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For Prano




First Term




I: A New Bug


A WEEK AFTER MOTHER found her sleeping on the ceiling, Amy Thomsett was delivered to her new school. Like a parcel.


When the down train departed from Exeter St Davids, it was crowded with ruddy-faced farmers, tweedy spinsters and wiry commercial travellers. Nearer the end of the line, Amy had a compartment all to herself.


She first saw Drearcliff Grange through the train’s smuts-spotted windows. Shifting from seat to seat, she kept the school in sight as long as possible.


Amy had hoped the name was misleading. It wasn’t.


She should have known. Misleading place names like Greenland or the Cape of Good Hope ran the other way, passing off desolate climes as pleasant resorts. Drearcliff was exactly what it sounded like. A rambling, gloomy, ill-repaired estate on top of a cliff. This was wind and rain country. The sky was heavy with dark, roiling clouds.


For a stretch, the railway line ran parallel with the coast.


Waves broke against the cliff, washing through caves, eroding supporting rock. Chunks of North Somerset had sheared away, falling four hundred feet to the shingle. Some time ago, this land-nibbling had reached the Grange. A North Wing had tumbled over the fraying edge. Amid the strew of ruins on the beach, a gothic tower stuck up at an angle, white froth foaming around the base.


Newer wings straggled safely, if dully, inland.


The train terminated at Watchet. A porter walked the platform shouting ‘end o’ the loine… all orff that’s gettin’ orff!’ The Great Western Railway locomotive discharged excess steam. The clattering hiss was like a rattlesnake with whooping cough.


Amy stepped down from the carriage.


‘Ho, Thomsett,’ called someone. ‘You must be she!’


A tall, ginger-haired girl strode unscalded through the steam.


The hailer stuck out a hand, which Amy shook. Her grip was bone-grinding.


‘I’m Walmergrave,’ she announced, thumping her chest. ‘Lady Serafine Nimue Todd Walmergrave, in full. All and sundry call me Frecks.’


‘Crumpets!’ exclaimed Amy. ‘Why?’


‘Freckles. Used to have ’em. Don’t now. Too late to chuck the handle.’


Frecks had what Mother called ‘a strong personality’, which was code for a friend of Amy’s she didn’t approve of.


‘Headmistress has detailed me to slap on the bracelets and ferry you to School. Many new bugs set eyes on the place and flee for the hills. Men with hunting dogs comb the Quantocks for escapees.’


If not for the skirt, Amy might have taken Frecks for a boy. Her brick-red hair was cut short flapper fashion, her lips were the same colour as her face and she had square shoulders.


Frecks wore a more lived-in version of the scratchy uniform Mother had ordered for Amy from the school’s recommended London dressmaker, Dosson, Chapell & Co. of Tite Street. Grey skirt with black side-stripe, grey blazer with black piping, grey blouse with black buttons, grey socks with black clocks, grey-ish straw boater with black band, bright crimson tie with black-headed pin.


At Amy’s old school, girls wore baggy pinafores which made even long-legged Sixths look like children. In a Drearcliff skirt, she felt more like a little adult – on the outside, at least.


On the hankie-pocket badge, a worried-looking woman – Saint Catherine, presumably – hung upside down on a cartwheel above an embroidered motto, a fronte praecipitium a tergo lupi. ‘A precipice in front and wolves behind.’


If the dreary cliff counted as the precipice, where did the wolves come into it? Those famous hunting dogs?


‘This your gear?’ Frecks asked. ‘All your worldly possessions?’


A porter had hefted her father’s old brass-cornered trunk on to the platform.


‘Yes.’


Frecks signalled a bent old gaffer, who hefted Amy’s luggage on his back and conveyed it to a horse-cart in the station forecourt.


‘Joxer’s odd-job man and general slavey,’ Frecks explained. ‘Don’t mind him. Shot in the head at Vimy Ridge. Came to Drearcliff with the nag, Dauntless. She was in the War too. Charged enemy guns. Not very bright, if you ask me. Say the name’ – Frecks mouthed the syllables Gen-er-al Haig – ‘and Dauntless bolts. Runs perfectly amok.’


Joxer had the opposite of a beard. His chin was shaven, but thick brownish-white hair sprouted everywhere else on his face except nose and forehead. Cheek-whiskers teased out to nine-inch points. Eyebrows curled like the heterocera of the dryocampa rubicunda or North American Rosy Maple Moth.


‘Your tumbril awaits, Highness,’ said Frecks.


The girl helped Amy climb up into the cart. There were hard benches to sit on.


Joxer let out a sentence consisting of one long unintelligible dialect word and Dauntless began to clip-clop off. One of the conveyance’s wheels was a different size to the others. The vehicle listed like a ship holed below the waterline, bravely sailing on to certain doom.


On the narrow road from Watchet to Drearcliff, they acquired a horn-honking retinue of motorists. Frecks smiled and waved at the fuming drivers as if they were all in the Lord Mayor’s parade. The growling roadsters could not get by. Ignoring beeps and shouts, Dauntless kept to the middle of the lane. When the slow-rolling cart turned off for the Grange, the cars whizzed past in relief. Amy saw fists shaken and lip-read swear words.


A rutted track led to a tall wall. Broken bottles stuck up from a rind of cement along the top.


‘No one knows whether the jagged glass is to keep angry mobs out or hungry girls in,’ said Frecks. ‘Dr Swan empties all the bottles herself, for personal use. Green for wine. Brown for beer.’


‘What about the blue?’


‘Poison, my dear.’


They came to a set of spear-tipped gates. Frecks stepped off the cart and opened them, standing aside to let Dauntless through. After fastening the gates, she slipped on to School Grounds by a small, almost-hidden door.


‘I trust you’re giddy from the privilege, Thomsett,’ said Frecks. ‘You’ve just passed through School Gate. You only get to do that again when you leave for good. It’s symbolic. From henceforth, you come and go through Side Door. And Girls’ Gate, which is further along. Oh, and over the cliff if you can clamber like a monkey or soar like an eagle…’


Considering how Mother had reacted, Amy thought it best not to mention her floating.


‘Hop down and we’ll walk the rest of the way,’ said Frecks. ‘It’s quicker.’


Amy joined Frecks. They watched as the cart trundled off along a side path, without them but with her trunk.


‘Worry not about your gear,’ said Frecks. ‘Joxer will dump it at the dorms. The Witches will go through it for contraband.’


‘The Witches?’


Frecks grinned. ‘Whips. Prefects. A superior type of she-imp. If you stashed a precious heirloom in with your scanties, Gruesome Gryce and her Murdering Heathens will have it away. Sidonie Gryce is Head Girl. Wears scalps on her girdle. Did you bring any dollies?’


A dread hand clutched Amy’s heart.


‘Only Roly Pontoons… I’ve had him for ages, since I was little.’


Frecks was exasperated. ‘I assume you were warned…’


Father had brought Roly home from Belgium, on his last leave. After he was killed, she’d liked to think he left the big-headed clown to look after her. Sometimes, she made Roly float in the playroom, flapping his oversize coat like moth-wings.


‘Say goodbye to Roly,’ said Frecks callously. ‘The Murdering Heathens have a burning fiery furnace. Like the one Shadrach, Meschach and the other fellow were bunged in. Prophets prosper in flames. Dollies don’t, as a rule.’


The dread hand squeezed. Amy was determined not to cry.


