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			For all the young women that crossed the threshold of my classroom

		

	
		
			

			‘Courage calls to courage everywhere’

			Dame Millicent Fawcett

			Πῦρ γυνὴ καὶ θάλασσα, δυνατὰ τρία

			‘Fire, woman and sea, the mighty three’

			Aesop
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			Prologue

			Summer 1993

			The merriment of moments before had dissolved into panic; chairs were dragged back, wine glasses tumbled to the floor. Soft silk dresses moved quickly as the wall of smoke drew nearer, thick with heat and tails of flame.

			Slim girlish arms pressed urgently at the wide door frame as others streamed past in an attempt to escape. But the main passageway had already given itself up to the fire, the scorched wood and stone falling away beneath their feet. Dazed parents were grasping at any girl, whether their daughter or not; other guests pushed forward in a bold effort to save themselves. Teachers dispersed among the others, losing their grip on authority, reality, sanity – searching for a plan of escape on the Headmaster’s shocked face.

			The hall’s windows shattered into hot shards; the cool sweet air of the night swirled high above them as if in mockery.

			A voice cried out, ‘Who did this?’

			Another rasped, ‘Why was there no alarm?’

			The person at the door was missing. Everybody was out of place but somehow, that empty spot read as a particular betrayal.

			A few passages away in a smaller hall, the windows shattered too – this time by force, in a small boarding house where escape seemed likely, and where the waking girls were more alert than those at the party. Heavy doors had been forced closed against the smoke while small hands punched at windows, using the curtains to push around the glass.

			In another part of the school, younger girls in pyjamas hurried about, while their housemistresses and matrons slept soundly above.

			The school building felt none of this urgency, standing firm despite its burning injury, holding fast as it was eaten from the inside out.

			The cold black seawater danced all around the peninsula. Lapping waves flashed red with complacency as the reflected fire burned. A wreck of seabirds flew away, silently and very fast.

		

	
		
			From the office of the Headmaster
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			Caldonbrae Hall

			Est. 1842

			 

			 

			Friday, 8th May 1992

			Dear Jane,

			 

			Further to our meeting last week and a discussion with the board of governors, we have concluded that your employment at Caldonbrae Hall must be terminated.

			 

			Your final lessons have now been taught and you must depart from the school’s premises by Sunday, 17th May. You will be required to vacate your classroom, the Classics office and your apartment. As per the terms of your contract, after this date you will be banned from the school’s premises, and from contacting its occupants, particularly any girls you have taught. May I also remind you of the terms that forbid you from discussing the school anywhere outside its grounds, and the severe repercussions should you do so.

			 

			Considering the value of the twelve years’ service you have given the school, and due to the short notice of this termination, you are assured that both I and the governors will see to your future professional and personal situations. Caldonbrae Hall will always be by your side.

			 

			We shall be searching for a replacement head of Classics, without the need for your involvement.

			 

			Yours,

			Headmaster

		

	
		
			Summer 1992

			Rose leaned on the wall behind her and spoke in a rush. ‘Mum, I had to phone you. Sorry, I know it’s a bad time, but . . . the thing is, I got the job.’

			‘At Caldonbrae?’ Her mother was breathless; Rose didn’t know if it was from disbelief or the illness.

			‘Yes, I got a letter,’ Rose insisted. ‘I can’t believe they’ve offered it to me.’

			‘That’s excellent.’ Her mother heaved an elated sigh. ‘Exactly what we needed.’

			‘I knew you’d be pleased.’ Rose bit her lip, wanting to tear the words back as soon as she’d spoken them.

			‘When would you start?’

			‘Really soon. September.’

			There was a cough. ‘Yes.’

			Rose frowned. ‘You don’t sound too good today.’

			‘I’m fine, contrary to what the nurse tells me. Just some tingling in my hands.’

			Rose could hear an echo behind her mother’s voice; she wondered which room they’d put her in. ‘They do know best, Mum.’

			‘Not here they don’t. You can put me up in a proper place, now that you’re moving up in the world.’

			Rose winced as she continued: ‘I don’t know about accepting it, though . . . I’ve only been teaching a few years, and the other staff will probably be at least twenty years older than me. I’m not sure if I can really—’

			‘Nonsense, child. They’ve chosen you. Your record is outstanding.’

			‘Yes, maybe, but the school’s so . . . grand. It’s a boarding school, Mum, and it’s all girls.’ Rose looked out at the glow of a street lamp in the rain; it was darker than it should have been on this low June evening. She hadn’t switched on any of the lights in the flat – she’d been too astonished after spotting the letter on the doormat, tearing it open and rushing to the phone. Her flatmate was obviously still out. No one to celebrate with except her sickening mother at the other end of the line.

			‘Caldonbrae Hall is grand. It’s what we deserve, you just have to get on with it.’ Her mother’s hoarse voice rang with victory. ‘I’ve fought for things like this all my life. This is excellent for us.’

			For me, Mum, Rose pleaded inwardly. ‘I still don’t know . . .’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘It’s just mad, really,’ she carried on, ‘coming through that recommendation from a colleague. Then their visit here and the interview – strange to think I haven’t even been to the school at all.’

			Rose remembered how the two impossibly stuffy and elegant women in their late forties had shuffled into her messy Porta­kabin of a classroom: the deputy head, Vivien, and another Classics teacher, Emma. Rose wondered at the time why she hadn’t been given the head of department role – Emma had been at the school for more than a decade. After they’d left, Rose felt certain she’d never hear from anyone at ­Caldonbrae again. ‘They haven’t hired anyone externally for years, apparently. It seems so weird – they’ve barely seen me teach.’

			‘Well,’ her mother’s voice was strong, ‘the recommendation was enough. Clearly that’s how they do things. Besides, nepotism is how Britain is run, so why shouldn’t we benefit from it?’

			Rose frowned again, twisting the curled cord of the phone around her fingers; it pulled at the unit on the side table.

			‘But I don’t like that. And you’ve always argued against—’

			‘Times have changed,’ her mother said coolly. ‘Open your eyes, dear.’

			‘It’s just overwhelming!’ Rose sputtered out. ‘And it’s so far away, such a huge change from everything I have here.’

			‘You have nothing here but me, Rose.’

			Rose felt a rush of heat in her cheeks. ‘That’s a bit harsh, Mum. And it’s not true.’

			Her mother heaved a heroic breath in response. ‘You’re right that Caldonbrae Hall is far, no more of your weekend visits. I’ll come and visit you instead, with a carer. You’ll pay for it, of course.’

