too.”

“I’m only Head Girl for the next twenty minutes, then I’m off the clock,” I’d corrected, checking the countdown on my gold Apple Watch.

“You’ll always be Head Girl to me.” Tim clasped his hands in prayer pose and smiled at me angelically, before pointing his fingertips towards Madeline Borges at the end of the row. “Lest we forget the horror we could have ended up with.”

“That alternative doesn’t bear thinking about,” Jess said, blinking indignantly while trying to maintain her grin for the camera. She kissed me on the cheek as the photographer zoomed in, her lip gloss sticking momentarily against my skin in a familiar way.

“Look at her, baring her teeth at you like a rabid beast,” Hugo said, his gaze still on Madeline. “You don’t think she’s going to try one last coup, do you?”

I didn’t even need to look to know that Madeline was still staring daggers at me. She’d been doing it for seven years. What was a final twenty minutes under her sour glare? Being Head Girl was the thing she’d coveted the most. She’d wanted power and glory, and to treat other people like they were beneath her. She assumed if she behaved better than everyone else, the position would be hers. When I got the job, she’d been blindsided and bitter, but it wasn’t my fault that people voted for me over her. What did she expect after she was overheard during her campaign calling her fellow students ‘the little people’? Even now, in the same graduation gown as everyone else, she was staring down her nose at us all, her short, blond bob moving as one entity every time she shook her head.

“I’d never take any kind of leadership from her,” Tim said. “Fuck authority, man. Unless it’s from Evie.”

“That’s because Evie’s both great and stylish. Whereas Madeline’s a miserable hag who wears polyester. No one respects polyester,” Jess said.

“Oh lord, why are you talking about polyester?” CeCe, Jess’s significant other, suddenly leaned over from where they’d been stood with their orchestra buddies, swiping a joint and lighter from Tim’s fingers that the rest of us had failed to spot.

“Aww, dude!” Tim sulked.

I booped Tim on the nose like a naughty kitten. “Not till after graduation!”

“Yep, and then you share,” Jess said, and smiled. “Obviously we were talking about Madeline. No one else here wears flammable chic.”

“Those shoes assault my soul.” CeCe scowled at the brightly adorned feet poking from beneath Madeline’s gown. “Where did she get them? A supermarket?”

Tim kicked the toe of his shoe against the ground, too disappointed in the removal of his spliff to pass comment on Madeline’s footwear.

“Aww, Tim! Is that your new mummy?” Jess pointed into the audience where Tim’s dad sat, as stern as ever, next to a woman who looked like the real-life reference picture of an eighteen-year-old that my mum gives to her aesthetician.

I’d been surprised Tim’s dad had shown up. He was an emotionless stone of a man who seemed to find it easier to ignore Tim and pretend he didn’t exist than face his son’s striking resemblance to his dead mother. But even before Tim’s mum died, he hadn’t been interested in a son who was artistic and not remotely sporty.

“Yes, I believe she graduated last year … to the position of new house slut,” Tim muttered.

“He does love them ambitious,” CeCe quipped, and Hugo chuckled.

“God, I can’t believe your dad still has sex,” Jess said.

“You see why I need to smoke,” Tim said, looking at CeCe with pleading eyes.

“It’s terribly bad for your health,” CeCe said.

“You’re not a doctor yet, dear,” Tim quipped.

CeCe groaned. They were still reeling from their parents’ insistence that they study medicine instead of music at university.

I spotted my own parents behind Tim’s dad. The smile on Mummy’s face looked painfully fixed, suggesting she’d paid a special visit to the aforementioned aesthetician for the occasion.

Our group, the Coterie – a name meaning an exclusive group of people – ruled the school. My family – the D’olobelles – have had Coteries for generations. Granny and her friends had one, Great Granny before that, and then Great Great Granny of course, and so on. The D’olobelle Coteries have always been famous leaders in the worlds of art and philosophy, despite many of their members dying tragically young. It’s an honour to be part of such a long-running tradition.