‘Gryce will probably dunk you in a horse trough too, or dangle you out of the North Window. Thinks she’s a caution. Best to grind your teeth and get it over with. You can shiv one of the minor arcana later, if you’ve a mind. It’ll either get the Witches off your back for a term, or declare a war which can end only in the fall of civilisation.’


Amy didn’t know what to make of Frecks. At her old school, there hadn’t been any girls remotely like her.


They strolled along a flagstone path between overgrown lawns. On one, a troupe of tall, clumsy girls in wispy Grecian gowns performed energetic leaps and bends under the direction of a large woman who beat time by slapping a riding crop into a gauntlet. On the other, a croquet match descended into a scratching, hair-pulling mêlée as a tiny teacher ineffectually shrilled a whistle. Amy thought she saw blood.


‘Unparalleled savagery,’ declaimed Frecks. ‘That’s the Drearcliff spirit. The malleteers are shamming the punch-up, by the way. The Fifth have a pool on who can get Miss Dryden to bust a blood vessel by overtooting.’


The path wound through gardens.


‘Our grand tour continues,’ said Frecks. ‘Sixpence for the guide would be appreciated. Dorms are in Old House, the one that’s falling off the cliff. I’m to get you settled in our cell later. Ames, the birdie who had your perch last, fled to Switzerland for her lungs. Reckon she inhaled ground grit to fake it. Hope you’re made of sterner stuff. It’s a nuisance having to break in new bugs every twenty minutes.’


Up close, Old House looked no more inviting than from afar. Near the cliff edge, signs warned against straying too close.


They passed through a short, covered walkway into a grassy square surrounded by low-lying buildings. In the centre of the Quad stood a plinth supporting a giant marble foot, broken off at the ankle.


‘Professor Clio Chalke McGill, classicist and plunderer, hauled that there tootsie from Ancient Greece and generously donated it to School. Miss Borrodale, who takes Science, says the rest of the colossus must be hopping mad. She’s mildly droll, though don’t get her on Palaeontology or you’ll never escape – and watch out for her thwacking habit. This lump is called the Heel. Rumour hath it the whole statue was supposed to be Achilles.’


‘Death to King Gustav V of Sweden’ was written in red on the white stone.


‘Pay no heed to the graffiti,’ said Frecks. ‘Absalom the Anarchist singles out a different oppressor of the people every week. Almost educational, but a Minor Infraction of School Rules. Clock up six Minors and you have to scrub the Heel with your toothbrush. I’ve done it twice.’


‘School Rules?’


‘Yes, nasty little beasts. Set down at the Diet of Worms in 1066. Memorise ’em, else you’ll be constantly in hot water. In some parts of School, it’s against rules to wear your boater. In other parts, it’s against rules not to. Running from lessons to Refectory is an Infraction. So is not running from Refectory to lessons. If a whip slaps you across the chops, you can be Minored for having a red mark on your face. She can keep slapping until you cease Impertinent Display. A Minor is whatever one of the Witches thinks up if she’s had a “Dear Jane” from her boyfriend and wants to take it out on someone who can’t jilt her for the butcher’s lass. I’ve been Minored for Inappropriate Failure to Whistle.’


‘Buttered crumpets!’ exclaimed Amy.


‘Major Infractions are the serious ones, though. Gross moral turpitude, grand larceny, public indecency, destruction of school property, arson in a naval dockyard. Anything liable to bring the institution into disrepute. Should you be inclined to such criminal endeavours, the good news is that whips can’t stick a Major on you without due process. The bad news is that Majors are punishable by fifty lashes with the Cat. Or transportation to the Colonies.’


The north side of the Quad was taken up by a new, three-storey building.


Frecks led Amy to the front steps. Stone eagles perched on low, twisted columns either side of the doorway. They had glass marbles for eyes.


‘I go no further, Pilgrim,’ said Frecks. ‘For me to pass unbidden between the Budgies would constitute a Major. Like School Gate, you only get the honour – if honour it be – of calling in at the Swanage on your first day. Venture within and report to Headmistress, who’ll terrify you for a quarter of an hour. Then trot along to Old House and seek out Dorm Three. I’ll introduce you to the Desdemona Damsels. With that, I bid you adieu… oh, and don’t look Dr Swan in the eye – she’s got the fluence.’




II: Headmistress


SHE STEPPED INTO a reception room.


One wall was three-fifths covered with framed school photographs, taken annually from 1877. Founding year. Generation after generation of girls. Rising through the years and passing out. Staff growing older and being replaced. Amy estimated Drearcliff Grange would have to start on a new wall in 1961.


A cabinet displayed sporting and artistic trophies. A grinning African fetish of evil aspect was lumped in with silver cups and ballerina statuettes.


There was a strong smell of pure alcohol. A burly woman stood at a table covered with newspaper, using vaporous astringent to clean a disassembled Lee–Enfield rifle. An enormous bunch of keys dangled from her wide leather belt. She looked at Amy through the long thin telescope of the barrel.


‘Go up, new girl,’ she said, nodding to a stairway. ‘Headmistress is waiting.’


Amy tried to put her foot on the first step, but found she couldn’t touch it – as if a hard, invisible pillow overlay the carpet. She shot a guilty glance at the custodian. Absorbed in oiling a spring, the woman didn’t notice. This wasn’t so much floating as standing on air. A slightly sick-making feeling, like pressing bar magnets together when their poles were aligned to repel. Amy was getting more used to it, though the sensation was still disturbing. She couldn’t get past the wrongness.


Using the banister, she pulled herself hand over hand. Trying not to think about going against nature, Amy glided upwards, toes barely brushing the steps. When she reached the first-storey landing, her usual weight settled back. Her shoes were set down on the carpet. After her floats, she felt heavy, as if Newton himself were paying her back for contravening his Law of Gravity.


A large door bore an engraved brass plate.


Dr Myrna Swan, Headmistress
D. Phil. (Bangalore), D. Eng (Sao Paolo), M. Script. (Wells
Cathedral) & Cetera.


Amy raised a knuckle. A voice came from beyond before she could rap on the door.


‘Enter, Thomsett.’


The door opened by itself. Across the book-lined room, a slim, imposing woman of indeterminate age sat behind a lacquer-topped desk.


Amy’s hand was still up, where the door wasn’t.


‘You didn’t do that,’ said Headmistress. ‘I did. I am not in the habit of issuing invitations twice.’


Amy stepped into the room.


Headmistress worked a lever on an apparatus like a typewriter mated with a sewing machine. The door closed behind Amy.


Above the contraption were several copper tubes which ended in eyepieces. Dr Swan had been looking through one. Another tube, with a lens, was out on the landing. It must be an array of mirrors, like a triple-jointed periscope.


Had Headmistress seen her flying? Not that it was really flying. Just – fast floating.


Dr Swan’s jet-black hair was coiffured in a bun on top of her head, with two pearl-tipped needles stuck through it. Her face was white but for red, bee-stung lips and a black beauty mark. Tiny lines showed around her large green-gold eyes. Amy remembered what Frecks said about the fluence. Dr Swan appeared over and over in the pictures downstairs. She had taken office in the founding year. Girls grew up and left, but she stayed the same, always dead centre in the school photograph. Her age must be even more indeterminate than it seemed.


Her tight silk dress was like a long tunic, green with gold griffin designs. A nurse’s watch was pinned like a brooch on her breast. Her black academic gown hung loosely. It had sawtooth trailing edges and a flaring demon-king collar.