			‘Oh, well . . .’ Rose leaned against the side table. ‘I don’t know whether that’s—’

			‘A palatial establishment like that? Of course I will.’ Rose glared into the phone as her mother continued. ‘Will they give you somewhere to live?’

			‘Yes, they do that for all the staff apparently,’ Rose replied, relieved at the change of subject. ‘The letter says they’ll give me a flat above one of the boarding houses.’ She took a moment to squint across the dark sitting room, scanning her few bits of furniture and slotting them out in her mind from the ones her flatmate owned.

			‘Well, lucky you. Once you’re in, they’ll take proper care of you. My Rose.’ Her mother’s voice lifted with emotion, and something like pride. ‘Head of Classics, at one of the most famous schools in England, in our family.’

			‘It’s in Scotland.’

			‘None of that, please,’ her mother rasped, coughing again. ‘Listen to me, Rose. This is the best thing that has ever happened to us. I can’t wait to tell the others here. Stop dawdling and accept the job!’

			Rose cast her eyes over the letter; the school’s emblem seemed to catch the dim light of the street lamp through the window.

			‘I suppose . . .’ Rose’s tongue danced on the words before she spoke them, ‘Dad would have been pleased, wouldn’t he?’

			There was a difficult silence before her mother answered: ‘You are exhausting. Call them now.’

			Rose dropped the receiver onto the phone unit and picked up her letter again, searching for something to soothe her trepidation. She traced her finger over the emblem, reading the neat ribbon of Latin beneath it. PUELLAE MUNDI – girls of the world.

			The ancient words were calling to her and she nodded back.

			Scotland was far, more than five hundred miles from here in Kent. She wouldn’t be paying for her mother to visit – the woman could revel in her gushing satisfaction where she was.

			Rose dared to wonder whether five hundred miles was far enough for the ties between her and her mother to stretch tight and finally snap.

		

	
		
			MICHAELMAS TERM
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			Caldonbrae Hall’s four traditional guiding qualities are:

			confidence, courteousness, charm and courage.

			Caldonbrae Hall prospectus, 150th anniversary edition

		

	
		
			1.

			Rose dragged a finger under one eye; the slam of the train doors and the yell of a guard jogged her forward. She held her suitcase close to her, nudging her handbag to the side, pulling her dark hair into a thick twist before tucking it into the collar of her tweed jacket. The warmth and stench of the station was suddenly invigorating; she was grateful for it.

			As the train had slowed for its entry into Edinburgh, she’d glimpsed the sloping hilltop of Arthur’s Seat, surprisingly soft-looking and uneven, as if Zeus himself had pushed and moulded the hills with his enormous hands. The carriage had been warm with the late summer sunshine and Rose’s eyes had wavered along with the train’s long mechanical trundle. She’d kept her hand as a bookmark in the pages of the school’s heavy prospectus, and given up on the Cat Stevens tape in her Walkman. The headphones given to her by a friend were no good – the ear pads were so thin that Rose worried about the other people in the carriage hearing her music.

			The prospectus had arrived a week before, attached to a letter with a few kind words from the Headmaster. For Miss Christie, the first new member of teaching staff in over a decade – congratulations! It was the newest edition, since Caldonbrae Hall had just celebrated its 150-year anniversary. The pages already scoured, she’d simply spent the journey gazing at the shining photographs, hoping to imprint them on her brain. An aerial view of the stretch of peninsula, the particular bend of the land, the brilliant sea, the rocky beach, the ruddy cliffs, and the school’s majestic structure perched above. It sat at the furthest end of the peninsula’s finger, like an extraordinary grey wedding cake; halls and towers and rows of turrets added like great ornaments, with outlines of flying buttresses to decorate. There were more photographs of sculpted stone cloisters, a greenish quad, a close-up of a merman-like gargoyle. And then inside: wood-panelled walls, the stained-glass chapel window, a library with books stacked to the ceiling. Rose blinked at the sunny pictures of the students: a tall dark-haired beauty shaking hands with the Headmaster; a very fair red-haired girl laughing with her friends on a hockey pitch; other girls filling an art studio, or set like a tableau across a theatre stage. The opening pages read:

			Established in 1842 by Lord William Hope, a baron and a prominent Whig within the Victorian peers. Owing to the formation of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, the lands and title were granted to Lord Hope’s father by King George III. Upon inheritance Lord Hope had the castle fortress rebuilt in the Scottish Baronial style, and fitted it out as a dame school suitable for his six daughters, one of the first of its kind in Great Britain.

			A well-dressed man in the seat opposite Rose had stared down at the prospectus, his eyes burning into the pages as the sun slid across his face. Avoiding his gaze, she’d nudged the prospectus deeper into her lap and kicked her legs over her suitcase for security.

			But now the prospectus lay idle in her handbag, heavy over the rest of her things. Rose’s anticipation urged her forward as she dragged her suitcase towards the station’s concourse. She was in desperate need of a cup of tea.

			The square hall of the concourse was full of people looking harried and hurrying in all directions, while a row of taxis shunted past on the other side of the wide doors. Pulling her jacket tighter around her, Rose spotted a cafe bar in the corner, a spread of chairs and tables in front. The jacket was slightly too big for her, thanks to the tweed’s boxy shoulders. She’d found it in a charity shop and loved it instantly; it reminded her of Clarice Starling’s in The Silence of the Lambs. It was definitely too hot to wear in early September, but she wanted to look impressive when she first arrived, and hoped it might boost her confidence. Queuing behind a young family, Rose glanced over a row of newspapers clamped in stands next to the bar. A few of them flashed the same lurid picture – Princess Diana wearing a brilliant new dress, chatting to some man other than her husband. Rose frowned in sympathy: she liked Diana, even if her mother didn’t.

			At the front of the queue Rose trawled her eyes down the menu, even though she already knew what she wanted. When it was her turn she smiled at the pink-faced woman.

			‘Earl Grey, please, thanks.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Teabag in.’

			‘Milk, dear?’

			‘No thanks.’

			A cross-looking man hovered behind the woman, pulling a glass bottle out of a small fridge. Rose’s eyes lingered over a row of flapjacks.

			‘You’re far from home,’ said the woman.

			Rose looked back at her; the woman’s face was creased in kindness. ‘Yes, I am.’

			‘What brings you to Edinburgh?’

			Ed-in-bu-rruh. Rose wanted to imitate the woman’s pronunciation, to roll her tongue around those round consonants, against the harshness of her English accent.

