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			Chapter 1


			1982


			It was a perfect day. The sky, a boundless expanse of blue, was visible from horizon to horizon, from east to west. On one side it touched distant fields of yellow corn which shuddered gently in the soft breeze and on the other, the Atlantic. Even the ocean, usually so turgid and sombre, here and there reflected the relentless blue above and little pools of luminous sapphire appeared and disappeared as the water thinned then lapped into cream-tipped rollers which scuffled against the black boulders on the beach.


			The sun was high. Midday. The heat palpable. The platform shimmered in a quivering haze as if in the first stage of transportation into space, though the occupants, the teachers, protected by a canopy of barely fluttering white linen looked cool.


			Behind the platform, the school: Culloden, a square and sturdy unpretentious building of mellow brick, two hundred years old and four storeys high, small windowed, except on the ground floor, where the panes spanned floor and ceiling. The front door was plain solid oak and the building’s only adornment was ivy; red and green leaves, clinging, climbing still, binding the house, the stables at the rear, and the outbuildings in its sinewy embrace.


			The lawn was as green as shamrock. Usually velvet smooth, today the grass felt crisp to the touch, dried by the intense heat. It pricked the fingers of the few small children who sat on it, fidgeting, too hot to play, waiting for the graduation ceremony to end. One child actually drew blood.


			Tanya Rogers, sitting where she always sat on these occasions, at the back of the twenty rows of relatives, began to fan herself with her programme and then, looking round, saw no one else had felt the need to do this. They sat there, parents, sisters, brothers, their eyes on the platform, apparently absorbed in Assistant Dean Hollis’s words.


			‘They’re all too well bred to sweat,’ she thought. ‘Thank God, this is my last time here. I never need come again – ever!’


			She sighed and, without thinking, yawned, quickly turning it into a cough when she realised what she was doing. Several people turned to glance in her direction.


			Shit! She was making a show of herself. She always did. These people, they always made her feel as if she’d crawled from under some stone. Two hundred dollars, which she could ill afford, she’d paid for this dress, yet it looked like a rag compared to the outfits on the other women. Next to her sat Samantha’s mother, Claudia Mossbacher, daughter of the late Senator Brady. Claudia wore a cream silk shift, simple and plain, yet looking like it cost ten times her own dress. Cream shoes and purse to match, probably Gucci, the leather so soft-looking, as if they were made from a baby antelope or something. Even Claudia’s two little girls, Sam’s half-sisters, who sat further along the row, wore cotton frocks and sandals that just smacked of money.


			Art had always kept her short of cash. She’d had to fight tooth and nail for every penny of maintenance, yet for some reason he’d insisted on paying for the very best education for Julie. This school, for instance, the most exclusive in all America, he reckoned, and not much more than a hundred and fifty mile drive from where she lived in Upton Falls, Vermont, the Dean a nationally known expert on education.


			


			Art had paid through the nose for Julie to come here, yet she’d hated it right from the start when she’d come at fourteen. Tanya would far sooner have had her daughter go to the local high so she could have come home every night; she and Julie only had each other and both resented the long separations each semester. Yet going to this school … well, it seemed wrong to refuse, selfish to turn down Art’s offer. She could see that, some time in the future, Julie saying on a job application that she’d been to Culloden might make the difference between her getting the position and someone else who hadn’t been so fortunate. The school was hugely difficult to get into, only took thirty girls a year, but Art had influence and he’d managed it.


			Suddenly Tanya stopped thinking of Art and began to listen to Blake Hollis. She was conscious of the people round her stirring. Perhaps, like her, they’d been in a reverie of sorts and had come back to reality at the mention of Dean Playfair’s name.


			The Assistant Dean’s large, clumsy, but good-natured features were twisted in what looked like genuine sorrow. In fact, he looked as if he might cry at any minute.


			‘Of course, I can’t finish without mentioning the sad and puzzling disappearance of our beloved Dean Playfair. If you have read your newspapers, then you’ll know as much about the matter as I do. Now is not the time to speculate. That would be irresponsible. And futile. However, may I ask you to bend your heads and join with me in silent prayer that Alfred Playfair is soon found safe and well.’


			There was a general hum of agreement and Tanya Rogers bent her head. At her feet, half folded underneath her bag, lay a copy of East Coast Mercury. Almost everybody there had the same paper. HIGH SCHOOL DEAN MISSING, the headline blared, and underneath, Famous Educationalist Mysteriously Disappears.


			Tanya didn’t pray. She didn’t wish Dean Playfair any harm, in fact she hoped he would be found soon, but she was glad he wasn’t here at Julie’s graduation. She found the man too powerful, too overwhelming. Oh, he was good-looking. Too good-looking in a way, every feature so perfect and his hair going grey just on the sideboards, so it made him looked distinguished, the way men often did. But there was something about his eyes … and when he’d spoken at previous speech days, Tanya had always felt as if he was talking just to her, which was ridiculous. His eyes were black and penetrating and seemed to drill into you so that you felt as if you were somehow being sucked into the man, as if he was a magnet or something. Just thinking about him made Tanya shudder. And afterwards, when the ceremony was over, he’d shake hands with the parents, and the millionaires and billionaires, the famous actors and actresses, the heads of multi-national companies, would shake hands back and grovel. Yes, grovel. They’d fawn over him as if he was doing them some great favour by letting them pay five thousand dollars a semester to educate their daughters. Tanya never said anything but ‘Hello,’ and guessed Dean Playfair didn’t like her much for not grovelling like all the others.


			‘Amen,’ said Dean Hollis and everybody looked up. A tear was running down his right cheek. ‘There are refreshments available in the marquee,’ he said. Behind him, his wife, a plain woman in a dress that looked like it came from a thrift shop, reached out and took his hand.


			Tanya groaned inwardly. Refreshments! This was the time she hated most, the time she was supposed to mingle. She had nothing in common with these people. They’d talk about vacations in Cape Cod, summer houses, trips to Europe. Summer she’d spend working, as usual, managing the Shoe Mart. She glanced around for Julie who’d been sitting at the front along with the other girls who were graduating.