‘Thomsett, Amanda,’ said Dr Swan, tapping a folder on her desk. ‘Third, Desdemona, Unusual.’


Amy understood half of that.


‘Desdemona is your House,’ Headmistress explained. ‘Drearcliff has five. Ariel, Viola, Tamora, Desdemona and Goneril. Had you arrived at the beginning of year, you would be Ariel. In the circumstance, you fit where you must. Desdemona was down a girl. As for Unusual… your mother wrote about “incidents” at home. Footprints on the ceiling. She trusts you will grow out of it…’


Amy blushed like a fire engine.


‘I know you will not,’ said Dr Swan. ‘Unusuals have Abilities or Attributes, sometimes both. You are blessed with Abilities. It is our responsibility to help you cultivate them, to find Applications.’


Amy was astonished. This was not what she – or Mother! – expected from her new school. In the months since she first came unstuck from the ground, Amy had been subjected to cold baths, weighted pinafores, long walks, hobbling boots and a buzzing, tickling electric belt. Leeches and exorcism were on the cards. Mother’s whole idea in sending Amy to Drearcliff was to clamp down on floating.


‘We have a tradition of Unusual Girls at Drearcliff. I like to think of them as my cygnets. You’ve heard of Lucinda Tregellis-d’Aulney…’


The Aviatrix. Britain’s flying heroine. The only woman among the Splendid Six, Britain’s most unique and remarkable defenders. She didn’t just float, she soared. Amy followed her exploits in Girls’ Paper. Lady Lucinda was currently prominent in the illustrated press for nabbing Jimmy O’Goblins. The coinernecromancer, whose lightweight sovereigns caused escalating misfortune each time they were spent, was in the Special Prison with a sore head. The Aviatrix was invited to high tea at the Palace with the King and the governor of the Bank of England.


‘Tregellis-d’Aulney passed out in ’16. She has made a name for herself. So have other Drearcliff Unusuals. Irene Dobson, the medium. Cressida Hervey, the Australian opal millionairess – with dowsing abilities. Monica Bright – ‘Shiner’ Bright of the Women’s Auxiliary Police. Grace Ki, the Ghost Lantern Girl. Urania Strangways, who survived hanging in Montevideo last year. Luna Bartendale, the psychic investigator. I take pride in my cygnets’ achievements, whichever direction their enthusiasms take them. You have, I trust, an enthusiasm?’


Shyly, Amy admitted ‘I like moths. Not collecting them. I don’t believe in killing jars and pins. I’ve sketched three hundred and twelve distinct live specimens. British Isles, of course. I’m nowhere near finished. There are over two thousand British moth species alone.’


‘That is not what I mean by an enthusiasm, Thomsett. Still, it’s early days yet. Can you, ah…?’


Dr Swan gestured with her flat palm, lifting it up over her desk.


Amy looked at her toes. She worked so desperately not to float, she couldn’t unclench whatever it was that held her to the ground.


She strained, eyes shut, making noises inside her head.


‘You are trying too hard, Thomsett. Nothing good comes of that. You must let go, not hold tight.’


Amy nodded and relaxed. She rose an inch or so from the floor, but couldn’t stay up. She clumped down again.


Dr Swan raised an eyebrow. ‘Promising.’


Amy was exhausted. Had the Aviatrix – who grew temporary wings of ectoplasm – started like this? With tiny floats? Did she ever wake up thumping against her ceiling, blinded by sheets tented around her, in a panic that the world had gone topsy-turvy?


‘And the other thing,’ Headmistress said. She put a fountain pen on her blotter.


Amy thought about the pen floating, but it only wobbled – and leaked a bit.


She tried to apologise. She could sometimes make things float. More often, she gave herself a nosebleed. Frankly, it was easy enough to pick up a pen with her fingers. Taking hold of things with her mind was a strain.


Dr Swan didn’t press her further.


‘My eye will be always on you,’ said Headmistress, tapping her copper tubes. ‘We shall see what can be done with your Abilities. Pick up your Time-Table Book from Keys.’


Amy knew who Headmistress meant.


‘Dismissed,’ said Dr Swan, depressing a lever.


The door opened. Amy backed through it.




III: Dorm Three


OUTSIDE OLD HOUSE, Amy found four Seconds performing an intricate skipping ritual to a never-ending rhyme about drowned black babies in a terrible flood. She asked where she could find Dorm Three. They stopped in mid-chant, staring as if she were a person from Porlock – as it happens, only a few miles away – interrupting Coleridge in full poetical flow. The solemn adjudicator pointed up at the top of Old House, then crossed herself and snapped her fingers to order resumption of skipping and chanting. The terrible flood had to drown many more black babies.


Inside the building, which smelled of rain on rocks, Amy found a tree of signs pointing to destinations as diverse as ‘Refectory’, ‘Stamp Club’, ‘Timbuctoo’ and ‘Nurse’. A broken-necked Mr Punch dangled from the Nurse sign in a hangman’s noose, pricking Amy’s fears for Roly Pontoons. Higher branches indicated dorms were on the upper floors.


Amy climbed a winding stone staircase. Names, phrases and dates were scratched into the walls. At her old school, boarders slept in something like a hospital ward or a barracks – a big room with beds lined up opposite each other. At Drearcliff, dorms were long, dark corridors with doors off to either side. Amy didn’t know where to go from the landing, so she opened the first door. Four beds fit into a room the size of the one Lettie the maid lived in at home. A girl with two sets of extra-thick spectacles – one in her hair like an Alice band – was putting together a tiny guillotine from lolly-sticks and a safety razor-blade.


‘You want Frecks’ cell,’ she said, without looking up from her labours. ‘End of the line, new bug. You’ll whiff it before you see it. No mistaking Kali’s herbal fags. Now, push off will you… this little beast has to be in chopping order tomorrow or I’m for a roasting from Digger Downs.’


Amy ventured on. From behind a closed door, she heard a quid pro quo Latin quiz. She caught a peculiar fragrance – heady, a little exhilarating – wafting from an open room at the far end of the corridor.


Sticking her head in, she found Frecks lolled on a cot, perusing a volume with a brown paper cover. She looked up.


‘My Nine Nights in a Harem,’ Frecks explained. ‘Fearful rot. Come the deuce in, Thomsett. Meet your fellow dwellers in despair.’


Amy stepped into the cell, ducking to avoid bumping her head on the low lintel. She wouldn’t have much room to float here.


‘Thomsett, this is Light Fingers…’


A small, blonde girl sat in a rocking chair, deftly embroidering a piece of muslin. She held it up to her face. It was a Columbine mask, with fine stitching around eye- and mouth-holes. Little sequin tears sparkled on one cheek.


‘The fuming reprobate is Princess Kali.’


A slender brown girl with a red forehead dot and a gold snail stuck to her nose sat on a mat, legs folded under her. She puffed a slim cigarette in a long holder as if it were a religious obligation. Her eyes were slightly glazed.


‘Me, you know,’ said Frecks. ‘That’s your corner.’


Frecks indicated a neatly made, if somewhat forlorn, miniature bed. A dagger was stuck through the pillow.


‘Don’t mind the pig-sticker,’ said Frecks. ‘It’s not for you. Was sent to the last girl before she took poorly. Never did get to the bottom of that ’un. Many were the questions about dear departed Imogen Ames.’


Light Fingers set aside her needlework.