			‘I’m on my way further up north-east. To—’

			‘Caldonbrae.’ The man was standing straight now, frowning at Rose.

			‘Yes. How did you know?’ Rose half laughed in surprise and the man glanced down at the prospectus peeking out from her bag. ‘I love the way you say it, with your accent. It sounds terrible the way I say it. Do you know of it, then?’

			‘You’re never a student?’ he answered with thinly veiled contempt. Rose checked the hardness in his eyes, the draw of his face.

			‘No, I’m a new teacher there.’

			‘Ach,’ he scowled. ‘You’re awful young.’

			‘I am older than I look. I’ve been teaching for four years now, including training,’ Rose answered firmly.

			‘That’s no’ Scotland, that place.’

			‘Well,’ the woman came in brightly, ‘how lucky those girls will be, to have you teaching them. I’ll bet they’ve got a load of old cranks up there.’

			‘Best of luck on your journey.’ The man turned back to the fridge as his wife smiled at Rose.

			‘Will you be wanting anything else?’

			‘No thanks,’ Rose answered flatly, preparing the change from her purse. ‘Just the tea.’

			‘Here you are.’ The woman passed over the styrofoam cup. She shrugged a shoulder at her husband and gave Rose a comforting pat. ‘Never mind him.’ Rose glanced down at the woman’s small hand over her own.

			She took a seat at the furthest edge of the cafe’s tables, her back to the couple. There, she pulled her suitcase into alignment with her feet.

			Rose didn’t like being separated from her things. Only a few favourite books and a pile of her smartest outfits were stuffed into this shabby suitcase. The rest of Rose’s belongings – old volumes, clothes, bits of furniture – were packed in a small crate and would follow her, days later, to fill her new flat. Her first all to herself. The school had organised it, like they had organised her journey, her arrival, her new life.

			She’d managed to stuff one goodbye card from her former pupils into her suitcase, though it was probably creased in all the wrong places now. An over-large piece of card, full of their untidy scrawl, half-correct phrases in Latin, small affectionate doodles. They’d even drawn a version of her head as a Roman bust on the front; she’d blinked with tears and laughter when they’d presented it to her at the end of last term. Well, she wanted to bring that little piece of evidence of her previous life into this new one – some soothing proof of her own capability. And inside that card she’d stuffed the treasured postcards that had decorated her old classroom. Places she’d visited, places her mother had saved up for them to see together, places she’d saved up for alone: Pompeii, Rome, Athens, Ephesus. A view here, a theatre there; a mosaic here, a sculpture there: to expand her mind, expand her horizons – one of her mother’s favourite phrases. And now these were places she was going to talk about, share with her new students and their fresh set of eager faces.

			Rose didn’t yet have her timetable, but the Headmaster’s letter had informed her of seven classes of girls, one from each of the year groups, aged eleven to eighteen – just what Rose had been used to, and had trained for. At Caldonbrae Hall there were three ‘Junior’ years: the Firsts, Seconds and Thirds; then two ‘Intermediate’ years: the Fourths and Fifths; and finally the sixth-form’s seventeen and eighteen year-olds: the Lower and Upper Sixth. Rose knew that boarding schools usually had schedules busy with house duties and sports activities, but she’d been told that she’d settle in better with a lighter timetable for her first term.

			Rose pressed the cup to her lips but the hot tea burned her mouth, dashing down her throat with a slip of pain.

			She knew she would miss her old students just as much as she’d miss her old colleagues and their regular pub evenings or cinema trips. Last term, she and an Art teacher had watched Thelma and Louise on the big screen every Friday night for a month. It had been a nice life, and Rose knew that she’d think of them often, down in the sunnier south: even the white prefab of the squat school buildings, the concrete scrap of the courtyards, the shout of the students hurtling down the corridors.

			The memories squeezed at her heart and she looked away.

			Lucky, her old colleagues had insisted, picked out by an amazing school like Caldonbrae Hall, her career apparently speeding on ahead. Rose couldn’t have turned down this opportunity – the regret would have pursued her through her career. Now she’d have to learn to absorb the pride others had in her, to puff up this depleted balloon of self-worth inside her chest. Plus, her mother was right, Rose’s salary would cover the care she needed and more; and Rose could pay her back for all the things she’d done for her growing up, especially after her father had died. Rose smiled wistfully; perhaps in her own small way she was carrying on his academic legacy – not in his full lecture halls, but through short lessons in a brightly lit classroom in some tall building in Scotland.

			A mechanical voice broke through her thoughts, calling over the tannoy, informing her of her delayed train.

			Rose’s face flushed with alarm. By how long? The numbers flipped and Rose watched them change. Thirty minutes or more. But, she thought desperately, she wanted to see the place in daylight. It was already so late. Late in the day, late in the holiday. Term would start in two days – Rose needed more than that to settle herself in. But of course, she’d had no say in the matter. She worried about cutting it so fine – as if at any moment the school might turn around and send her away, tell her she wasn’t good enough; that it was all a mistake, just some cruel joke.

			Rose hoped the car organised at the other end would be aware of any delay; she didn’t want to keep them waiting.

			The sodden teabag slapped her mouth unkindly as she took another sip. It was lukewarm now and too strong – she flinched before swallowing the mouthful. Rose wondered whether she could ask the woman for a top-up of boiling water. Come to think of it, she needed the loo too. Maybe the woman could watch her suitcase while she went. Yes, she thought, she could even thrust the school’s prospectus in the front pocket and have it stare back boldly at the woman’s husband, just to taunt him.

			 

			A few hours later Rose arrived. Barely able to acknowledge the driver and his help with her suitcase, she fell into the back seat and into the final leg of the journey.

			Once the car pulled through the gates and trundled up the long drive, Rose stretched out to catch her first glances of Caldonbrae Hall – her new home. But it was only passing shadows that touched her eyes through the glass, a night fog of steeples and turrets moving high above the car windows. She thought of the pictures in the prospectus, trying to fit the grey wedding cake of the photograph onto the hulking black mass that actually met her gaze.

			‘Are we here?’ Rose asked the driver, although she already knew the answer.

			He said nothing. She felt only the gentle push of the car rolling forward, around and towards the front entrance of the school. There Rose looked up for the relief of light from several windows – but her sight deceived her still, with sharp corners and two half-faced gargoyles bathed in shadow.

			‘Good luck,’ the driver said as he dropped Rose’s suitcase heavily at her feet; he slammed the boot of the car with such force that she flinched.