Ours had started with just me, Jess and Tim, back when we were tiny, then expanded to encompass Hugo and CeCe when we got to St Hilda’s. Tim needed the support a little more than the rest of us. Keeping an eye on him at school was a full-time job. Any one of the other kids could have given him that joint; drugs weren’t exactly in short supply around here. That’s the problem with private schools. All of us have grown up with an abundance of wealth, and the knowledge that whatever we do, our parents can pay for it to go away. Some kids treat their trust funds like a legal and moral immunity.

I’m not denying my own privilege here. All over the country there were intelligent sixth formers deserving of places at top universities – but regardless of their talents, they weren’t getting them, because we were. We were the top percentage, the ones who didn’t have to try. I was going to do something to give back, though, at least. I was taking a gap year to go and do charity work in war-torn countries before RADA – the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art – where I wanted to train to be an actress.

Looking up I spotted the helicopter, black and buzzard-like, circling the blue sky around us from up high. My cue. As I gave my friends the nod, they grew quiet, prompting silence to spread over the entire year group. The mic felt heavy in my hand with the emotional weight of my next task. As Head Girl, it was down to me to start the mortarboard toss. Behind us the sprawling Georgian buildings of St Hilda’s Abbey stood relieved, unburdened, having spat us out into the world. We were no longer their concern, and they were no longer ours.

“CONGRATULATIONS, CLASS OF 2026!” My voice rang out across the group, and I raised my mortarboard to the sky.

Over a hundred hats flew into the air at my command, tassels fluttering in the light summer breeze. Hugo kissed my head. Jess jumped on CeCe’s back, shrieking with joy. Tim stood watching, sucking on the miniature whisky concealed up his sleeve, the relocated joint discreetly poking from the other one. We would remember this day for as long as we lived.

As the hats peaked, the helicopter descended, the noise of its propellors all-consuming. The class of 2026 all stared upwards, transfixed by the aircraft, gowns flapping in its slipstream, as a hand clad in a black leather appeared from the helicopter door, releasing something white from its grip. Once airborne, it separated in the sky, splitting into hundreds of pieces of rectangular, gold-embossed card that fluttered down towards us like doves.

Simon Davies, rugby team captain, was the first to catch one. “It’s the party invites!” he shouted, waving it in the air.

People around him started to scramble for their own. The previously demure class of 2026 became frenzied, animalistic, as they clawed, scratched and pushed each other to get their hands on a simple party invitation. The elegant hat toss of seconds ago was forgotten. The party was everything.

I stood back with my friends: the satisfied circus masters, the orchestrators of the chaos. Our annual D’olobelle Summer Soiree was bigger than prom, bigger than graduation, maybe even bigger than our future weddings. We enjoyed the confusion of the parents watching, appalled by the untamed behaviour of their perfectly bred spawn.

We were so busy gloating that we didn’t notice the first head. Not until it hit the ground in front of my feet with a thud, its bloody neck slamming on to the redbrick step. A second head landed next to the first, its neck just as bloody and just as severed. Then three, then four, then five. Five bloody thuds, for five bloody heads.

I have to confess, it took an embarrassingly long time to realise they were from mannequins, sawn off at the neck and covered in red paint. But once I had, I knew instantly that they were meant to be me, Jess, CeCe, Hugo and Tim. Two with long hair – one dark and one auburn. One with short, floppy, sandy hair. One with shaggy brown waves, and another dark, shaved into a fade at the sides, with a longer bleached top. They blinked in unison, their defiant eyelashes sweeping like brushes across their plastic faces.

“Are they, like, robots?” Tim asked, recovering first.

“Are they actually blinking?” Hugo whispered in my ear. “Or am I imagining this?”

 And then their plastic mouths opened, gaping, as they expelled a slow, high-pitched, haunting song.

“One, two, three, four, five, once I caught a fish, she died.”

The poisonous song came three times, followed by eerie silence.

Maybe if we’d paid more attention to everything going on that day, things wouldn’t have ended the way they did. But everyone was too scared that it meant someone had figured out the things that we’d done.






Chapter Two

One Week Later

I feel the warmth of D’olobelle seeping into my blood the moment I see its gothic turrets through the woods. It’s like a balm, soothing away the weeks of stress from final exams and graduation. The sun glints off its arched windows as it disappears behind the centuries-old gnarled and twisted oak trees, only to emerge seconds later, bigger and more imposing than before. Like a magic trick.