‘She’s quick,’ said Frecks. ‘Her register name is Emma Naisbitt. Her parents are in jail. Which puts her one up on most of us. We tend to be orphans or semi-orphans at Drearcliff. My lot were shot as spies in the War. By the Hun, I hasten to add. All very glamorous and tragic. I was packed off here by my brother. Lord Ralph holds the purse strings till I’m eighteen and past it. Worse luck, since he’s a gambling fool and a fathead for the fillies. I fully expect him to run through the dosh and leave me to make a way in the world by wits alone. He’s tragic, but not very glamorous. Still, I don’t have the worst of it in this cell. Kali’s Pa had her Ma put to death for displeasing him. He’s a bandit rajah in far-off Kafiristan. He’s run through dozens of wives.’


Kali rose elegantly, hands pressed together as if in prayer, and stood on one leg like a flamingo. She had masses of very black hair.


‘Hya, dollface,’ said the Hindu girl, rather musically. ‘Whaddaya know, whaddaya say?’


‘Kali learned English from American magazines,’ Frecks footnoted.


‘Ahhh, nertz! I talks good as any other dame in the joint.’


Kali put both feet on the floor and stubbed out her cigarette in a saucer. She had pictures from the rotogravure pinned up over her cot – scowling men in hats: Lon Chaney, Al Capone, Jack Dempsey.


‘I forgot to ask,’ said Frecks. ‘Are you down one parent or two?’


‘One,’ said Amy. ‘My father. The War.’


‘Tough break, kiddo,’ said Kali.


‘Say no more,’ said Frecks. ‘Mystery lingers, though. Why’ve you suddenly been sent here? In the middle of autumn term? There’s usually no mistake about whether one is or is not Drearcliff material. Born with a caul, font bubbling over at baptism, nannies fleeing with hair gone white overnight, scratches on the nursery wallpaper…’


Amy hesitated. Interest sparked. Frecks and Kali exchanged a Significant Look.


‘Light Fingers,’ said Frecks. ‘You’ve got competition. We have another Unusual.’


Denial sprung up in Amy’s throat, but died. There was no point. It was out before she was properly here. Mother would be livid.


Light Fingers regarded Amy with suspicion, tilting her head to one side and then the other.


‘It’s not something you can see,’ said Frecks. ‘Like Gould of the Fourth and her teeth and nails. Or that Goneril guppy with gills. It’s something she does. Hope you’re not a mind reader, Thomsett. They’re unpopular, for reasons obvious. Dearly departed Ames was a brain-peeper. Didn’t make her happy.’


Amy was tight inside. Close to tears, though she kept them in.


‘There there, child,’ said Frecks. ‘We won’t hurt. Tell all.’


‘C’mon, doll, cough it up an’ ya’ll feel better.’


The three girls were close to her now. Amy knew this was important.


‘Light Fingers,’ said Frecks, ‘show her yours.’


The blonde girl reached out and tapped Amy on the chest with her right forefinger, then opened her left hand to show a black-headed tiepin.


Amy, astonished, touched her tie. The pin was missing.


‘How…?’


‘Prestidigitation, old thing,’ said Frecks. ‘As practised in the Halls by respected conjurers. And in the stalls by disreputable pickpockets. The hand is quicker than the eye. Naisbitt’s hands are quicker than a hummingbird’s wings.’


Light Fingers clapped her hands and showed empty palms. Amy found her pin back in place. A bead of blood stood out on the girl’s forefinger. Light Fingers licked the tiny wound.


‘Gets it from her parents. They had an act at the Tivoli. Doves out of hats. Escapes from water-tanks. Also, a profitable sideline: lifting sparklers from nobs in the audience. Got caught at it. Hence, jail. Captain Rattray nabbed ’em. You know, Blackfist. The big bruiser in the Splendid Six – with the Blue Streak, Lord Piltdown, the Aviatrix and the other two no one remembers. Mrs Naisbitt made a pass for Rattray’s magic gem. That was the end of that.’


Amy knew all about Blackfist. Dennis Rattray, a gentleman explorer, had discovered a pre-human cyclopean idol in a cavern temple under the Andes. From its forehead, he plucked the famous Fang of Night jewel. The story was that when he made a fist around the mystic purple-black gemstone, his body became as impervious to harm as granite and his blows landed with the force of a wrecking-ball. Since then, he had biffed rotters and foiled plots against the Empire. He also concerned himself with less momentous, nevertheless baffling crimes… such as, presumably, the Naisbitts’ pilfering spree.


‘Mum and Dad could escape any time they want,’ said Light Fingers. ‘They get out of their prisons and visit each other. All the time. But they go back for the head-counts. Less trouble in the long run. They only stole from horrid people, by the way… quite a lot of rich people are horrid. And Rattray said he’d let them off if Mum went to Brighton with him for a Bank Holiday weekend, so he’s fairly horrid himself, no matter what the papers say. After all, he got to be Blackfist by stealing something which was perfectly happy where it was and has the nerve to pinch other folks who are just trying to make a living.’


‘Editorial comment over,’ said Frecks.


Amy assumed Light Fingers was biased, but what she said sounded likely. It had always seemed to her that Blackfist enjoyed biffing rotters rather more than was entirely healthy. There was once talk of the Aviatrix and Blackfist getting engaged, but that cooled down… and no wonder, if he was the sort to issue improper invitations to married lady thieves.


The three girls looked at Amy, expectant.


‘A shy one,’ said Frecks. ‘Probably taught to hide her light under a bushel. We haven’t anything else to show. Kali and I aren’t Unusual that way. Just warped. Drearcliff Girls have something extra or something missing. Not just parents. Bits got left out when we were put together. Know what Kali’s going to do to dear old Dad when she goes home?’


Kali drew her thumbnail across her throat and made a ‘krkkkk’ sound.


‘Concrete overshoes, wooden waistcoat… curtains, kiddo!’


‘Means it, too. She’s going to be a bandit queen. She’s already coloured in her territory on the map. So, Thomsett, give…’


It wasn’t that easy. In Headmistress’s study, she hadn’t been able to perform on cue. Not really. It would be the same here.


‘She is giving,’ said Light Fingers, ‘look…!’


Amy was surprised, then glanced down. She was a full six inches off the floor, feet dangling limp. Her head pressed the plastered ceiling.


Kali and Frecks were wide-eyed. Light Fingers looked a little frightened.


Frecks whistled, long and shrill.


‘That was an appropriate whistle,’ she explained. ‘Crivens, you’re a pixie!’


Amy went inside herself, and thought heavy thoughts. She came down gently, on toepoints, then settled on her heels.


‘I am not a pixie,’ she said.


‘But you can fly!’


She shook her head. ‘No, I can’t fly. I can float. It’s not the same.’


The Aviatrix could fly. She could flap her wings, zoom along, bank and roll, ascend and descend, outpace any land craft. Amy could wave her arms all she wanted, but just went up and up like a balloon. So far, she’d only floated deliberately indoors. Once, she had dozed under a tree like Alice and woke up trapped by low branches. Mother said if she didn’t stop it, she’d drift away and be lost in the clouds.


‘Still, you’re an Unusual,’ said Frecks. ‘Headmistress must love you.’


Kali snarled. ‘Stay away from Swan! She’s trouble in velvet! A regular cyanide mama!’