			 

			The following morning Rose tried a walk along the peninsula, but the cold was tearing through her clothes, her jacket, nipping at the nape of her bare neck. She thought mournfully of the warm things she hadn’t packed: her knit cardigan, her favourite green blanket, at least one scarf. Even her dark hair taunted her by whipping around her face. Yes, the summer was certainly over, but the first days of September up here in Scotland were colder than she’d expected.

			The night before Rose had been met by the porters and an apologetic note from the Headmaster: complicated circumstances meant that he was unable to greet her that weekend. A band of three gruff but helpful men took her across the dim light of the entrance hall through corridors and passageways, handling her single suitcase between them as they mounted the stairs to her new flat. At the door, they stood in her way. One porter handed over a brass ring of keys, her own singled out. Glimmering with nerves, Rose thanked them, stepping aside to slip into the low-ceilinged rooms; the floor creaked as she crossed the threshold. The porters watched her curiously until she thanked them again with the close of her new front door.

			Rose felt along the wall for the light switch. In the small kitchen a hamper was laden with food: a loaf of bread, butter, wrapped cheeses and meats, a box of eggs, a bottle of milk and a few tins of soup. Rose had bent to find the fridge, feeling her way around the cupboards, her heart beating with gladness at the generous and expensive gesture. In the basket was a note from Vivien, the deputy head: another kind apology at the unforeseen circumstances, a promise of the Headmaster’s introduction at assembly on Monday, and a full tour of the school led by Rose’s colleague Emma that first afternoon. The dining hall would open the first morning of term, so the food was to be enjoyed until then. A lonely beginning, she’d thought, but a welcome one. The porters would show Rose her new classroom the next day, and she’d hope to find Emma wandering about – in the Classics office, perhaps. She’d have to wear her tweed jacket again, for any potential first introductions.

			But the next morning she hadn’t found Emma, or anyone of importance. The school was hauntingly empty, so she’d ventured outside into the bleary afternoon. She crossed ribboned playing fields, tennis courts, a pale green stretch of land interrupted by a long white pavilion. She peered over the furthest edge of the peninsula, the very tip of the broken finger and its rocky outcrops beyond. There were no others enjoying the grounds, but plenty of seabirds embedded in the ragged rock. Rose wasn’t used to that unexpected blue of the sea, the ruddy threat of the cliff – nothing at all like the bleached white cliffs and laughing sunlight of the south of England.

			Pushing her hair out of her face, Rose couldn’t help but marvel now at the great monster of the school building, as if at any moment it might hoist itself up on its hind legs and unfurl, with thick turrets as black scales down its back, and crawl heavily into the waters below.

			Inside its walls she could barely navigate from the wide entrance hall, the sweep of the double Great Stairs with a glass dome ceiling above. She wondered how she would learn all those corridors, those passageways, the rows of classrooms piled up on top of each other. Some dug out of the cliff below like dungeons, and others – like her own – high up and lofty with a fine view of the sea. Then the sudden caverns of the dining hall, the theatre, the chapel, a sports hall. All interconnected, sealed and folded into each other like dark tumours.

			Rose was nervous, running through the lines of her speech she’d had to write for Monday morning’s assembly, a particular request from by the Headmaster. A speech about knowledge and the ancient world, he’d advised, to introduce her to the girls. Rose didn’t want to consider how unusual the request was – a test of nerve in front of the whole school on her first day, perhaps – and by now her printed speech was soft from the damp sea air.

			The wind blasted at Rose again and she recoiled at the faint scream from the seabirds. She wanted to go back to her flat, somewhere in that mass of grey brick – her own new spot of warmth. She moved across the pitches, back towards the front entrance of the school, the grand swirl of the driveway and the majestic doors held wide open.

			Open for the girls.

			Rose stopped. She’d been outside long enough to miss the slow build of sleek black cars, backing far down the drive in a chain leading up to the front, depositing groups of girls and their trunks. There were squeals of laughter as the girls clasped each other before running into the building.

			Rose watched them from her distant position, shaking with cold in her tweed jacket. She ought to have donned the old raincoat she’d seen hanging up in an alcove cupboard in her flat – from a previous resident, perhaps – but she hadn’t dared. The page of her speech shook too, its paper coming apart, the typed words blurring as she folded it smaller.

			Beside the double doors one girl was standing still, separate from the movement of drivers and porters busy around her. She was a blur of dark hair and staring eyes, turned in Rose’s direction. Rose looked away, and was hit again by the cold blast of the wind.

			Others soon crowded the main doors and the girl was lost among them, as was Rose’s only way back into the school. She didn’t want her students to see her like this for the first time. Could she get to the rocky beach near the headland, or even wander down to the gatehouse of the peninsula? But then, she’d have to follow the driveway, passing each car and many pairs of young eyes. Rose resolutely turned around, held in that position by some strange force, her ears full of the furious turn of the sea.

			When she looked back at the school again – was it minutes, hours later? – the last of the black cars had slipped away from the main doors, now firmly closed.

		

	
		
			2.

			The next morning, Rose was the centre of attention in the great throat of Founder’s Hall. She fixed her eyes on the page in front of her, trying to ignore the mess of young faces beyond the platform where she now stood, all waiting for her to speak.

			‘. . . Greece has been touched by heroes, gods and Titans, and its mythology leaves marks even today.’ The scrawl of her handwriting was unforgiving, her original version of the speech torn apart by yesterday’s damp wind. Last night she’d hurriedly rewritten it, remembering extra bits just before she stood to speak. ‘One such place is Delphi, where oracles were told . . .’

			Three short rows of staff sat in a semicircle behind her on the platform. Rose could see the Headmaster – a surprisingly short man, she’d discovered when he’d introduced himself earlier – nodding along as she continued. But the animated words fell flat against her own ears.

			Earlier that morning she’d knotted her unruly hair into a thick plait, before scrubbing her teeth and her face with the same anxious vigour. But along the main corridor she’d seen her mistake – Rose’s hairstyle matched the uniformity of the Junior girls’. They wore twists of pigtails or slim plaits down to their waists, tied with silver ribbons that matched the bows at their necks, which in turn finished off prettily their white cotton dresses, long-sleeved and full, buttoned at the wrist and down the back. They looked clean and pressed, just out of a storybook, for their first day back at school.

			Rose needn’t have worried about finding Founder’s Hall for that Monday assembly, she only had to follow the swarm of girls filtering up the Great Stairs, along the first-floor corridor, up and around again towards the surprise of this gaping hall. There had been a short stream of Asian girls, too, one of whom tittered with amusement when she saw Rose stumbling with unfamiliarity towards the front platform.