Hugo’s hand rests on my knee. The two of us sing along to the radio, our voices travelling through the open windows of his Range Rover, disturbing the peace of the deserted country lanes. My gaze flits over to him, taking in the line of his jaw, the sexy crinkle of his brow while he concentrates on the road, the tanned lightly freckled skin of his arms. He catches me perving and rubs my bare knee with his thumb, tracing patterns on my baking skin.

“See something you like, poppet?” He leans over, placing a quick kiss on my head.

Tim’s old Jeep appears behind, gaining on us.

“Hold on to your sunnies, babe,” Hugo says, ramming his foot further down on the accelerator.

We lurch forward, gravel spraying from the tyres, and I close my eyes as the sun strobes faster through the gaps in the trees that we whizz past.

“Eat my dust, Timmy boy!” Hugo shouts out of the window.

“I’M COMING RIGHT UP YOUR REAR, DEAR!” Tim screams back.

“Shit,” Hugo swears next to me, changing gear.

I reopen my eyes. Tim’s front bumper is now in line with our back one. Hugo’s slaloming down the winding road, throwing me around like a rag doll to prevent Tim from getting round us. Tim’s persistent, but Hugo loves to win.

We approach a bend so tight that the sides of the road scallop upwards where previous cars have clearly veered. I can hear Jess screaming at Tim from their car to slow down, CeCe madly reasoning with him. Against all advice, at the road’s narrowest point, Tim decides it’s time to go for broke. His Jeep ascends the bank, almost tilted on two wheels, but pulling level with us. We’re forced to ascend the other side of the bank, tilting ourselves to match. I grip the door handle and dashboard for dear life, making eye contact with Jess in the other car doing the same. The two of us exchange a terrified look.

“Hugs,” I say, but my voice comes out so small that I’m not sure Hugs even hears me, let alone takes notice. He does though, of course he does, because I’m safe with Hugs. Sense prevails, and he slows down. The Range Rover rights itself back on all four wheels.

“SO LONG, SUCKERS!!” Tim shouts, zooming away in a cloud of dust toward the wrought iron gates of D’olobelle, middle finger raised in salute against the blue skies.

“Ahhhh, let him have it,” I say, mostly relieved that we’ve survived. “He can’t get in without me anyway.”

“He’s still annoyed that he wasn’t the one who did the heads thing at graduation,” Hugo grouses.

Soon after the heads had fallen, everyone started laughing, assuming it was a prank. Tim had told everyone it was the announcement of the theme for the party – “Severance”. They’ve been talking about how clever and iconic it was ever since, while we’ve been trying to figure out who was responsible and what it meant.

“I still don’t understand how someone got them into the helicopter,” Hugs says. “We were the only ones that knew it was coming! Oh god, look – the kids are fighting again. Do you ever worry that Jess might just end Tim one day?”

“Nah, she’s vegan,” I say. The dizzying adrenaline of the car race is wearing off as we get closer to D’olobelle’s grand entrance. “She doesn’t believe in killing animals.”

Ahead of us, the Jeep has screeched to a stop just inches from the imposing gates. By the time we pull up, we’ve been listening to the shouts long enough to know what’s going on. As usual Jess and CeCe are trying to save Tim from himself.

“All I’m saying, is if we back up and take a good run at it, I can take out the gates action-movie style. Ram them down and just plough right over them,” Tim is protesting. “This baby’s built for off-road. Let’s give it a chance to fulfil its purpose!”

“And all I’m saying,” CeCe reasons, “is that this is our last summer before university. Not our last summer ever. Let’s just wait like, two minutes and then we can all enjoy the summer without a trip to intensive care. A full body cast wouldn’t suit me.”

As the most sensible person I know, apart from me, CeCe’s often the one that ends up having to talk Tim down from some of his more dangerous ideas. Jess usually just shouts at him.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Jess wails, looking a bit green.

Tim laughs at her, and it’s all the incentive she needs. She lurches from the back seat in attack mode.

“OUCH! OW!! STOP HITTING ME!” Tim shouts. “CeCe! Control your woman.”