‘Tell you what, though,’ said Frecks. ‘Desdemona won’t come bottom in netball this term. Not with two Unusuals. Light Fingers can steal the ball and make an invisible pass. Thomsett can float and pop it through the hoop from above. A tough rind for the harpies of Goneril to chew. Must get ten shillings down with Nellie Pugh in the kitchens – she’s school bookie, don’t you know? – before word gets out.’


For the first time, Amy wondered if Mother was wrong. Maybe floating wasn’t entirely wicked.


She was tired of hearing things like ‘how are you ever going to get a husband if you can’t keep your feet on the ground?’


She wasn’t sure about netball though.


A bell sounded, from down below.


‘Grub’s up,’ announced Frecks. ‘Form an orderly rabble and proceed to the Refectory. Come on, Thomsett, we’ll get you there alive. Then it’s down to whether you can survive the worst Cook flings at you. Word to the wise, shun the semolina. I have it on an impeccable authority that it’s bat’s blood in sick.’




IV: School Supper


THE REFECTORY MADE Amy wonder if Old House had begun as Drearcliff Abbey or Drearcliff Castle. The feeding trough was the sort of place Douglas Fairbanks generally did sword-fighting in, complete with flying buttresses, depressed arches, ribbed vaults and other features of architectural interest.


Stained-glass windows showed men in armour battling she-demons, who were generally getting the best of the fight. Amy wasn’t sure the windows were appropriate for younger girls. Several panels showed dismembered knights roasted on spits by happy, red-skinned devil cooks with extra mouths in their bosoms.


Pupils sat on benches at five long House tables, arranged by year. This meant roughly by size, though the odd freakishly tall or stunted specimen broke up any neat arrangement. Thirds had places half-way along the Desdemona table. They could look across at their contemporaries in other Houses. It was not done to pay attention up-table or down-table, where seniors or juniors sat.


Hundreds of girls, talking all at once, clattered to their table-places. The sound of wooden bench-legs scraping on stone set Amy’s teeth on edge.


Frecks anatomised the Houses.


‘Goneril are Sport House,’ Frecks explained. ‘Win at absolutely everything, from cross-country runs to tiddlybloodywinks. It’s so tedious. They used to play boys’ schools at football, but an archdeacon’s son got crippled – and his side took a ten-two hammering – so that was stopped. Tamora has the terrors. I josh you not. You’d do well to stay away. The most evil Witches are Tamora. Viola are babies. Blub all the time. The Greek dancing on the lawn soppists you saw earlier. Utterly wet and contemptible. Ariel are so stuck up you’d think they were port over starboard home through and through. Their people are mostly in trade. We can’t stand ’em. Got all that?’


‘Sporty, terrifying, babies and posh, yes. What are we?’


‘Desdemona? Red-headed stepchildren. Who don’t fit anywhere else. Come second in most things. If we’re top, it doesn’t count because we don’t win properly. You’ll hear that a lot.’


High Table was set on a dais before a triptych of especially ferocious dragons. It had a white tablecloth and the best china. Also, decanters of spirits and wine glasses. Girls made do with tumblers and jugs of brackish water, though Princess Kali surreptitiously dripped something fiery from a bullet-dented hip flask into her tumbler.


Once the girls were settled, they were counted off by Table Captains from each form, with the few absences due to illness listed. Light Fingers was the Third Desdemona Captain. Then, Headmistress made an entrance, cape flapping. Raucous hubbub ceased. After Dr Swan was settled on a throne at the centre of High Table, nine women – and one man! – walked in a processional and took high-backed chairs either side. Teachers wore capes and mortar-boards. Keys, the custodian, had no academic accoutrements, but her jangling keys were a mark of authority. A woman in a white starched wimple and an apron with a red cross on it must be Nurse. The man was very fat, nearly bald and wore a clergyman’s collar. Amy guessed he was School chaplain. The Staff faced out at the Refectory, at once on display and commanding an audience.


Servants rolled trolleys bearing cauldrons up and down the aisles, doling something which was either thick soup or thin stew into bowls. Frecks showed Amy how to hold her bowl up with one hand while taking a bread roll from a platter on the trolley with the other. Light Fingers made a show of being slow and clumsy, not wasting her Abilities at supper.


Headmistress made a gesture. The Chaplain got up and mumbled a grace in Latin.


‘Bow, you savages,’ hissed the Fourth captain up-table, exciting suppressed giggles from acolytes.


Grace concluded, everyone tucked in. Talking resumed and the Refectory filled with din again.


The soup-or-stew was hot and had a distinct, not unpleasant taste. The meat wasn’t the best, but the bread was fresh and soaked up the gravy.


Frecks introduced Amy to the rest of the Thirds. The guillotine-making girl, who only wore one pair of spectacles to supper, was Lydia Inchfawn. A bird-boned, pale American girl with long, straight, black hair suffered under the name Ticia Frump and planned to marry as soon as possible to alleviate the burden. The names Houri, Smudge, Peebles and Clodagh belonged to other girls, but Amy couldn’t fix which was which. Her head was overstuffed with new names, rules, people and language. Dinner at her old school was supper here, sweet was afters, Scripture was Religious Instruction, prefects were whips.


Martine, the humorous Fourth Captain, took note of a new girl down-table, but her acolytes kept to themselves.


Between courses, a squeaky-voiced, undersized Fifth slipped down-table, with notebook and pencil. She said she was from the Drearcliff Trumpet and wanted to interview the new girl.


‘Push off, Shrimp,’ said Frecks. ‘She’s not talking.’


The reporter blinked and retreated.


‘Can’t let her get her hooks in you,’ said Frecks. ‘Be wary of Shrimp Harper. Girl’s a menace.’


‘Don’t let her sketch you,’ said Light Fingers. ‘You’ll be faint-headed for a week and she’ll be bright as a new penny. We tried smearing her cot with garlic, but no joy.’


‘Garlic and Shrimp?’ said Kali. ‘Sounds like a recipe for murder.’


‘Unusual isn’t always good,’ said Frecks.


‘Mother says it’s never good.’


‘Who’s Unusual?’ asked Inchfawn. ‘The new bug?’


Questions were thrown at Amy by other girls. She wound up talking about moths. No one was perplexed, like grown-ups were, but no one was that interested either.


‘You’ll fit in,’ said a girl with black Indian braids. ‘You’re ga-ga already. We all go ga-ga at Drearcliff. After a while.’


When afters came, Amy took Frecks’ advice and spurned the semolina. She ate an apple, instead.


With the last bowl scraped, the servants returned to collect the crockery. Headmistress stood. Girls sat still and quiet again, as for grace. Amy realised the convention for quiet was not for religious observance but from whenever Dr Swan rose till she gave a nod for din to resume.


‘Girls,’ she began, ‘we must welcome a new sister among us…’


‘Oh no, she’s not going to…’ began Frecks…


‘… a new friend, a special gift to Drearcliff, a veritable ornament…’


‘She bloody is,’ said Frecks. ‘What a terror!’


‘… a shining beacon of potential, an Unusual Talent whose gifts should be nurtured till they reach full bloom…’


Amy didn’t hear the rest of the speech. The flagstones had opened and she was pulled under the roiling earth. Everyone in the Refectory looked at her. Her face was flaming red.


‘Jammy crumpets!’ she exclaimed, sotto voce.


‘Worse luck,’ commiserated Frecks.


‘Poison Doll might as well a’ stuck a target on ya, kid,’ said Kali. ‘What happens next won’t be pretty. Not ah-tall it won’t.’