			Julie caught her eye. She was with Sam and signalled she was going indoors. There was no sign of Corny. Tanya waved and smiled as if she was perfectly happy.


			‘See you later,’ she mouthed and, throwing back her shoulders, marched into the refreshment tent to, hopefully, mingle.


			


			Julie would have liked to go with her mom to the refreshment tent. She knew it was a strain for her. Mom felt out of place with all these society folk. Not that she looked it. She was prettier than most of the mothers, younger, too, and that new dress looked really cute and had probably cost an arm and a leg. But Corny had said they had to have one last meeting. She sighed and Sam linked her arm and looked up at her sympathetically.


			‘Worried?’ she asked.


			‘You bet!’ Julie replied fervently.


			‘It’ll be all right, you’ll see.’


			Julie wished she could share her optimism. Sam was such a calm person, so composed. Nothing upset or bothered her – well, this had. You’d have to be a robot or something not to be upset by this.


			They entered the school together. Dean Playfair had made a big deal out of being old fashioned. Walking into Culloden was like entering some nineteenth-century house. The floors were dark wood, highly polished, just the occasional faded rug here and there. The stairs were bare too, the centre of each step worn to a curve from the feet of the girls, from the feet of the orphans who’d been here in the last century and best part of this – and that awful religious group who’d built the house two hundred years ago.


			Nothing was fancy here. No ornate ceilings or carved balustrades. Just plain plaster, plain wood, and a few grim, dark paintings decorating the cream-painted walls.


			This was what so many parents liked about Culloden. ‘So unostentatious!’ they’d breathe, though they wouldn’t have dreamt of having their own homes looking so bare and comfortless.


			Even the desks in the classrooms were relics of the previous century. Thick, chipped oak with lids so heavy you could hardly lift them. Julie had once visited the high school in Upton Falls and had felt envious of the light, airy classrooms, so brightly painted, and the aluminium and plastic desks, the televisions, the tape recorders and headsets in the language section, the laboratories with heaps of modern equipment, the gym, where the girls played volleyball. Volleyball! Here, all they had was tennis in the summer and hockey the rest of the year. She hated hockey, always got her shins banged. In the basement there was a rifle range the students weren’t allowed to use which Dean Playfair had installed for himself. He’d nearly been chosen for an Olympic shooting squad in his youth, a fact he managed to bring up nearly every time he was interviewed on television.


			Even so, there was something grand about the building, she conceded as she went upstairs, Sam still linking her arm, something solid and eternal about the smooth-grained wood, the thick doors, the yellow bricks, as if the house had been planted and had grown rather than been built.


			Corny was already in the bedroom. She was looking out the window and glanced around impatiently as Julie and Sam entered.


			‘Sickening, isn’t it?’ she said.


			They both agreed, though Julie had no idea what she was referring to.


			Their cases were packed, the beds bare except for the mattresses and uncovered pillows. The girls were allowed to bring their own bedding, duvets or quilts and Julie’s mom had bought the most expensive duvets and covers she could find; after all, her pop was paying for them, though Julie knew that, if necessary, Tanya would have bought them herself, would have gone short, rather than see her daughter have inferior stuff to the other girls. Corny’s bedding was made up of startling patchwork things, all different colours, that had been made by some ancestor of hers. Not that Corny gave a damn what she slept under. A sack would have done her.


			Gee, she admired Corny. In fact, she loved her. Oh, not like those other girls who, in their quiet, uncomprehending despair crept into each other’s beds at night. No, loved her like Corny was her sister, her elder sister, though in fact she was two months younger. Julie had been eighteen at Christmas, Corny in February.


			When they’d first arrived four years ago and the girls had been standing in the hall, the new ones, all thirty of them, and Dean Playfair told them where the bedrooms were and that they could sort out their room-mates and sleep where they liked, Julie felt she’d like to die. She knew no one, and most of the other girls already seemed acquainted. They belonged to families who’d socialised with each other for years. Some linked arms, but Julie, in her too obviously new clothes, with gleaming leather suitcases, hunched her shoulders and prayed she’d die right on the spot. Who’d want to share with her, a complete stranger?


			She’d already noticed Corny. Cornelia, Dean Playfair had called her. Cornelia Van Duren. A short, slim girl with a mass of black curly hair and eyes so blue you could see the colour from right across the hall. Her nose was thin and straight, perhaps a mite too straight, because it gave her a sort of regal, superior air, like some noblewoman looking down on her subjects. Even her mouth, which was pink and full, still had a stern, disapproving look about it. No one was in uniform yet and Corny was dressed in a too-long skirt and a crumpled blue blouse, with an old suede jacket over her shoulders, yet everything looked as if it had cost the earth and was worn with enormous panache and confidence.


			Lots of girls were eying Corny, too nervous to approach her and ask to share, waiting, hoping she’d choose them. They all knew her because she’d once won some junior tennis championship and her pop was a famous judge and her mom a well-known paediatrician.


			Corny looked around quite openly and Julie actually heard some girls gasp in anticipation and then suddenly she’d come over, stood in front of Julie and said, ‘Would you mind sharing with me?’


			Mind! Julie had never felt so grateful for anything before or since. The gratitude had swept through her body as if all her veins had suddenly caught fire and she actually felt faint.


			‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I mean, no, I wouldn’t mind. I’d like to share.’ And the other girls had sighed again, this time in disappointment.


			It meant the girls accepted Julie, looked up to her even, because she was Corny’s friend.


			Sam was Corny’s friend too. Their parents had known each other from before the girls were born but she didn’t mind a bit that Corny hadn’t picked her. Nothing ruffled Sam. Her pretty face with its round grey eyes and snub nose was always serene. She’d ended up along the corridor with a girl called Mandy Everson, but spent most of her time in Corny and Julie’s room after pronouncing, without animosity, that Mandy was a dork.


			So at first it had seemed to Julie that her stay at Culloden would turn out better, far better, than she had hoped. Of course she’d reckoned without Dean Playfair.


			


			Despite the fact that Corny had looked around so impatiently when they arrived, she still remained standing at the window, looking out again. She was drinking Scotch. It was her only vice and she drank too much. Alcohol was strictly forbidden in school, but as long as you kept the bottles hidden and the glasses washed, no one would know.