CeCe gasps and holds a hand up to their throat. “Sir, you have just dead-and-buried yourself there. And not a soul will help you.”

“This is the countryside. Everyone drives like lunatics out here. Don’t they, Evie?” Tim demands.

“Not quite like that,” I say, jumping down from the Range Rover.

I walk towards the towering gates – standing at four times the size of me – and embrace the familiar shrinking sensation they invoke. Across the break in the intricate ironwork is a central crest, inscribed with a quote by de Béranger: His heart is a suspended lute, as soon as it is touched, it resounds. The house was built by my great great great great great great great great grandfather – the illusionist and conjuror, Edgar D’olobelle – in the 1600s, so these gates and the quote must have been added later by another ancestor. But it feels like an entrance he would have approved of. It’s extremely meaningful to me. Sometimes I slightly well up when I see it, imagining my own heart, a suspended lute, until D’olobelle makes it resound. Granny even used it as a motto for her Coterie in the sixties.

I ceremoniously insert the heavy key into the lock, cranking it round with great effort. There’s nothing easy about getting into the estate, but that’s D’olobelle all over. You have to work for its grace. Granny always said beauty was something you earned. Shame that Mummy takes that literally, and uses all the money Daddy earns to pay for her cosmetic surgery.

Hugo jumps out of the car just as the lock finally clicks open, and the two of us put our full weight behind the gates until they give way. Sliding noisily across centuries-old gravel, opening us up to the dark red of D’olobelle, in all its gothic beauty, brick by brick.

There’s a squeal from Tim’s tyres and a rush of gravel before we’ve even had a chance to get out of the way.

“Laters, pricks!” he shouts through the hot, still air as the Jeep careens off down the driveway with Jess and CeCe as his shocked passengers.

We watch the Jeep fly between the green striped lawns in the distance. I could swear I feel D’olobelle sighing at the disruption to its long-held peace.

As Hugo and I follow Tim down the half-mile-long driveway, I breathe in the acres of lawns, light and dark green stripes stretching either side of us, broken only by the occasional water feature, pond, or bed of wildflowers – something Jess suggested to help the bees. I inhale the smell of the lavender strategically planted either side of the driveway to enchant visitors to D’olobelle right from the off.

Just to the side of the house, the glistening rectangle of the swimming pool winks at me invitingly, centred in its blanket of green: a refreshing window in the suffocating heat of the day, surrounded by candy-striped pool furniture with pink scalloped edges like something from Polly Pocket. In the summer, the pool is our favourite part of the whole estate.

There’s a final rush of gravel ahead as Tim brings the car to a stop by spinning it into a doughnut, before jumping out and on to the Jeep’s bonnet in one fluid movement. He poses there, swinging his legs against the grate, shirtless in cut-off jean shorts, white Chuck Taylors and round sunglasses with his slightly unruly dark, curly hair spilling off the top of his head, the tattoos he did himself on full display. We pull up next to him: slower, with less of a dramatic flourish.

 “What took you so long?” Tim asks, beaming with small beads of sweat glinting off his forehead.

“The lady of the manor never rushes,” I reply.

“Not everyone drives like a maniac,” Jess says, tumbling out of the Jeep with CeCe behind her.

Tim peers over his sunglasses in her direction. “You could have brought your own car. But instead, you chose to be all environmental about it.”

“I don’t want to add to the global warming problem that we already have,” Jess says, fanning herself in the close, 32-degree heat.

“You’ll happily allow me to warm the globe on your behalf, though,” Tim says. “Hypocrisy, thy name is Jessica.”

Jess rolls her eyes. “Bell-end, thy name is Timothy.”

“Let’s get inside, my name is CeCe,” CeCe sighs and picks up their bags from the back of the jeep, heading towards the great, studded front door.

I’m surprised that our butler hasn’t come out to greet us already. “Burton should be here somewhere,” I say.

“I literally can’t believe Burton’s still going,” Hugo says. “He’s been ancient since we were twelve. He must be eighty million years old. My god, I’ve got some tales about that man.”

“Aren’t there laws about working OAPs to death?” Tim asks, tilting his head to me.