V: The Witches of Drearcliff Grange


A FIRST WENT DOWN on one knee in front of Amy, hands clasped to her chest, ringlets rustling like silenced sleigh bells. The little she-beast declaimed dramatically…


‘Welcome, oh sister, oh veritable ornament, oh…’


Frecks cuffed the chit about the head. She squeaked like a pig.


‘Out of the way, scum, or be mistaken for a carpet and walked over…’


The theatrically inclined First was between the Dorm Three girls and the stairs. The little tragedienne’s clique had laughed at her turn but now just laughed at her. In the show business, applause was fleeting.


Frecks and Kali picked Bernhardt fille up and slung her to one side. She spat ‘I’ll be revenged on the whole pack of you’ and scurried away.


‘That exit line was from Twelfth Night,’ said Amy. ‘She’s a Viola?’


‘You heard the blubbing,’ said Frecks. ‘Of course she’s Viola.’


‘It’s not Viola’s line, though,’ said Amy. ‘It’s Malvolio’s.’


Kali gave the departed thespian’s audience the evil eye.


‘Any a’ you mugs got complaints?’ she asked.


The down-table girls looked duly intimidated. Kali made neck-breaking gestures. They fled.


‘This is gonna get monotonous,’ said Kali.


Amy was not reassured.


‘It’ll blow over when School finds something else to play with,’ said Frecks. ‘These things pass, like the wind…’


‘Wind does damage, sister…’


‘’Tis true, ’tis true.’


The Dorm Three girls trooped upstairs.


At their landing, Light Fingers made a sign, and they halted.


‘Uh oh,’ she said. ‘We’re Belgium?’


‘Belgium?’ asked Amy, puzzled.


‘Invaded and occupied, Thomsett,’ said Frecks. ‘Likely to be outraged by the Hun. Best get it over with.’


Their cell was already crowded. Amy’s trunk took up most of the limited floor-space. It was open, disclosing the rumple of her possessions.


A womanly Sixth sat in Light Fingers’ rocking chair, which was much too small for her. She hummed dreamily to herself, as if thinking only modest, chaste, improving thoughts. Her complexion was healthy cream, brushed lightly with rose-petal red on her cheeks. She had merry cornflower-blue eyes and rippling golden hair. She looked the sort of angel you’d never sully by placing her up on a Christmas tree. Her grey blazer had gold piping. Above her school badge was picked out, in gothic script, Head Girl.


‘Gryce,’ acknowledged Frecks.


‘Shut your hole, Walmergrave,’ said a bony, dark girl whose sallow face was half-masked by a wing of black hair. ‘This isn’t your bailiwick.’


She stood behind the rocking chair, arranged side-on as if to present a thinner target. She had been poking through Amy’s Book of Moths with a long-nailed finger.


Frecks held back, along with Kali and Light Fingers.


Two other Sixths were in the cell, taking up room: a big-shouldered, tubby girl with a face like one large pimple and rope-braids hanging to her waist; and a fey, huge-eyed sprite with a white streak in her enormous cloud of brown hair. They all had gold piping.


These were the Murdering Heathens.


‘Amy, entrez votre cell and asseyez-tu on votre cot,’ said Gryce, sweetly. ‘I fervently hope we shall be les amies eternels.’


Frecks gave Amy a gentle prod between the shoulder blades, and she crossed the threshold. She had to bend and twist to make her way without touching the Sixths or tripping over her trunk. She sat on her cot, knees together, hands in her lap. She tried to ignore the hammering of her heart and the lightness of her spine. This was no time for floating. She thought herself heavy. Her cot-springs creaked.


‘I am Sidonie Gryce,’ she said, looking Amy directly in the eyes. ‘I am Head Girl. I embody School Spirit. ’Tis my duty to make filles nouvelles welcome. If Discipline is necessary, it is my sacred trust to apply the gentle hand of guidance…’


The dark girl snickered. She had fingernails like painted knives. Her uncovered eye was blue with a dash of red.


‘If Encouragement is needed, I shall be at your back, urging you to do your plus que belle for School. If Praise is merited, it shall not be withheld. That is the Code of Drearcliff Grange. Comprenez-tu, Amy?’


‘I think so,’ said Amy.


‘Bonne,’ smiled Gryce, with a flash of steel in her eyes. ‘These are mes amies and fellow prefects. Beryl Crowninshield…’


One-Eye.


‘Dora Paule…’


White Streak.


‘… and Henry Buller.’


Pimple Face.


‘You will address us properly as Head Girl, Prefect Crowninshield, Prefect Paule and Prefect Buller. Comprenez-tu?’


‘Yes.’


Gryce reached over, smiling, and slapped her face, then gave a ‘go ahead, try again’ nod.


‘Yes, Head Girl.’


Gryce bent over and butterfly-kissed Amy’s stinging cheek, then made a stroke-it-better gesture without actually touching her.


‘You see, mes filles, a perfect demonstration of the Method Gryce in action. Gentle Discipline. Firm Encouragement. Deserved Praise.’


‘Can I Encourage her, S-s-sid?’ said Buller, leaning over and putting her blotched face close to Amy’s. Her breath was sweet, like violet pastilles.


‘Not now, Henry,’ drawled Crowninshield. She gave a shoulder-twitch which briefly lifted her hair – revealing her other eye, which was brown – before it fell back in place.


‘Prefect Buller’s enthusiasm is School Spirit,’ said Gryce, waving the big girl away. ‘Do you have an enthusiasm, Amy?’


Amy was not forthcoming.


Crowninshield made a flutter with Amy’s book, flapping its covers like wings, flying it around the room like a trapped moth.


‘I am a moth,’ Crowninshield said, lips shut but throat moving. ‘I’m… drawn… irresistibly… to the flame!’


Crowninshield fluttered the book into Paule’s hair. The Witch who hadn’t spoken batted it away with her hands.


‘I repeat: do you have an enthusiasm, Amy?’


‘Yes, Head Girl. It’s…’


‘Did I ask you what your enthusiasm was?’


‘No, but…’


The hand went up.


‘No, Head Girl,’ she corrected herself.


‘See, you can learn. Now, let us guess your enthusiasm. Henry?’


Buller made fists, and leaned close again.


‘Is it bleeding? Bleeding, while trying not to b-b-blub? Bleeding from something that can n-n-never be fixed?’


‘No, Prefect Buller.’


‘Beryl?’ asked Gryce.


‘It’s not butterflies, is it?’


‘Yes, it’s not butterflies, Prefect Crowninshield.’


Crowninshield thought a moment and was pleased. ‘Do you hold the position that butterflies are a separate phylum of lepidoptera, as opposed to a sub-species of moth?’


‘Yes, Prefect Crowninshield.’


Lepidoptera are not a phylum, but an order of insects, which are a class of the arthropod phylum. Strictly, Amy acknowledged moths were what remained of the lepidoptera once butterflies were excluded. She kept that to herself.


‘The taxonomy is not uncontroversial, though, is it not?’


Amy couldn’t unpick the contradictions, but intuited her inquisitor couldn’t either, and answered ‘No, Prefect Crowninshield’ with confidence.


‘Paule, Paule, wisest of us all?’


‘I can’t bear moths,’ said Prefect Paule in a tiny voice.


‘That’s not a question,’ said Gryce. ‘That’s a statement.’


‘It is all I’ve to say on the subject. Moths are too Thursday for me.’


Crowninshield tossed Amy the book, which she caught before it hit her in the face. She held it shut in her lap.