			‘Want some?’ She held up the bottle.


			Julie refused, but only because she’d be going home soon and her mom might smell the drink on her breath. Scotch had kept all three of them going this last week.


			Sam went over to the vanity basin, got a glass out of the small cupboard above and took it to Corny, who poured her a shot.


			All the girls wore white. It was a tradition. Julie didn’t know whether in the whole country girls always wore white when they graduated, but they did at Culloden. Plain, identical white dresses, high-necked and long-sleeved with red silk gowns and tasselled caps. Corny’s cap and gown had been thrown carelessly on the bed and when they had taken their places in the front row on the lawn, Corny had remarked they looked like a line of virgins cloaked in blood. Nobody had laughed.


			‘Come here,’ Corny said suddenly. She put the bottle and the glass down, walked to the centre of the room and held out her hands. Sam gulped down her drink and stood beside her.


			‘Join hands.’


			Julie clasped Corny’s firm, thin fingers with her right hand and Sam’s soft, almost pudgy hand, with her left.


			Corny said sternly, ‘Do you know what you have to do? Your special task?’


			Of course we do, thought Julie. We’ve gone over this a million times. ‘Yes,’ she said stiffly, and Sam nodded.


			Corny looked pleased, as if she’d thought they might have forgotten. ‘Are your keys quite safe?’ she asked.


			‘In my bag. In my room.’ Sam nodded in the direction of the corridor.


			‘Yes,’ said Julie briefly. She wished Corny wouldn’t do it like this, as if they were some secret society or something. Why couldn’t they just sit on their beds and discuss it in ordinary everyday language, instead of referring to it as a ‘special task’.


			‘And remember, we must never socialise with each other again. Never!’


			‘I still don’t see why not.’ Oh, Lord, thought Julie, I sounded really petulant.


			Corny’s blue eyes flashed angrily. All three were still holding hands. ‘I thought you understood, Julie, that apart from the special thing we have to do, this part of our lives is over. Forever. We have to forget – and that means forgetting each other. If we meet, we’ll talk about it, rake it all over. It’s inevitable.’


			‘Still …’ Julie shrugged. ‘I might want to talk to someone,’ she said in a small voice.


			She felt Corny’s body tense and her hand tightened on Julie’s till it hurt. Despite her loveliness, Corny had a sort of boyish charm. Now she appeared almost manly in her intensity. She let go of their hands and clasped Julie’s face, her palms heavy on the other girl’s thin cheeks.


			‘Julie! You’ve shown such strength these four years, particularly this last week. But Julie, forget it. Forget it all. From now on there’s just one day a year when we carry out our special task, that’s all. The past is the past. It’s gone. It’s over. From today onwards, we are free, free from Culloden and from each other. Agreed?’


			‘Yes,’ said Julie faintly. ‘Agreed.’


			Sometimes she thought Corny was just not sensitive enough. She was a strong person, strong-willed, and seemed unable to comprehend that other people hadn’t got the same strength.


			‘Agreed,’ she said again.


			‘Sam?’


			Sam blinked and said, ‘It’s all OK by me.’


			Suddenly the door flew open and Sally Fitzgerald, already changed into a flowered cotton dress, came dancing in. ‘Corny, your father’s asking for you. He’s on his way up for your bags.’


			Sally stood holding the doorknob, regarding the three girls affectionately. ‘You’re all coming to my wedding, aren’t you? I’ve already sent the invitations – 15th August.’


			Julie glanced at Corny plaintively.


			‘I’ll be in Europe,’ Corny said. ‘My ma’s written to yours. But Sam and Julie’ll be there,’ she added firmly.


			After Sally had gone, Sam frowned. ‘There’ll be lots of weddings and stuff, Corny, things we’ll all be invited to. Do we go or not?’


			‘We go,’ said Corny. ‘It would look funny if we didn’t. We just pass the time of day, but otherwise ignore each other.’


			‘What if we can’t make – you know?’ asked Julie and saw Corny grimace. Shit! After all this time, four years, she’d begun to get on Corny’s nerves on their final day.


			‘We already discussed that.’ Corny brushed her dark curls back with thin, wiry fingers. Although she sounded reasonable, Julie recognised her gesture of impatience. ‘If it really is impossible, like you’re ill or going abroad, then call me or Sam. You never know, one of us might have to call you.’


			Julie’s heart sank. She prayed it would never happen.


			Just then Judge Van Duren came in. It was impossible to believe he was a judge. He looked too young and cheerful, so easy-going and well, non-judgemental. You just couldn’t imagine him sending someone to prison or lecturing them on pulling their weight in society or whatever.


			‘Hi, Julie, Sam.’ He kissed each of them on the cheek, picked up Corny’s bags and added, ‘I’ll be back in a minute for yours, Julie. Don’t carry them down yourself.’


			That was just like the judge. He always remembered that Julie’s pop never came to school for any reason, just paid the bills. Every year Judge Van Duren carried her bags down, though this time there was double the luggage now that the girls were leaving forever.


			‘I’ll be along in a minute, Pa,’ Corny said and began to drag her white graduation dress roughly over her head. She went over to the wardrobe and pulled out a pair of jeans, a T-shirt and sneakers. Julie felt a surge of admiration. Corny had some nerve. Jeans, pants of any sort, were strictly forbidden at Culloden. A few eyebrows would be raised when she emerged dressed like that.


			‘My going-away clothes,’ she said with a sardonic smile. ‘I bought them specially.’ She threw her graduation outfit, the whole lot, in the direction of the waste bin. Then she turned to Sam and Julie.


			‘It’s goodbye now.’ She sounded grave. ‘You’d better go to your room, Sam, or the tent or somewhere. Julie, you wait here for Pa.’


			‘Yes, ma’am.’ Sam gave a mock salute and actually grinned. Julie couldn’t have grinned to save her life. She knew Corny was separating them so they wouldn’t talk and that it was Julie she didn’t trust, not Sam.


			Corny hugged her tight, turned and did the same to Sam. Then she left.