“If he wasn’t working, Tim, he’d be awfully bored,” Jess points out. “And boredom kills old people. The harder we work him, the longer he’ll live, actually. It’s for his own good that he’s kept busy.”

As if on cue, Burton soundlessly opens the door, looming in its arched frame in his suit and white gloves, as neat and unchanged as ever.

“BERTIEEEE!” Jess rushes straight over, clambering on top of our butler in a way that I worry may break his delicate frame.

“’Sup, Bertieboo!” Tim says, holding his hand out for a high five that never materialises.

“The place is looking fabulous!” CeCe says, reaching for a handshake, which I’m amused to see Burton accepts limply.

“Hey Burton,” I say. “Cases are in the car. Jess and Cece will be in the green room, Tim’s getting the yellow room, me and Hugs will take the pink room.”

“What’s with the yellow room? No green room with jacuzzi bath for Tim Tim?” Tim asks, pouting as Burton heads to the Range Rover.

“You set fire to the ivy on the balcony of green room last year,” I say.

Tim shrugs. “I could have sworn some of those ivy plants were cannabis. Look, you live and you learn, and the green room’s best for shagging. I shouldn’t be punished for human error. Anyway, I’d say my room’s the one where I rub my dick all over the pillows first anyway, right?”

He races into the house with the others in hot pursuit, all of them trying to ensure that they don’t end up with Tim’s filthy cock pillows.

“You are NOT giving our pillows chlamydia,” CeCe shouts after him.

I walk slowly into the castle-like shadow of D’olobelle. Aside from Burton, who lives on the grounds in a house that Grandfather gifted to him for his service, D’olobelle sits mostly empty these days. Sometimes I wonder if it and Burton even exist when we’re not here. I feel bad when we aren’t about, keeping him busy, like Jess says.

We started coming for summer three years ago. Daddy knew how upset I was when I found him being sucked off by his PA in the armoury, so he said I could have people over here to keep me company for the summer. Mummy disappeared after that. I mean, who would hang around? Especially when Daddy put the sucker up in one of the wings. Mummy went to a health farm to get the toxins leeched out of her by prime eels, and loved it.

Now it’s an annual tradition – both the summer here and the eels up my mother’s bum. And that’s how the annual D’olobelle summer party started. With a free estate, why not? The parties have got bigger and better every year, and this year’s going to be the most iconic yet. People go all out. Some guests that don’t know etiquette have to be escorted off the premises at the end. Once they’ve tasted something as great as D’olobelle, it’s like they have to cling to every last scrap. I don’t blame them. D’olobelle’s the place I feel most alive. The bricks of the place are a physical part of me, part of the red blood in my veins. Even when I’m not here.

Burton spends months preparing for the summer season. It gives him purpose during the fallow, off-season months where the estate lies empty and sad. People have speculated that this year might be the last party, with us all going off to different universities. But I know it won’t be. D’olobelle keeps you coming back, no matter how far away you go.

Inside, the house looks the same as it always has. I stop in the hallway closing my eyes and breathe in the unique D’olobelle scent of smoke and lavender. When I open them again, dust particles dance in the sunlight like the party’s already begun. I slip off my sandals, relishing the feel of my bare feet against the same shiny brown-and-beige-squared stone tiles Mummy’s heels clipped across when she found out about Daddy’s special friend. When she threatened never to return. Of course, she did return. We always return.

First things first, I walk towards the round mahogany table at the centre of the hallway, where Granny resides, and pat her on the head. When she died, Granny Allegra requested her ashes be melted with gold and made into a large statue of her favourite dog, Mildred, who passed a few years before her. She was a particularly drooly old bloodhound, and now her statue sits watching the front door. Granny the dog.

“Hi Granny,” I whisper. “You’re looking well.”

“I gave her a polish just this morning. Are you well, Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton appears behind me with the cases.

“Yes, thank you, Burton. Are you?” I ask.

“Always, Mademoiselle Evie,” Burton replies. “I’ve prepared the house for you and your guests. Just let me know if there’s anything you need.”

I walk towards the giant, dark wood staircase that dominates the grand hallway, forking and winding off in opposite directions to the separate wings of the house. I can feel Burton watching me fondly as I climb the stairs. So much of my childhood holidays were spent trailing him around the house, trying to find something to keep me occupied. He’s played more games of hide and seek with me than my parents ever did.