Crowninshield tapped her own head. Amy realised what was being asked of her. She balanced the book on her head. At her old school her form mistress was a fiend for deportment, so Amy knew how to keep the book level.


Gryce smiled on her. She began to rock back and forth in Light Fingers’ chair, as if daring it to fly into splinters and give her cause to inflict severe Encouragement.


Frecks and the others were out in the corridor, watching. A crowd of Thirds gathered. Had they all been through this? Amy was probably getting an extra helping for being a new bug in the middle of term.


‘If the book falls,’ said Gryce, rocking faster, ‘you’ll be marked down as Not School Spirit. Une vraie salope! Scrubbing the Heel is a let-off next to the Encouragement visited upon those who are Not School Spirit. Keep a straight spine, moth-girl. Shoulders back. Eyes up, chest up. No, eyes down, showing la modestie propre…’


Amy looked down and felt the book tip – but she recovered in an instant.


‘There only remains the matter of contraband,’ said Gryce, signalling to Buller, who reached down into Amy’s trunk and pulled out a blue slip. ‘What’s this?’


‘A gymslip, Sid.’


‘Not a Drearcliff slip, though. Excluded.’


Buller tossed it in the air, and Crowninshield caught it.


Mother had not bought new gym clothes from the recommended dressmaker, believing Amy had the proper items – now, it seemed, the improper items – already. Her kit bore no emblems associated with her old school, but did not pass.


‘Navy is not Drearcliff blue,’ Gryce explained. ‘Sea-green is Drearcliff blue. Comprenez-tu?’


‘Yes, Head Girl.’


Yes, you Simpering Witch!


‘Don’t think of Head Girl like that,’ said Paule quietly. ‘She won’t like it.’


Amy felt stabbed. Paule was an Unusual. Her Abilities included some species of mental telepathy.


Gryce rocked, as Buller raised item after item. Skirts, socks, blouses. The Head Girl didn’t even look at them.


‘Excluded, Excluded, Excluded, Acceptable, Excluded…’


An old scarf had passed muster, at random.


Amy breathed evenly, trying not to float. She tried to present a bland countenance, tried not to feel anything. This ordeal would soon be over. The Murdering Heathens would not be here all night, could not devote the rest of their year at Drearcliff to this testing of the new bug.


She thought of moths, fixing their distinguishing marks, wing-patterns and antenna shapes in her mind. Moths made sense. Hepialidae: Hepialus humuli (Ghost Moth), Hepialus sylvina (Orange Swift), Hepialus fusconebulosa (Map-Winged Swift). Moths were various, but finite. Cossidae Zeuzerinae: Phragmataecia castaneae (Reed Leopard), Zeuzera pyrina (Leopard Moth). Moths flew, purposefully. Limacodidae: Apoda limacodes (The Festoon), Heterogenea asella (The Triangle). Moths were hardy, yet delicate. Tineidae Tineinae: Monopis laevigella (Skin Moth), Tinea pallescentella (Large Pale Clothes Moth), Monopis weaverella…


Amy was slapped…


She instinctively raised her hands, to catch the book, but Gryce caught her wrists. Amy cobra-necked and the book didn’t fall. She made the book light, almost to the point of floating.


‘I said, what is this contraband?’


Amy moved her eyes only. Crowninshield held up Roly Pontoons, invading his ballooning clown suit with her hand, waggling his big-nosed, jug-eared head, jingling the bells on his fool’s cap.


A tear rolled down Amy’s cheek.


She remembered her father making exactly the same gesture. Roly was as much puppet as doll.


‘Are you a little child? A little child who plays with dollies?’


‘No, Head Girl.’


‘Then, what is this vile specimen?’


Amy kept quiet. To speak would be a betrayal.


‘Not your poupée, then, Thomsett,’ stated Gryce. ‘You wouldn’t care if it were hurt, then?’


Crowninshield tore off Roly’s left arm, trailing stuffing, and dropped it.


Amy felt a sympathetic pain. The book held firm.


Crowninshield made a scream come out of Roly’s open mouth…


‘The whip hurt meeeeee, Ameeeeee,’ said Crowninshield, in a strange doll-voice. ‘You did nothiiiing, you beast. You were supposed to be meee ickle fwend! Meeee not love you any more. Meee hate you, Ameeee.’


‘Don’t talk like that to a Drearcliff girl,’ said Crowninshield, in her own voice, rapping Roly on the nose. ‘It’s not your place…’


‘Nooooooo….’


Crowninshield tore off Roly’s right leg and waved the puppet from side to side, screeching from the back of her throat.


Tears dripped off Amy’s chin now. But she made no sound. And her book held level.


‘Give her the wretched thing, Beryl,’ said Gryce.


Crowninshield held out Roly, then snatched him back as Amy reached for it. Then handed him over. Amy couldn’t help hugging the mutilated plaything to her breast.


‘Now, show School Spirit, Thomsett. Drearcliff Spirit. Can you do that pour votre amie Sidonie?’


‘Yes… Head Girl.’


Gryce smiled and sat back in the chair.


‘Then tear that horrible thing’s head off.’ Amy froze.


‘You heard me, new bug. Tear That Horrible Thing’s Head Off.’


‘Nooooo, don’t, Ameeeeee. Don’t kill ’ums. Meeeee soooo saad!’


‘Cut that out,’ snarled Buller. ‘It makes my f-f-flesh creep.’


‘There’s a lot of it,’ said Crowninshield in her own voice. ‘Isn’t that right, little cripple? Hasn’t Auntie Henry got a vast acreage of flesh to creep.’


‘Yessums, sheeeeee’s as fat as a cow!’


Amy hugged Roly Pontoons close. She remembered Father, in his uniform. His Roly Pontoons voice was deeper, jollier than Crowninshield’s shrill, cracked whine. ‘Hello, Amy, I’m your friend from Belgium. Won’t we have jolly fun!’


Moths, she thought, getting a good grip on Roly’s neck. Gracillariidae Gracillariinae: cameraria ohridella (Horse Chestnut Leaf-Miner). She found stitches weakened by years of night-time hugs and dug her nails in. Gracillariidae Lithocolletinae: Phyllonorycter coryli (Nut Leaf Blister Moth), Phyllonorycter…


‘Off with its head,’ insisted Gryce.


‘Pleeese, nooooo…’


‘Mind that wobbly book, Thomsett,’ said Crowninshield, seeming to talk over herself.


Amy thought she was pulling Roly’s head, but it stayed stuck. She willed herself to tear, but orders weren’t reaching her hands.


From inside her blazer, Gryce produced a pair of man’s white dress gloves. She put them on, slowly, flexing her fingers, making and unmaking fists. There were scuffs and stains on the gloves.


Amy looked into Roly’s trusting glass eyes.


Jolly jolly fun.


‘Noooooo…’


‘Okay, that’s the limit,’ said Kali.


She stepped into the cell and put her hands round the throat of the nearest Murdering Heathen, Dora Paule.


‘Read my mind, sister,’ she said.


‘So angry,’ breathed Paule.


‘You ain’t talkin’ horse-feathers. You in the chair, up and out, see. Take a powder. Amscray to Ellhay. Make like a tree and fall down. I ain’t just lip-flappin’.’


Buller lunged across the cell.


Without letting go of Paule’s neck, Kali angled her body and kicked out – sticking her shoe into the prefect’s wobbling tummy. Buller doubled over.


‘Any more want a taste of tootsie-to-the-tum? Head Girl?’