			Now, as Rose spoke, several of the Intermediate girls in the middle rows shuffled in their seats. They were an older but awkward upgrade to the Juniors, in the same high-necked white dresses with tight bodices holding in their adolescence. Cropped grey blazers were fastened around their shoulders; they wore no silver bows, their hair flowing free. But even the Intermediate girls were thoroughly outdone by the sixth-formers lining the back rows. These older girls gave a splendid array of pastel colours, each dress individual and seemingly bespoke. Long-sleeved and long-skirted, the designs played with narrow waists, a high neck or a collarless one, sleeves buttoned or finished with embroidery. Rose had gazed at the delightful picture they all made, touching her own blazer with a tinge of shame. Her favourite outfit, a dark cotton shirt-dress under a second-hand blazer with brass buttons, was nothing compared to these silk and lace creations she saw in front of her.

			Rose ended her speech abruptly. A clap from behind infected the rest of the hall with a smattering of applause. She stepped backwards to a nod from the Headmaster, now beside her.

			‘Thank you, Madam.’

			Here again the Headmaster’s movements were small and perfectly balanced, gesturing at Rose to resume her seat. He smiled with his mouth, but his brown eyes were sharp and analytical. They matched the brown of his hair, which shone in the light, the shoulders of his frame soft and slight.

			‘Ladies, what a wonderful introduction from our new head of Classics. Please welcome her warmly according to our Caldonbrae tradition. Thank you, Madam, we hope you will continue to delight us all for many years to come.’

			Rose tried to smile, but worried that her face might crack as the hall now split into another ordered applause, a few young faces ducking in amongst each other to share a remark. The tall and angular deputy head, Vivien, took Rose’s place at the Headmaster’s side, a haughty expression fixed on her severe face. Stepping back to her seat, Rose wondered vaguely why the Headmaster hadn’t used her surname, and stuck only to this anonymous ‘Madam’ label.

			To distract her pacing anxiety, Rose sat down and cast her eyes over the large hall. The long, high-walled gallery was set with heavy canvasses including several portraits of aging men – previous Headmasters, she assumed. Rose blinked at an over-large map of the British Empire; its coloured spread across patches of the world reminded her of a Roman Empire poster from one of her old teacher training classrooms. The most prominent portrait was of the Founder, who gazed over the entire hall with disapproval; his grey curled sideburns as thick as his eyebrows, one arm touching a pile of books and the other pressed firmly against his heart. Above him the hammer-beam ceiling was knotted with a darker wood, and around it the hall’s upper edge was marked with square windows. The soft morning glow would have been soothing if Rose’s nerves hadn’t been so frayed.

			The deputy head was speaking now, her voice fluid and smoothly assured, somehow matching the curls of her steel-grey short hair.

			‘And now we will say the school grace, read by the younger sister of Hope’s most recent head girl, Vanessa Saville-Vye.’ A small girl peeled herself away from an Intermediate row and strode towards the lectern, tripping up the few steps, her face screwed up with distress. Rose stood up with the rest of the staff. The Headmaster and his deputy stepped back to the edge of the platform, their heads bowed in respect.

			From what Rose could see the girl was a pale thing, with a wisp of blonde hair around her head. A few of the teachers near Rose clasped their hands together as she grabbed hold of the lectern.

			‘May we be truly thankful for –’

			Rose could hear the girl’s thin voice tremor.

			‘May we be truly thankful for –’ She halted. ‘No.’

			Rose looked up. The girl, Vanessa, was almost vibrating with nerves.

			‘May we—’

			From his large portrait, the school’s Founder seemed to glower at her contemptuously.

			‘I’m sorry, I can’t remem –’ Vanessa turned her head, presumably to search the rows of girls below, who stared back indifferently. ‘Is it thankful . . . or grateful?’

			Near the front, a few Junior girls giggled. But a red-haired girl on the edge of a middle row was leaning forward and looking thunder at Vanessa. Rose couldn’t tell if it was in repugnance or in support. Vanessa’s question still hung in the air; she slowly turned her head towards the Headmaster, who stared at the floor, his eyes bright. Vanessa put one hand to her mouth as the other gripped at the stand. She hitched forward.

			Rose almost mirrored the girl’s movement. The teacher beside her moved his head with distaste.

			‘Shouldn’t we help her?’ Rose whispered.

			The teacher’s lips were pressed together resolutely.

			‘It’s not our place, dear.’ A woman on the other side of Rose shook her head. ‘She has to get it right.’

			‘She’ll learn,’ the male teacher nodded. ‘That one’s always been such a disappointment, so unlike her older sister.’

			Something burned in Rose’s chest.

			‘Headmaster is dealing with it,’ the woman finished.

			Sure enough, the Headmaster’s eyes were now fixed on the lectern, his face firm as he strode towards the girl. Vanessa stood aside for him awkwardly, and he took the lectern for himself.

			‘Not to worry, Vanessa. This year’s head girl, Clarissa Bray, will continue the grace.’

			At the far end of the hall Rose saw a back row of sixth-formers break apart. One girl marched out, a brilliant smile tearing across her face. She wore a green velvet headband across her auburn curls, which tossed across her shoulders and the green of her dress as she strode towards the lectern. The pride in her face seemed to draw the light of the room, but Rose’s eyes followed the Headmaster’s arm as it hooked over Vanessa’s shoulder, drawing the younger girl down the steps, along the front aisle and out of sight.

			‘What’s going to happen to that other girl? Vanessa?’ Rose asked the woman beside her.

			‘Oh, they all go through it, more or less,’ she answered, shuffling forward in her seat. ‘She’s only an Intermediate.’

			‘Where has he taken her?’

			The woman turned to face Rose with a frown. ‘Are you always going to be asking so many questions?’

			Rose fell back into silence as Clarissa finished the grace.

			After the deputy head dismissed the assembly, rows of quiet girls started to filter out from the back, guided by a line of boarding house staff settled there. Rose’s own semicircle of staff stood and ruptured into a swell of chatter.

			Rose checked her watch; they were well into the first period of the day. She’d planned her first lesson meticulously, with name cards dotted along the desks – cards she’d now have to remove, rewrite and rearrange for the following class.

			A woman hooked the crook of Rose’s elbow, drawing her forward; Rose nodded with grateful recognition at her Classics colleague, Emma.

			‘Rose, lovely speech, well done. Sophocles would have been thrilled.’

			‘Thanks, Emma. I was so nervous.’