			‘Goodbye, Julie,’ said Sam. She didn’t offer a hug. She wasn’t demonstrative like that. Linking arms was as far as Sam ever went with physical contact. Instead, she shook hands rather formally. ‘See you at Sally’s wedding.’


			She left the door open and Julie sat on the bed feeling alone and afraid. Girls walked to and fro along the corridor outside, their heels clicking on the wooden floor. Several stopped to bid an emotional farewell. When Judge Van Duren came back for her luggage, Julie was in tears.


			


			Sally Fitzgerald climbed into the back of the navy-blue Rolls Royce. Her father had the radio tuned to a local station.


			‘Police are still investigating the strange disappearance of Dean Alfred Playfair, head of Culloden, the private girl’s high school at Thurrock Point, here in Portisdown. There are no clues to the Dean’s mysterious—’ Mr Fitzgerald turned the radio off and switched on the engine.


			‘Strange thing that about Dean Playfair, Sally,’ he said.


			‘Dean Playfair is a wonderful man,’ said Sally, somewhat unnecessarily, her father thought, though he said nothing.


			


			Corny’s mother was listening to the same station.


			‘I wonder if he’s dead,’ she mused when Corny arrived. ‘Shame, really. I’m not sure if we still want to send Abby if the Dean’s not coming back. Blake Hollis is a nice man, but I don’t know much about him. I mean, what does he stand for?’


			‘Love, honour, decency and the American way,’ said Corny. Her mother laughed. She was a pretty woman with an enviable elegance, yet her clothes, like the linen suit she now wore, were often unfashionable, even shabby. Her dark hair was sprinkled with grey, curls spilling out from the combs shoved carelessly in that morning.


			‘Really, Corny, you say that as if Dean Playfair didn’t stand for those things.’


			‘Hi, Ab.’ Corny didn’t answer her mother. She kissed her sister, due to start at Culloden in the fall. Abigail, just fourteen, was already startlingly beautiful. At first glance she looked like a replica of Corny, but after a while, particularly when the two girls were side by side, the difference between them became apparent. Abby’s nose was straight too, but the bridge was lower so she didn’t have her elder sister’s aristocratic expression and her mouth, without a trace of Corny’s arrogance, curved upwards, as if she’d been born with a wistful smile. She was small for her age and gave an impression of helpless vulnerability.


			Abby looked at her blankly for several seconds then said, ‘Ah, Corny.’


			Corny looked up and saw her mother’s worried expression in the vanity mirror. Abigail was a strange child and even her own mother, an experienced paediatrician, sometimes found her behaviour incomprehensible. She’d come out with some startling opinion or begin discussing quite obtuse ideas that no one, not even her parents, could understand, then next minute she would appear to sink into a world of her own and, when spoken to, would look almost moronic, as if the person – her mother, father, sister – was a total stranger. Mrs Van Duren just hoped and prayed it was something to do with genius, because her younger daughter sure was clever. She kept intending to have Abigail take a brain scan but was too scared.


			‘Corny,’ Abby said in her soft, lilting voice, ‘I’ve been reading this book I want to discuss with you; I found it in the library at home. You know the Zadkiels—’


			‘Do I, Ab,’ said Corny lightly.


			‘Well, you should,’ Abby remonstrated mildly. ‘They’re the weird religious sect who built Culloden in the eighteenth century. Zadkiel means oracle and they had a truly strange philosophy. They used to kill their women when they reached forty-five because they could no longer bear children. They shut them up and starved them to death, then slept with their daughters—’


			‘Abigail!’ said Mrs Van Duren, shocked. ‘Honey, couldn’t you find something, well, something more childish to read.’


			‘Childish books are boring,’ said Abigail. Her eyes seemed to glaze over and she stared out of the car unseeingly.


			‘What do you think, Corny?’ asked her mother.


			‘What about, Ma? Books?’


			‘No. Sending Abby to Culloden now Dean Playfair’s disappeared.’


			‘He’s only been gone a few days, Ma. He might be back before Abby’s due to go.’ Corny smiled.


			‘What if he isn’t?’


			‘Don’t worry, Ma. Send her. She’ll get on fine.’


			Corny reached over and stroked her sister’s slim, white neck. Abigail didn’t budge, just kept on staring ahead as if she was on a different planet. Her older sister snuggled into her seat and breathed a hefty sigh of relief.


			


			Tanya Rogers had parked her car right at the end of the drive so the contrast between the row of gleaming limousines and her ten-year-old Chevy with its rusty doors wasn’t so obvious.


			‘Aw, shit! I’m glad that’s over,’ she breathed as she started up the engine. ‘What a load of snobs. ’Cept for Judge Van Duren. He’s a peach, helping you with all that luggage and stuff.’


			Julie didn’t answer. Her mother glanced at her pale, drawn face with concern. ‘Sad, honey?’


			‘No, Mom. Just feel funny, that’s all.’


			‘You’ll be all right once you’re home. You can have a nice rest and begin to think about your future.’


			Although Art had tried to insist, Julie had flatly refused to go to college. ‘I want to stay home with you, Mom,’ she declared now. ‘I don’t want to go away again. Not ever.’


			Tanya drove the blue Chevy through the tall iron gates.


			‘There! We’ve left, honey. Goodbye, Culloden. Goodbye, forever.’


			If only it was, thought Julie.


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			Dean Playfair said, ‘I believe in discipline; self-discipline.’


			The interviewer asked provocatively, ‘You mean flagellation?’


			The Dean looked bored and said easily, ‘By discipline, I mean an ordered way of life, of doing things. In school, for instance, lessons are never cancelled. Never! If a teacher is ill, I take the class myself. Children feel insecure if the routine is broken. I do not allow talking – you could hear a pin drop in a Culloden classroom when the girls are working or studying. No conversation during meals, either, except on Saturdays. And the girls wear uniform.’


			‘Uniform!’ The interviewer already knew this but contrived to look astonished.