Gryce stood, head touching the low ceiling. She was a foot taller than Kali.


‘Kali Chattopadhyay,’ said Gryce. ‘You are not showing School Spirit.’


‘Ain’t I? Balloon juice.’


‘I have no idea what that means.’


Frecks was in the cell, too, now. She stood aggressively close to Crowninshield.


‘Prefect Crowninshield, so kind of you to visit. Do call again soon. When you’re better.’


Crowninshield gave a half-smile and had to contort to get past Frecks. She was first out of the room. Kali let Paule go, and she helped Buller – whose red face was set in pain – out.


Kali looked up at Gryce. The Head Girl reached out and pinched Kali’s nose-snail lightly.


‘Three Minor Infractions, for all girls in this cell… for all girls in this House.’


Groans from out in the corridor. Someone muttered ‘I’ve only got the bloody Heel now’.


‘And a Major for you, Chattopadhyay. Report to the Whips’ Hut first thing after Chapel tomorrow. For Encouragement.’


‘I’ll be there, Princess. You can be sure of that.’


‘Good night, new bug. We’ll pick this up when you’ve settled in. I fear you’ve made a poor start. Au revoir.’


The Witches were gone.


Frecks shut the cell door, barring the rest of the Dorm. Amy stopped shaking and mopped her face. Kali took the book off Amy’s head and put it on a shelf above Amy’s cot.


‘Here,’ said Light Fingers.


Amy looked down. Light Fingers had Roly’s arm and leg in her cupped, open hands.


‘I’ll get my sewing things,’ said Light Fingers.




VI: Broken In


THREE WEEKS LATER, the whole of Amy’s life before Drearcliff Grange was a fading nursery memory.


Like many a veteran of the Great War, Roly Pontoons was repaired but not the same. Coffined in a shoebox under her cot, he was out of harm’s way but also set aside. Her mother’s letters, fine copperplate complaints about Lettie’s slackness and the dreadful nouveau riche neighbours, were read once and filed with Roly.


Amy nestled in the heart of a Chinese doll of institutions, official and otherwise. Frecks’ cell, Dorm Three, Desdemona House and School. At times, she belonged to forms where Thirds of all Houses mixed and House Middle School sides where a lumpage of Thirds and Fourths, along with gargantuan Seconds and titchy Fifths, was acceptable. She stayed away from netball, but was recruited for other sports – cricket and hockey balls were too fast and small to get a mind-grip on, and the games offered few opportunities for unnatural leaps and levitations. Her newness was worn off. Everyone else had forgotten what it was like when she wasn’t at School too.


Every Monday, in Chapel, Headmistress called the whole register… Abbott, Absalom, Ackland, Acreman, Addey, Aden, Adkins, Ah, Aire… Over three hundred names, called and responded to before breakfast. The first time, Amy was terrified she’d miss herself but piped up a ‘present’ on cue and the register passed on. She was settled in the Ts… Teller, Thaw, Thicke, Thiele, Thomsett, Thompson, Thorn, Thorne, Thorpe…


A handful of girls were on the register, but not at School. It was customary for their forms to thunder ‘absent’ en masse when they were called. ffolliott-Absent, a fabulously wealthy Ariel Sixth, was famous for her non-presence. She was rumoured to be living high on the Riviera while her guardians assumed she was safe at Drearcliff. She paid off Dr Swan to withhold distressing information from the trustees of the ffolliott estate.


Teachers’ names, handles, enthusiasms and tells had been learned. Amy had most to do with Mrs ‘Wicked’ Wyke, Head of Desdemona Middle, who took Classics, Geography and Gym. Despite her ominous handle, Wicked was a sweet-natured pudding, inclined to fluster and fuss and cluck when liberties were taken – which was, as a consequence, frequently. History, Dance and Deportment were taught by Miss ‘Digger’ Downs, known for utter lack of humour, malapropisms and spoonerisms and protracted, fiendishly devised revenges against pupils and Staff alike. Wyke lessons were lively, wild-spirited affairs, but Digger insisted girls toil in a silence relieved only by the ticking of the classroom clock or the beat of her riding crop. Her conviction was that Dance was best taught without the frivolous distraction of music. French, Russian and Astronomy were down to Miss Bedale, whose favoured teaching tool was the acronymic mnemonic.


Religious Instruction was the province of the excessively powdered Reverend Mr Pericles Bainter. Some girls fervently believed he was a recruiter for a white slave ring. Several times, Amy was warned in hushed tones that Ponce Bainter made a habit of shipping off Fourths and Fifths to the Orient to become addicted to bhang, importuned by Lascars and sold to seraglios. Opinion was divided on whether this was a fate worse than death or an acceptable way of meeting a nice Lascar who would probably turn out, like Tarzan or the Sheik, to be an English Lord raised in foreign parts. English, Poetry and Drama were entrusted to Miss Kaye, ‘Acting Mrs Edwards’, a sensible flapper – if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms – who was on the Staff temporarily while the regular teacher was off having a baby.


Sciences were taken by Miss ‘Fossil’ Borrodale, a deceptively fair-faced young woman who was the object of Desdemona’s most notorious crush, the fanatical devotion which burned in the breast of Lydia Inchfawn. Fossil carried a length of rubber tubing and settled Minor Infractions by calmly offering miscreants a choice between ‘the short, sharp shocks’ (three thwacks across the open palm) or ‘the long, tiresome retribution’ (producing a manuscript copy of ten random pages of the Encyclopaedia Britannica). Infractors almost always chose the shocks, to the teacher’s evident delight. When she administered ‘three across the hand’, her eyes glittered and she bared her small, pearly teeth. Inchfawn filled up sketchbooks trying to capture Miss Borrodale’s expression, and would willingly take the blame for unattributed malfeasance in order to savour short, sharp shocks on her permanently reddened palm. Fossil also commanded the QMWAACC – the Queen Mary’s Women’s Auxiliary Army Cadet Corps – which spent Thursday afternoons on coast patrol with wooden rifles, looking for spies and smugglers (and ammonites) along the beaches and cliffs. Fossil maintained that Drearcliff was ever ready to defend Somerset from foreign devils, no matter that the most likely invaders of these shores would have to come by coracle from Wales. Smudge Oxenford – Dorm Three’s leading Exaggerator – said that on a route march in the rain last term, Fossil had three girls lashed for desertion under fire.


Amy had four Minor Infractions in her Time-Table Book, which girls must carry at all times and surrender to a whip or teacher who wished to mark a Black Notch in the tally-page at the back. Not having the Book about you was good for an additional Minor. After Gryce’s welcome-to-school Black Notch, Amy’s next Minors came together. Digger Infractioned her for talking in a lesson, to wit: asking Light Fingers for a lend of a pencil sharpener. Amy admitted her Book was back in Dorm, and was ordered to report with it before Prep. Digger dipped her pen in an inkwell and made two thick, practised flick-marks on the tally-page. Carrying the Book at all times wasn’t in School Rules, but was an Addendum of Usage – unofficial, but enforced. Her other Minor was malice on the part of Crowninshield. The wall-eyed whip singled her out of a gaggle of Thirds crossing the Quad between lessons and Black Notched her for ‘taking the inappropriate diagonal’. A deep voice that seemed to come from the Heel said ‘somebody needs a good bottom-kicking.’ Amy wasn’t sure if Crowninshield’s ventriloquism was an Ability… or just a Trick.
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