			A thick curtain of grey-brown hair fell past Emma’s shoulder before she tucked it behind an ear, touching the edge of her horn-rimmed glasses. She turned to a group of teachers behind Rose.

			‘Nice to see you all. Good term!’

			‘Good term to you too, Emma.’

			Rose gave them all a quick nod, before turning her face back to the Founder’s painting. At the foot of the portrait the school’s coat of arms curled in wrought metal, bold against the shine of the polished wood. Rose took in the bright shield and the ornate ivy that surrounded the image: a dove taking flight with a collar around its neck, lifting off with its wings outstretched.

			 

			Rose wasn’t sure whether her first lesson was a symptom of her first day in a new school, or an example of what she should expect from her future at Caldonbrae. The terror of meeting classes for the first time was something Rose had learned to deal with while she was training – knowing how to gauge the bubbling dynamic of children, how to navigate their vigour and assert her own control – but somehow the power of Caldonbrae Hall pinned Rose against its walls, choking her own courage. And on that Monday the new teacher’s vulnerability held itself like a delicious mist for the girls to feed on.

			The little Juniors arrived in rows, ordered and obedient to the seating plan. Their energy was like a hot hairdryer, which Rose had to fight even from the first register and rule-giving moments. Rose handed out the textbooks; a few of the girls already carried one, with torn pages or scrawled-over images, the plastic cover split. Those were exchanged with better ­versions from a pile on Rose’s bureau. The exercise books Rose had selected were apparently the wrong size, so she found herself hopping up and down the short staircase to swap them for the larger ones in the Classics office directly below, the girls brimming with smirks as she did so. Rose tried to draw the strings of their previous knowledge together, but their answers were vacuous, punctured with the odd half-remembered Latin word. Her picture activity fell flat, the sequences of images suddenly muddled up or the papers folded and disappearing into a pocket. Rose saw one girl pass a note to another, keeping her eyes pointed at the teacher with an unfazed smile.

			After lunch the traditional first staff meeting was cancelled so Rose went on to her tour of the building with Emma, nodding as the labyrinthine pattern of rooms and corridors around the school mapped themselves out in her mind’s eye. Emma swept through the floors at such a pace that Rose felt dizzy with the clanging of keys and the slamming of doors. Emma ignored Founder’s Hall – Rose having already seen it that morning – and the rest of the north wing, insisting that there was nothing to interest Rose in that part of the school.

			She tried to console herself by considering the shambled first hour as only her first lesson; the next would surely be an improvement. And yet in the following days the classes on her sparse timetable became a continuous spin of grinning faces, ditsy nicknames and offhand comments, rows of girls linked together via seating plans. Rose arranged her features carefully, trying to keep her thoughts as cool as a Roman general, preparing to hit the girls back with her own blast of teaching energy that would ricochet all the way up to the vaulted ceiling of her classroom.

			 

			By Thursday morning Rose was waiting to meet the last class on her timetable, the only group she hadn’t yet met. Name cards were placed along the desks and she gripped the seating plan in her hand, along with a register.

			Rose’s classroom was a little battered after the first days of teaching. Her mosaic of postcards remained around the blackboard, but the classical film posters on the wall were tatty in the corners where the Seconds had thumbed at them. At the arched window a ceramic owl watched over the classroom in small homage to the goddess Athene; on top of the bookcase there was a chunk of rock Rose had taken from a walk up Mount Vesuvius.

			She caught the owl’s wide glassy eyes for a quiet moment, before looking past the gabled roofs and turrets of the massive school building, straight out to the North Sea.

			Hearing the sixteen girls trundling up the short staircase, Rose dared to hope that perhaps this last group – Intermediates, Fourths – would be different from all the others. Defiantly, she held on to her smile.

			But their elephantine noise hit her like a wall; she drew herself back along the wooden desks to her bureau.

			‘Oh look, she’s tried to decorate,’ was the first comment Rose caught. Some of the other girls glanced around with smirks.

			‘Oh yes, she has.’

			The girls chucked their bags across the tables, sending a flutter of name cards to the floor. A few girls had halted at finding their names in undesired places and were now tutting crossly as they moved around each other. Many threw off their cropped grey blazers and dangled them on the backs of the chairs, rearranging their white dresses as they sat down. A girl in the middle row puffed out her chest with bad temper. Rose stepped along the front, bending to replace the scatter of wayward name cards back on their desks.

			‘Right,’ she called out. ‘Good morning, ladies! Nice to meet you.’ Rose waited for her own silent regoverning of the room before taking them all in. Fourteen was a difficult age, she thought as she moved from face to face, their puberty seething out of them. None of the girls seemed to fit properly in their white dresses, their bodies tightening underneath the stitched cotton. Shining skin, awkward hair, even worse teeth. Rose struggled to find her compassion in the face of their mute disdain.

			She gave out her classroom rules, tracing her finger down the list. ‘It’s my job to talk. It’s your job to listen – to me, and to each other. Respect goes both ways, ladies.’ They were watching her carefully. ‘Take care. Contribute. Always ask.’

			Rose checked each name for attendance, nodding at their individual faces and curving her mouth around their names. A girl in the back row was studying Rose, her dark eyes like bullets.

			‘Ladies, let’s start with,’ Rose took a pile of paper from her bureau, ‘the curriculum for this year.’

			A girl at the front spoke up with her clipped accent: ‘Yes, this is all very well. But, Madam, who actually cares about Latin?’

			Laughter rolled around the swoop of desks and Rose felt a rush of warmth in her cheeks. The girl had Pre-Raphaelite hair that fell red around her broad shoulders and matched her ivory features. These were overtaken by her very animated face, which was the most alarming thing about her.

			‘Latin is a subject of refinement and excellence,’ Rose shot back, handing out the pages, ‘and it’s very valuable to universities and employers. You’ll see –’ she checked her seating plan, ‘Frederica. And to answer your question, I care enough for all of you right now.’

			A few girls in the middle tittered as the red-haired girl glared up at Rose. ‘It’s Freddie, Madam. Not Frederica.’

			‘Oh.’ Rose looked down at her seating plan. ‘I see.’

			‘And Latin is too hard, Madam,’ continued Freddie. ‘None of us are any good at it. Don’t bother us with it.’

			‘Does that mean you are going to start testing us, Madam?’ said a small blonde girl next to Freddie. With slight shock, Rose recognised her as the unfortunate creature who had failed so spectacularly with the grace during Monday’s assembly.

			‘Don’t suggest it to her, Nessa.’ Freddie turned her pale face towards the blonde girl accusingly.