Portraits of my ancestors hang on the wood-panelled walls around the grand staircase, not a hint of ugliness to be seen on account of the amount of money paid to the portrait artists at the time. Towards the top of the stairs are pictures of me as a baby and a toddler, then older and older until I’m who I am now. They make it look as if I belong here.

In truth, this house belongs to Burton or Granny the dog far more than it does to me. I trace my fingers along the photographs interspersed with the family portraits. Granny framed pictures of her and the old Coterie from their summers here, dressed up in costumes, all smiling at the camera. She used to tell me tales of their parties, their murder mystery nights, the plays they put on. I once tried to put on a play in their honour, but the others wouldn’t get on board. Tim missed every cue he was given on account of his drinking, and Hugo never learned his lines.

At the top of the stairs, I can already hear Jess and CeCe going at it like a pair of filthy rabbits in the green room. Granny died in that room. She came back from where she’d been living in St Barts to make sure that she died within the walls of D’olobelle, and family lore says her ghost still haunts it. To be fair, she did die reading Fifty Shades of Grey, so I’m sure she’s not shocked by Jess and CeCe’s antics. But it’s why me and Hugs will never stay in there. I can’t bang thinking that Granny might be watching.

“If you’re going to be making a porno in my family home, I demand royalties!” I shout through the door, only for Tim to shout back at me from the yellow room down the corridor:

“HOW DID YOU KNOW?”

I race past and head towards the left wing where the pink room is located. I wanted to make sure that Hugo and I had a bit of privacy and space for ourselves. And I’ve always loved the pink room most anyway. It’s got the best view of the grounds from the house by far; its balcony looks out over the front lawns and swimming pool.

I nod to Daisy, a suit of armour that’s stood just outside the pink room guarding it since I was a child. In my loneliest times, when I was much younger, Daisy was like an imaginary friend or sibling. I’d talk to her, pretend we were playing games like statues. I named her after a member of Granny’s Coterie, Daisy, who was an artist and actress specialising in silence as a form of dramatic artistic expression. She used to love wearing the suit in plays and at parties. Granny said sometimes Daisy would just put it on and try to dance if she felt people needed cheering up.

I push open the pink panelled door with its centuries-old brass doorknob and get instantly blinded by the sunlight streaming through a pair of open French windows. Thin white linen curtains attempt to rustle in the faintest of breezes. The panelled walls glow even pinker in the burning afternoon sun. That’s D’olobelle: effortlessly using the beauty of its surroundings to its own advantage.

I glance round at the four-poster bed, expecting to find Hugo, but he’s not there. Instead, I spy him outside, sprawled on the balcony sofa, shirt unbuttoned to expose his already tanned skin, the tattoo that Tim gave him – a matching counterpart to one of his own – on the right side of his chest. A copy of The Secret History is in one hand and a spliff in the other. I join him, pausing briefly to take in the view of the grounds, the swimming pool glinting back at me like a mirage.

“Bertie OK?” he asks, burning spliff stuck to his lip as he pushes the hair back off his face.

I sigh with great resignation. “Bertie’s great. Jess and CeCe are already shagging in Granny’s room,”

I strip down to my bikini top and hot pants and lie down with him, leaning my head against his bare chest, my hair fanning out across his tanned skin in auburn ripples. Shielding my eyes from the sun with my hand, I watch the end of the spliff glowing orange as he tokes on it, and trace my finger lightly around his belly button, the feel of my fingertips against his soft skin one of the most familiar sensations I know.

“Dinner’s not for hours yet,” I say, walking my fingers up his chest. “And this heat’s making me fancy a lie-down.”

Hugo takes one last drag before putting the spliff out in an old Hermès ashtray. His eyes glint with a hunger as I sit up, biting my thumb. He pulls me closer, standing from the seat and slinging me over his shoulder. I giggle, gleefully kicking my feet, as he leads me back through the flowing curtains. In a warm pink haze, he throws me down on to the cool cotton sheets, climbing on top and staring into my eyes while his hands reach down for the button on my shorts. He’s warm and clammy, we stick to each other, and when he kisses me the scent of lavender blows in through the windows and over our intertwined bodies.