			‘Grey skirts and sweaters, a white blouse. Students get distracted when they’re competing to be the most fashionable.’ The Dean smoothed back his dark wavy hair. The sideburns were silver and possibly a bit too long because the ends had become wispy and begun to curl. There was a shop-window-manikin perfection to his face with its well-shaped brows, straight nose and curved, almost feminine mouth. Even the skin gave the impression of being moulded from manikin plaster; sallow, smooth, as dense as suede, reflecting no light, though the eyes did. Dark irises, almost as black as the pupils; penetrating, probing eyes, a touch suspicious, always alert, behind a pair of heavy horn-rimmed spectacles. He wore a well-cut, dark-blue suit, white silk shirt and the item that had become his trademark, a large, floppy, polka-dot bowtie, this one blue, the spots white. ‘I’m something of a Luddite, in a way,’ he went on, ‘my students are only allowed to use fountain pens. Good old-fashioned fountain pens. Any girl found using a ballpoint pen is given lines.’


			‘Lines?’


			‘They have to write out so many times, five hundred, perhaps a thousand, “ballpoint pens are persona non grata at Culloden,” lines are the only punishment allowed in my school.’


			‘Is that grammatically correct?’ The interviewer, a young man in his early twenties, looked quietly triumphant. ‘I thought the phrase persona non grata, was only applied to people. Not pens?’


			The Dean, unusually for him, looked momentarily nonplussed. He gave the interviewer a killing smile and was about to speak, but before he could the young man said, ‘So, the discipline you talk about doesn’t apply to you. Not when it comes to language, anyway?’


			‘Isn’t that rather a trivial observation?’ The Dean’s voice was high-pitched, with a faint nasal tone which became a whine when he was irritated, as he was now.


			‘Possibly.’ The interviewer grinned.


			‘Victorian values,’ said the Dean suddenly, flicking an imaginary spot off his perfectly pressed pants.


			‘What?’


			‘Victorian values. You’ve heard of Margaret Thatcher, the British Prime Minister?’


			‘Of course I have,’ said the interviewer testily. Who hadn’t? Ronald Reagan had fallen in love with her.


			‘They are the values she is trying to instil into the people of that great country. A sense of purpose, of worth, reverting to good, old-fashioned morals, pride in one’s country, duty to one’s neighbour, honouring one’s parents, respect for the elderly. These are the principles I attempt, with some success I think, to instil into my girls.’


			‘But have these Victorian, these Luddite values, a place in the late twentieth century, Dean Playfair? Shouldn’t your students be taught to cope with the modern world? I understand your science equipment is woefully out of date. Your girls are taught Latin. Haven’t you created a sort of Brigadoon in Culloden? Your girls are living in a forgotten world.’


			The Dean laughed. ‘If that is so, why do I take just one in every twenty applicants? More than six hundred girls want to come to my school every year. I take thirty.’


			


			The television picture faded and was replaced by a female newscaster.


			‘That interview took place earlier this year and was the last Dean Playfair gave before he so mysteriously vanished from the elite girls’ high school, Culloden, in the state of Maine, six weeks ago. Since then, there has been no sighting of the forty-nine-year-old Dean. Police confess they are baffled and can find no clues to his disappearance. There has been no sign of foul play and police are investigating the theory that the Dean is suffering from amnesia. Dean Playfair, a radical and controversial educationalist of international repute, was not married, but had had several highly publicised relationships with well-known socialites and actresses. A group of friends from the legal, medical and teaching professions have come together and are offering a reward of fifty thousand dollars for information leading to the Dean’s whereabouts.’


			‘Now we move on to the fishing tragedy which took place off the coast of—.’


			Sam turned the television off. Mrs Mossbacher shook her head wonderingly. ‘What can have happened to him? I mean, I somehow can’t imagine Dean Playfair suffering from amnesia.’


			‘Dean Playfair is a wonderful man,’ said Mandy Everson, sitting on the floor, still staring at the television as if the picture was about to reappear.


			‘Yes, dear,’ said Claudia Mossbacher vaguely. Her attention span was short and she’d already forgotten Dean Playfair. She fluffed out her red curls. She was a tall, beautiful woman with a creamy complexion, already in her second outfit of the day, an ivory silk divided skirt and a peach silk blouse. By nightfall, she would have changed another two or three times. ‘Well, I must be off. I’ve got a bridge party this afternoon and my hair looks a fright. I just hope Christian can do something to make me look human again.’


			‘Your hair looks fine,’ said Sam. Since she’d come home in June Claudia had been having her hair done every day. She was beginning to wonder if Mr Mossbacher was about to be dumped and Christian become husband number four.


			‘Does it, honey?’ Her mother looked pleased. ‘Even so, I’ll pop in and have him style it for me.’ She regarded Mandy, still hunched on the floor with her back to both of them. ‘Why don’t you girls have a swim? Did you bring a suit, Mandy? If not, I’m sure Samantha will lend you one of hers.’


			‘I brought a couple of suits, thanks, Claudia,’ said Mandy, turning to face them. Mrs Mossbacher insisted on being Christian-named by all her children and their friends, no matter how young they were.


			‘There’s a heap of food in the fridge and if you want something more substantial, Josie will make it for you.’


			She left with a swish of silk.


			Both girls were silent for a moment.


			‘Does your mother spend half the day in the beauty parlour?’ asked Sam, purely for something to say.


			‘She’s not as bad as Claudia, but she’s there enough,’ said Mandy. ‘D’you think we’ll go like that? Thinking of nothing but clothes and hair and getting facials and manicures and stuff?’


			Sam shrugged. ‘I hope not. I suppose it depends what we do with our lives. Corny’s mother’s not like that. She’s too busy, but Claudia’s got nothing much to occupy her mind ’cept thinking about what she looks like.’


			‘Mmm.’ Mandy was obviously struggling to think of something else to say. She couldn’t. She picked up a magazine and pretended to read. She was really wild that, without asking, her mother had arranged a weekend in Martha’s Vineyard for her with Sam Quigley. They’d never got on at school even though they’d shared a room for four years. She knew Sam considered her a dork. Well, she thought Sam a double dork. Sam didn’t seem to have emotions like other people. She never got excited or depressed or angry. It was as if she was triple tranquilised or something. Sometimes, when Sam was in repose, sitting reading or something, she looked as if her face was made of rubber, puffed-out cheeks and rubbery sort of lips and a dead sort of look in her grey eyes, like she had no spirit inside. Yet people thought her really pretty. Well, she was in a way. Almost too pretty, like an artist’s drawing of the epitome of American beauty: wholesome, with a snub nose and wide, full lips. Yet dead! Everyone said how calm and serene Sam Quigley was. Only Mandy seemed to notice the deadness.