			‘Were you not tested before?’ Rose demanded. ‘Vanessa, isn’t it?’

			‘Nessa, Madam, if you please,’ the blonde girl answered softly.

			Rose studied her; close up she had a little button nose and a smattering of freckles. ‘Nessa, all right.’

			‘No, Madam,’ sighed Freddie. ‘We weren’t tested at all last year, and we’re just fine, thanks.’

			‘Yes, Madam. We got rid of the one before you – that was easy enough,’ the girl at the very back called out. ‘I’m sure you’ll be no different.’ From her deep voice and her narrowed beetle-black eyes, Rose knew she’d been the one that made the unkind comment about the classroom decoration. Rose checked her list again: Josephine.

			‘No, I reckon this one’s half decent.’

			‘I like your lipstick, Madam.’

			‘Yes, me too.’

			Rose blinked at the sudden array of voices dotted around the classroom. She touched her fingers to her mouth; lipstick was Rose’s warpaint.

			‘Bethany got rid of the other Madam,’ said Nessa quietly, ‘not us.’

			‘Well,’ interrupted Josephine from the back, ‘you look completely different from the previous Latin Madam, anyway.’

			‘Girls, can we stop interrupting like this.’ Rose strengthened her voice. ‘Tell me, Josephine, did your—’

			‘It’s Josie, Madam.’

			‘Oh,’ Rose said crossly. ‘Does anyone keep to their given names, or do I need to update my seating plan?’

			‘I’m Daisy, Madam.’ A tall girl in the middle row near the window raised her hand; the many badges on the lapel of her blazer shook with the movement. Her long sheet of dark hair framed her square jaw and almond-shaped eyes.

			‘Okay, Daisy, thank you,’ Rose answered as the rest of the class shared a laughing look in Daisy’s direction.

			At the front, Nessa was deep in thought. ‘The old Madam had her favourites, but I wasn’t one of them. I’m glad to have a new one.’

			‘Madam, will you be at Movie Night?’ Freddie ignored Nessa, shaking her gold-red curls behind her shoulders. ‘You look like the kind of person that would sneak in sweets.’

			‘But hopefully not eat them all,’ Josie interjected smoothly, ‘like the last Madam did.’

			‘Yes,’ Freddie continued. ‘She was as wide as our great-great-grandmother in the family Rembrandt.’

			Rose didn’t say anything. She was already weary and it was only a few minutes into the lesson. She looked down at her pile of handouts to muster some resolve. ‘Let’s have a look at these, shall we?’

			‘You’re a lot younger, too,’ pushed Freddie. ‘How old are you, Madam?’

			Rose answered without looking up: ‘That’s none of your business.’

			‘Yes. Why is someone like you working somewhere like this?’ Josie called out.

			‘Don’t forget, ladies,’ laughed Freddie, leaning back in her chair, ‘this is one of the best schools in Britain. Top of the league tables, five years in a row now.’

			The class erupted with hilarity and Rose looked at Freddie, who seemed so alive that she commanded the attention of the room. Rose felt a throb of urgency. She didn’t want to talk about her predecessor, she didn’t want to bounce around their throwaway comments – she needed to get on with the lesson.

			‘Girls,’ Rose checked the clock and lifted her voice, ‘your literature this year is going to be the Aeneid Book Four.’

			‘Enid? Like Enid in the year above?’ Nessa tried.

			‘No, Nessa, the Ae-ne-id,’ Rose said carefully. ‘So you’ve had no introduction to this?’

			‘No. The previous Latin Madam,’ Daisy contributed merrily from her side of the classroom, ‘wasn’t really interested towards the end.’

			‘She was upset.’

			‘No she wasn’t, Nessa!’ Josie barked out from the back. ‘You never know what you’re talking about.’

			‘Hang on.’ Rose looked at Nessa and addressed the class. ‘Respect each other, please. Josie, I’ll thank you not to criticise your peers.’

			Josie pushed her chair back from her desk and crossed her arms with a scoff. Rose saw Nessa sneak in a small smile at the front.

			‘Okay, well,’ Rose continued, meandering around the last few desks with her handouts, ‘the Aeneid is about the Trojan hero Aeneas. He fled from the Trojan War. Have we heard of that?’

			‘Of course, Madam.’

			‘Thank goodness.’

			‘We’ve got exercise books from last year, Madam, full of nonsense.’ Freddie was sifting through her things. ‘Did you know?’

			‘No interrupting, thank you, Freddie.’ Rose hesitated near the back row. ‘But yes, I’ll have to take them all in eventually, to see where you left off.’

			‘Books aren’t for learning, Madam,’ interjected Nessa. ‘Books are for posture.’

			Rose opened her mouth, but couldn’t quite frame her response. She returned to the front and tried again. ‘Girls, please look at your handout. We’ll be studying the section where Aeneas the Trojan hero lands in a foreign country, a city called Carthage, and meets Queen Dido—’

			‘Oh, but Madam,’ Freddie’s eyes widened across the page, ‘you’re not seriously expecting us to cover of all of this, are you?’

			‘Yes, Freddie,’ Rose said firmly. ‘I am.’

			‘Really? My goodness.’ Freddie was still staring at the page. ‘Latin Language and Literature?’

			The rest of the class followed her example and looked through the curriculum list, while Josie tried to slide the page off the desk with her elbow. Rose watched her during the brief pause.

			‘As long as I do all right in the tests, I’m okay,’ Nessa added quietly.

			‘We’ll take it one step at a time,’ Rose announced to the class. ‘All right?’

			‘But . . . doesn’t being in Scotland absolve us from learning Latin, Madam?’

			‘Ooh, absolve,’ Josie piped up, her dark eyebrows knitted together. ‘Glad you’re getting into big words, Nessa.’

			Freddie turned around before Rose could speak. ‘Shut up, Josie. That was rude.’

			Suddenly Rose realised that it was Freddie who had stared so forcefully at Vanessa – with encouragement, she now understood – during Monday’s assembly.

			‘Ladies, please.’ Rose’s voice was louder than she expected as she moved towards her bureau. ‘We will learn respect. Please stop speaking out of turn, all of you. Vanessa, tell me why you think being in Scotland makes a difference?’

			‘It’s Nessa, Madam. Didn’t the Scots hate the Romans?’ Nessa spoke timidly, not looking at Rose. ‘Didn’t they, you know, kick them out?’

			‘Yes, the Celts did.’ Rose was pleased for the first time that day. ‘Hadrian’s Wall was supposedly built to keep the Scots out of the Roman grip on Britain. Well done.’