Chapter Three

“YESSS!!!” I cheer as my battered red wooden ball trundles through the last of the silver hoops, thwacking against the multicoloured post and ending the game.

The silk of my long black evening dress ripples softly, like water against my skin, as I jump for joy. Golden hour’s starting to set on D’olobelle, the yellow evening light making even the old woods look young and fresh. Life feels better, carefree, calm. D’olobelle is home and I know that my friends feel it too. They’ve all been far more relaxed since we arrived.

“Our winner this year …” Hugo starts.

“And every year …” CeCe interjects with a huff.

“THE HEIRESS WITH THE MOSTEST!” Tim continues, shouting over CeCe. “It’s … Evie D’olobelle!”

My opponents clap politely, Hugo holding my hand up to the sky in celebration, as Tim swigs one of the bottles of so-called Champagne I found in the cellar from back when Daddy dabbled in making it one summer. It turned out that there were some very good climate-related reasons why it isn’t made in Surrey.

“Thank god, we can finally stop this sporting charade and get on with dinner!” Jess says, leaning on her croquet stick in her red satin dress. “I’m starving! Physical exercise makes me hungry. Honestly that went on too long this year. It was almost as tedious as Madeline’s fucking online journal.”

Tim rubs his hands together with glee. “I’d almost forgotten about that.”

“I was so excited when we found it,” Jess says. “And then it turned out to be one of the biggest disappointments of my life.”

 “At least Tim made it more interesting,” says CeCe.

Tim chuckles. “Poor Madeline and her persistent thrush. Who knew it would go viral when she dear-diaried that?”

“It’s all those synthetic fabrics,” CeCe sighs.

“Please, I know Tim invented Madeline’s thrush, but can we not?” Jess says, grabbing the bottle from Tim’s hand and taking a swig. “I want dinner.”

“WAIT!” Tim shouts. “We can’t do anything until Evie oﬃcially opens the season!”

“He’s right,” Hugo says, positioning himself next to Tim. “We’re at the mercy of our queen.”

When we met Hugo in year seven, Tim was almost more obsessed with him than I was. It was like the two of them had been waiting their whole lives for each other. Two halves of the same coin, or whatever Granny used to say to me.

“Fuck, I love that dress on you,” Jess says, watching me. “Stolen from your mum’s closet?”

“Alaïa, 1995, I believe,” I say doing a twirl. Mummy’s archive is extensive.

“It’s stunning,” Hugo says, nuzzling into my collarbone.

“Can we crack on before I perish from hunger?” Tim nods towards the black-painted French windows into the dining room, across which, as per the D’olobelle summer tradition, a ribbon has been stretched, positioned earlier in the day by dear Burton, who now hands me a pair of comedically large golden scissors.

“Everyone needs to be in their place first,” Hugo says. “She can’t just hack at it like a feral. She’s not opening a supermarket.”

Jess and CeCe snigger while Tim shuffles everyone into line. Burton bows his head, understanding the gravity of the moment. I advance toward the ribbon, pushing my shoulders back.

Hugo looks distractingly handsome tonight, wearing the suit he wore to prom, with a bright red silk bow tie. By contrast, CeCe, in their gold suit with a light blue ruffled shirt, looks like they’re starting to tire of the little rituals already. I open the blades of the scissors.

“I now formally declare the D’olobelle summer season open,” I announce, the scissors slicing through the ribbon with satisfying precision.

Everyone claps and Hugo beams at me with pride. Next to him, Tim looks delighted. He loves the pomp and ceremony of a big formal event.

“BOW DOWN TO YOUR QUEEN!” he shouts before lowering himself into a sweeping bow.

Hugo throws some of Daddy’s faux Champagne over him. Jess and CeCe join in. Tim’s retaliation is immediate, shaking the bottle in his hand and spraying it over everyone.

In a flash of brilliance, I grab the garden hose, turning it on my friends before myself. The water feels like a welcome refreshment from the stifling dry, evening heat. The droplets gather at the ends of Hugo’s dark hair, dripping onto
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