			‘Let’s have that swim, eh?’ Mandy got awkwardly to her feet. She was beginning to find the silence embarrassing. ‘I’ll go and put a suit on.’


			


			Sam’s two younger sisters were already in the heart-shaped pool, splashing about at the shallow, pointed end. Mandy went straight over, dived in and swam several feet underwater, her waist-length black hair flowing out fan-shaped so that she looked like some strange, exotic fish. The little girls watched with admiration, as did Josie, the maid, who was restocking the fridge in the poolside bar with cans of drink.


			‘There’s more coke here if you want it,’ Josie called.


			Sam didn’t answer. Mandy, who’d broken through the water, yelled, ‘Thanks.’


			Sitting on the blue and green mosiac tiles at the side of the pool, Sam dipped her rather podgy toes in the water and glowered at her ex-roommate.


			She could have killed Claudia. It was her fault Mandy was here. It had been arranged at Sally Fitzgerald’s wedding last week. She seemed to think Sam had to have company all the time. True, in previous years Corny and Julie had come to stay, but now they couldn’t see each other any more, though Claudia didn’t know that. Corny was in Europe and Sam had lied and told Claudia that Julie had a summer job and that was probably why she hadn’t turned up at the wedding. Throughout the holiday, Sam had been dissuading Claudia from inviting other girls to visit, but at Sally’s wedding she hadn’t been able to stop her asking Mrs Everson if Mandy could come for the weekend. Mothers, thought Sam in disgust. She thought she’d seen the last of Mandy and it was obvious Mandy felt the same.


			Sam was perfectly happy on her own, but Claudia had some sort of guilt complex. She’d had two children by her first husband, both boys, Tommy and Jack, who’d be back from a picnic with a crowd of girls any minute. Then Samantha from her second. He’d been a quickie, the second husband, and dismissed before there was time for another baby. A gap of eight years had elapsed during which there were just affairs, then husband number three, Mossbacher, Crawford J, at present in residence, though somewhat precariously, thought Sam. This rather ill-humoured union had produced two more daughters and somehow Claudia, who rarely read a book or watched a television programme that didn’t make her laugh, had cottoned on to the notion that middle children were lonely even when they had the same parents. Samantha, therefore, must be extra lonely, not only being the middle child, but with a different father than her older and younger siblings.


			Sam had a good relationship with her brothers and sisters, though apparently her mother hadn’t noticed. In fact, sometimes she felt rather special, as if she belonged to two families and she was the oldest of one family and the youngest of another.


			The only thing wrong, though, was she didn’t love them. She didn’t love anybody, though she wanted to very much. She didn’t even love her mother. Or Corny or Julie. Not anybody. There’d only ever been the magic prince, and nobody could have him now.


			Mandy got out of the pool and sat beside her. Knowing it looked rude, but not caring, Sam immediately jumped in.


			Just then, Tommy and Jack came in. Mandy stood up and began to look around for her towel. Probably felt embarrassed in that skimpy bikini. Sam, floating on her back, felt envious of Mandy’s lean, brown body. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on it. Her long hair was plastered to her face and she looked very Spanish, though rumour had it at Culloden that her mother, a model, was half Cherokee or something. Well, Jack and Tommy were certainly getting an eyeful. Sam felt a sudden twinge of jealousy. She resented them so openly admiring Mandy Everson, who she didn’t like, particularly Jack who was her favourite.


			


			Sam lay wide awake, waiting. Mandy Everson was asleep in an adjoining room. The landing door opened and Jack came in. He wore a white vest and shorts and pulled them off before getting into bed beside her.


			‘Oh, Sam!’ He nuzzled her neck. She lay stiff and unmoving. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked after a while.


			‘Shouldn’t you be next door?’ She wasn’t really angry. There’d just been that brief moment in the pool, that’s all. She didn’t care how many girls Jack had. It had just been a tedious day and she was unreasonably taking it out on him.


			Jack laughed. She could tell from the tone that he realised she was just feigning annoyance. He knew her too well. Jack had been wanting to do this for a long time and Sam had pretended not to notice. It wasn’t till she’d come back from Culloden six weeks ago and she’d felt sort of strange, as if she had a volcano erupting inside her, that she’d let him. He began to stroke her plump hips and she felt her body responding and wondered: is this love?


			


			Corny sat on the steps outside the Sacré Cœur. Beside her, Abby was unusually animated.


			‘Gee, it’s just too pretty for words, isn’t it, Corny?’


			‘For the third time, Abby, yes.’


			It was dark, ten o’clock. Her parents were still inside the church. Ma would return with a pile of souvenirs. ‘On this holiday, I’m going to be a real tourist,’ she’d announced and their room in the hotel was already piled high with drawings and paintings and a variety of ornaments. Yesterday, she’d even bought a dinner service. One suitcase containing stuff bought in London had already been despatched home.


			Pa complained they’d need a bigger house to put it in. ‘We’ve only done two cities,’ he wailed. ‘And we’ve still got another two.’ They were going to Rome next, then Berlin.


			Paris was spread before them enchantingly. They’d climbed hundreds of steps to get here. How many miles could you see? Five? Ten? Why did everywhere always look so lovely in the dark? A carpet of twinkling lights. The neon signs on skyscrapers flashed on and off, so ugly really, yet from a distance they added extra colour to the glittering landscape. The sky was navy, shot with a deep, ruddy orange. Her parents would come out soon and ask why she hadn’t filmed it. The video camera lay unused on the step between her and Abby. Somehow, Corny felt she didn’t want to. She wanted to keep the picture in her head because nothing could compare with the reality of sitting on the cold stone, seeing things as they really were.


			The place was crowded. A black man approached and tried to sell them a lizard-skin purse. He was tall, his face ebony smooth, and he wore an embroidered gown and a round, beaded hat. Corny grimaced and shook her head. She wouldn’t have dreamed of carrying a poor dead lizard under her arm. He moved on and offered the bag to Abby.


			‘No, thank you,’ her sister said in her soft voice.


			On a terrace below, someone was juggling with fluorescent sticks and behind them a guitar was being strummed and several people were singing ‘Volare’. A young man came and sat beside Corny and said something in French. He was asking if she’d like a coffee. He was the second guy who’d tried to pick her up.


			‘Je ne parle pas Français,’ she said, hoping she’d got it right.


			‘Fancy a coffee,’ he said in English. He was American.


			‘I don’t speak English either,’ she said with a grin.


			He grinned back, then noticed Abby sitting alongside her.


			‘Some other time? Without the kid sister?’


			‘Perhaps.’


			He moved away. He was cute. Shabbily dressed in torn jeans and a shrunken T-shirt, but clean-cut with nice features and brown wavy hair. She wondered if she would have gone if Abby hadn’t been there, if she was here alone, without her family? Some day she’d have to start going out with men. In the fall, she was going to college, to Smith. She couldn’t act like a nun. She didn’t want to.


			Her lack of French irritated her. Now, if someone tried to pick her up in Latin, they could have quite a conversation. An unfrocked priest, for instance.


			She smiled at the thought, but the smile faded. The chain of thought had led to Culloden. No French or Spanish or German. No modern languages. Latin. A dead language taught by a—


			Jesus! She’d managed to keep the place out of her mind for nearly all day. Everything was so different here, so new and exciting, it was easy to forget even that frightful, terrible thing. Well, not all that easy. You had to make an effort. Shrug the thoughts away and concentrate on something else immediately they wormed their nasty way into your mind.


			‘Corny! Why aren’t you videoing this lovely scene?’


			Ma, with a pile of books and a couple of statues and Pa behind, a tolerant, affectionate smile on his youthful face. He was rather enjoying his wife, normally so businesslike and efficient, behaving in this scatty, frivolous fashion.


			‘Pa, can we have dinner tomorrow at the top of the Eiffel Tower?’ Abby asked. ‘The view from there should be really neat.’


			Pa looked around at the spectacular landscape before him. ‘I think “neat” is probably an understatement, honey. But, yes, we can. As long as I don’t have to walk up those darn steps again.’


			When they’d gone up the tower on their first day, Ma had insisted they walk up to the second stage.


			‘We’ll get the lift, darling,’ Ma assured him. ‘That climb nearly killed me, too.’


			‘Hey, guys. Jules et Jim is being shown at some cinema. I’d like to see it.’ Corny waved Le Monde, open on the entertainments page.


			‘Aw, honey! Not another foreign movie!’


			‘It’ll help with my studies at Smith, Pa.’ This was blackmail. She was taking an elementary course in French and would hopefully go on to study French Literature and Drama. He immediately conceded.


			‘OK. We’ll go tomorrow afternoon.’


			‘You three don’t have to come. It’s on at somewhere called the Place de la Republique. There’re bound to be shops and cafés and stuff round there. You can collect me when I come out.’


			‘Aw, I dunno, honey. I don’t like leaving you at a movie with a crowd of foreigners. Doesn’t seem safe, somehow. What do you think, Lydia?’


			That was rich, Corny thought. He’d left her, they both had, Ma too, for four years with— She stopped the thought immediately.


			‘She’ll be all right, Hank. The usherettes the other day seemed like a couple of dragons. They’ll see she comes to no harm.’ Ma picked up the camera. ‘Let me video this and we’ll go back to the hotel and have a nightcap. I’m aching for a cup of coffee.’


			‘Not the hotel, Ma,’ pleaded Abby. ‘One of these pavement cafés, please? I really love them.’


			Ma shivered. ‘It’s getting a bit chilly, Ab.’


			‘These two can stay outside,’ said Pa. ‘We’ll go indoors and sit where we can keep an eye on them. Or,’ he added with pretend sarcasm, ‘we could search for a boutique still open and you could buy a sweater, a coat even.’


			Ma turned the video camera on him. ‘I caught you with that really nasty expression on your face,’ she said with a laugh.


			They turned to leave. Corny’s heart suddenly somersaulted when she saw a man coming up the wide steps towards them. He wore a dark suit and a floppy spotted bow tie, horn-rimmed spectacles. She bowed her head and closed her eyes, waiting for judgement to fall. Nothing happened. How could it, she thought, and looked up. The man passed, not even glancing in her direction. He was only about thirty and much too fat. I’m going crazy, she told herself.


			‘Corny! Hurry up,’ Ma shouted and Corny ran down the steps to join her family.


			


			The boy was stripped to the waist. His skin was nutmeg brown and he had a tattoo on each forearm. One was a snake which crept on to his hand, reaching almost to the knuckles and the other an animal, she couldn’t make out what sort. He wore a pair of cut-down jeans, the bottoms frayed and ending just above his knees and was working on a motorbike as big as a small car, doing something to the engine.


			Julie had been watching him for half an hour or more. He worked intently, carefully, cleaning the little bits of engine he kept removing and drying them before putting them back. He didn’t seem to have noticed her. She sat in the town square, inside the fenced-off garden part, on a wooden bench, waiting for Mom to finish work in the shop. She wished Tanya didn’t have to work and came down each day, at least an hour before she was due to finish, and waited for her on the same bench.


			The holiday was nearly over. Soon it would be fall and she’d have to think about getting a job. Trouble was, there wasn’t much work in town and she didn’t want to move away. Pop kept phoning and insisting she go to college. When he spoke and she listened to his rasping, forceful voice, she kept wondering what he looked like now. She hadn’t seen him for ten years, since she was eight. He just kept in touch by phone and letter. Eventually he’d said that if she wasn’t going to college, then he’d send her on a course, secretarial or modelling, something like that. To appease him, she said she thought she might try the modelling one next year.


			Mom had been really excited at that. She’d wanted to be a model, she said, but she’d met Art at sixteen, had Julie at seventeen and things just hadn’t worked out. But Julie, why she’d make a fine model, particularly since she’d lost so much weight. With that skinny figure and rather haunted look – that’s how she’d put it, haunted – and those big blue eyes and all that white-blonde hair she looked like one of Charlie’s Angels, the one with three names, Farrah something something, though of course ages younger.


			So, Julie comforted herself with the thought that, if she couldn’t get a job in town, then next year, which was a long, long way off, she’d go on a modelling course. In the meantime, she kept house for Mom, did the cleaning and baking and came to meet her after work. She hadn’t felt so happy for ages. At least, so she told herself.


			The boy seemed to have put all the bits back on his bike and stood back to admire his handiwork. Then he looked up and caught Julie’s eye.


			‘Hi.’


			‘Hi,’ she said.


			‘Nice job.’ He nodded at the bike.


			She shrugged. She knew nothing about bikes. ‘Looks OK to me.’


			He sauntered over. His shoulders were narrow and she realised he was younger than she’d first thought and still had some growing to do.


			‘Been here long?’


			‘You mean in this town or in this square?’ she asked.


			‘Either way. Both.’


			‘I’ve lived here all my life and I’ve been in the square a half hour. I’m waiting for my mom. She works in the Shoe Mart, she’s the manager.’


			‘Never seen ya before.’


			‘You mean in this town or in this square?’ Julie realised she’d made a sort of joke. A joke with a boy! Wow! She was coming on.


			He grinned. He had a perfect set of white teeth and his hair was a deep gold colour, bleached white at the front by the sun.


			‘I’m Kirk.’


			‘Julie.’ She held out her hand to shake in the ladylike way they were taught at Culloden. He wiped his own oil-stained hand carefully on his jeans before taking hers.


			‘Hi, Julie.’


			‘Hi, Kirk.’ She felt a sort of joyful lift. Making small talk was simpler than she’d ever thought.


			‘Why haven’t I see you before? Don’t you go to Upton High?’


			‘No, I went to a school in Maine.’


			‘Why Maine? Why not Upton High?’ He dropped on to the grass in front of her and stared up quizzically.


			Julie shrugged again. ‘My pop. He’s loaded. He’s separated from Mom and wanted me to have a good education for some reason. I’d sooner have gone to the local high, but instead I went to Culloden.’


			‘Culloden? I’ve heard o’ that. Wait a minute, ain’t that the place where the principal disappeared a coupla months back?’


			‘That’s it,’ Julie replied stiffly. Why hadn’t she kept her big mouth shut? The last thing she wanted to talk about was Culloden.


			‘Did they find him?’


			‘No … well, I guess not. I haven’t watched the news lately and I left in July.’ She changed the subject. ‘Do you go far on your bike?’


			‘You bet, I just got back from Florida, picking fruit and stuff,’ he said proudly. For a minute he looked like a little boy, though in the main his manner was like Corny’s, self-assured and mature.


			‘Honest? All that way.’ She was impressed.


			‘Wanna ride, Julie?’


			‘Can we be back in a half hour? My mom will be finished by then?’


			‘Sure thing.’


			Gosh, so it was this easy, getting off with a boy? She’d never, never in a million years thought she’d go riding with some complete stranger.


			Being on the back of the bike was like flying. She didn’t feel conscious of the noise, just the wind, blowing her hair up around her head and in her eyes, and the sense of freedom, like she was a bird soaring through the sky. When she closed her eyes, she really did feel as if they’d left the ground.


			He dropped her off back in the square at exactly five-thirty.


			‘Be here tomorrow afternoon, Julie?’ he asked. His own hair, like thick silk, had fallen back into place. He gave a rather shy smile.


			‘Sure thing,’ she said. ‘I meet Mom every day.’


			‘Wanna ’nother ride?’


			‘You bet.’


			‘See you, then.’


			‘See, you.’


			The engine was still running. He pressed the foot pedal, the bike shot forward like a bullet, and he was gone.


			She turned excitedly towards the Shoe Mart. It was time Mom came out. Wait till she told her about the ride!


			A man was going into the shop. Strange, it should be closed by now. He was a tall guy in jeans and loafers and a chunky cable-knit sweater.


			When Mom came out, the man had his arm draped loosely round her shoulders and Julie felt herself go cold.


			‘Honey, this is George.’


			


			Julie waited till she got in bed that night before she let herself cry. Getting married! Mom was getting married. To this George creep. Apparently, she’d been seeing him for ages but hadn’t told Julie in case she got upset. George worked for some big shoe manufacturer in Illinois, Stock Controller or something, and he’d met Mom a year ago when the East Coast wholesale representative was ill and he’d taken over his route for a season. That’s why he’d only turned up now. This was his vacation and he was spending it with Mom. In her house.


			‘Y’see, Julie, you’re eighteen now. I could have got married before at least twice, but I wouldn’t, cos of you, hon. I know how close we’ve been – well, still are. But now … I mean, you’re an adult. You could have been married yourself by now. I was already a mother when I was your age.’ Tanya’s pretty, kind face was creased with the effort of explaining how she didn’t want Julie to think she was deserting her, that she could stay in the house as long as she wanted, that it was her home as much as George’s.


			‘George’s? George’s home?’ Julie had asked, suddenly feeling like an orphan.


			‘Well, yes, honey. George is coming to live here eventually. You see, his ex has got his house in Peoria.’ From December he’d got the East Coast job permanently and he’d be moving to Upton Falls. To marry Mom.


			Julie buried her face in her pillow. George was in the bedroom with Mom. If only she hadn’t been sent to Culloden. If she’d gone to Upton High, she’d have a crowd of friends and there’d be lots of them with moms getting married again or getting divorced and she could confide in them, just like she’d done with Corny and Sam. Now she didn’t know anyone.


			Yes she did! She’d forgotten Kirk, who she’d be seeing tomorrow. Of course, she wasn’t going to meet Mom outside the shop again. Not with George hanging about. But she’d meet Kirk. Suddenly, she felt cheered up, thinking of Kirk. It was a coincidence, really, George and Kirk turning up the same day.
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