			‘Yes, I thought so!’ Nessa glanced around her. ‘See, I do know things.’

			‘But it’s not really Scotland on our peninsula, anyway,’ Daisy added from the side, throwing her sheet of black hair behind her shoulders. ‘Headmaster always says we have our own little glorious England right here at Hope.’

			Rose surveyed the class as a few of them nodded. ‘Does he?’

			‘Yes.’

			A girl in the middle smiled beatifically, and a few others near her smiled too. Rose couldn’t help but look across at her ceramic owl for support.

			‘And is “Hope” a nickname for Caldonbrae Hall?’

			‘Yes, Madam,’ Daisy chimed in thoughtfully. ‘You know, we don’t ever get new teachers. You should know that things don’t change here. This is a place of tradition.’

			‘Daisy,’ Nessa wrinkled her freckled nose, ‘sometimes you actually sound like the prospectus.’

			‘So are we supposed to look up to you, then, Madam?’ Freddie leaned forward, her tawny eyes flashing at Rose. ‘Is there something you’ve got to teach us?’

			‘Yes, Madam. Tell us, what have you got that we need?’ added Josie in her deep voice.

			Rose felt her chest stir as her cheeks burned at this barrage of words and challenges, questions she couldn’t possibly answer. Every day there were fresh lashings of persecution. But she answered, ‘I would have thought that you could trust your Headmaster’s judgement in choosing me.’

			‘Yes, but, Madam,’ Freddie’s eyes stayed on Rose, ‘he doesn’t have to sit here and translate Latin for an hour each week.’

			Rose looked at Freddie for a moment.

			‘Okay then, girls. You want to know a little bit about me. That’s fine.’ Rose didn’t trip over the words this time; after this, she hoped she’d no longer have to repeat her short biography: ‘Caldonbrae Hall is my second school. I taught in a state school before this, and trained in two others. I’m originally from Kent, I’ve studied in London and in Rome. Your Headmaster and the governors chose me.’ Her cheeks flushed again. ‘And I can tell you, there aren’t many young female teachers out there as dedicated or as passionate as me.’

			Rose wheeled around to the blackboard, hearing a slow murmur of surprise from the room behind her. She started to write. Her vain hope that this lot would be any better than her other classes seemed laughable now.

			‘Yes, but, I mean, are you even married?’ asked Daisy.

			Rose called out cheerfully from the blackboard, ‘Not at all.’

			‘Oh, really?’ Nessa asked. ‘Then why have they sent you to teach us?’

			‘Let’s find out, shall we?’ Rose turned to face the room, continuing to write without looking. ‘For now, though, silence. And copy this down.’

			She nodded at them, before glancing at the books on her bureau: Sophocles’ Oedipus, Euripides’ Medea, Homer’s Iliad. One way or another someone was going to get eaten alive here, Rose realised. She’d be damned if it was her.

		

	
		
			3.

			Later that morning, Rose could sense the girl following her as she paced along the main corridor. Empty but for the two of them, the corridor was endlessly long, guttered with stone and lined with oak wainscoting that in turn presented decorative noticeboards or doors to classrooms and offices. Its ceiling was cavernously high; any footsteps and voices disappeared up into its tall reaches.

			Rose focused on the space in front of her. Behind was the same girl that had stared at Rose at the main doors days before – but that stare now seemed daring, accusatory. She had been continually hovering behind Rose every day this week.

			Rose had just left the staff common room after a difficult conversation with one of the senior teachers. She’d mentioned her predecessor – who was she, and more importantly, why had she left the department in such disarray? The paperwork, the classes, even the piles of textbooks? But the dismissive woman had cut Rose short, and Rose had left, shamed by the very thing she didn’t understand.

			Since then the girl had resumed her place behind Rose, seemingly tethered by an invisible bind. She was a sixth-former – Rose could tell by the soft blue dress drawn tightly over her tall, gaunt figure. Her hair wasn’t as coiffed as the others’; instead, it hung straggly beyond the bony ripple of her shoulders, her face sallow underneath the decoration of her make-up.

			Every time Rose had turned to challenge her, the girl whipped herself away. She hadn’t yet followed Rose up to the classroom, though. Rose knew she had more to worry about than one girl’s peculiarities, but those translucent eyes, the dark shadows stamped beneath them, made her heart stammer.

			At the corridor’s halfway point, the entrance hall, Rose’s gaze was drawn up to the glass dome of the ceiling above the Great Stairs. The silent scrutiny of that strange eye, twisted with metal and mottled glass, was better than the curious gapes of the staff in the common room, or the hanging shadow of the girl behind her.

			The bell rang.

			Rose stopped at the foot of the stairs, taking a long look at the Headmaster’s study door across the hallway. Her fourth day, and she still hadn’t been invited in.

			A muddled crowd of Junior girls bumped past her, identical in their white pinafore dresses and pretty silver-ribboned plaits. Rose gripped the dark oak of the bannister as a scuffle of voices came from the stairs.

			‘Isn’t that her?’

			‘Look at her messy hair!’

			‘Hardly any bosom at all!’

			Stepping higher past them, Rose glanced down at her chest in spite of herself. Not much there, she had to admit. She’d never minded – at their age she’d been forced to attend rallies burning other people’s bras, her mother shouting her on.

			‘Harriet!’ an adult voice called out behind Rose. ‘Remember your manners. This is our new member of staff.’ Rose turned to see the deputy head scrutinising the girls as they hopped down the steps.

			‘Of course. Good morning, Madam!’ One of the small girls turned to smile up at Rose, showing all her teeth.

			‘Well done, Harriet.’ Vivien’s handsome face was severe as the girls swung around the bannister at the bottom of the stairs. ‘As for the rest of you – heads up, backs straight or I’ll get the books. What’s that?’

			Vivien bent her slim figure over two of them, frowning as a blonde-haired girl clutched at her watery-eyed friend, muttering in the deputy head’s ear.

			‘Homesick? For heaven’s sake, it’s only been a few days. Tell her to stop weeping or she’ll cry all the lovely blue out of her eyes.’

			Rose turned to climb higher up the stairs.

			‘Good morning, Madam,’ Vivien called over as the Junior girls moved away. ‘I trust your first week is going well. We’ll have to find a moment to see how you are.’

			‘Good morning, Vivien,’ Rose replied sheepishly. ‘I’d really like that. I was hoping to see the Headmaster for an introductory meeting.’

			Vivien’s face seemed to tighten. ‘That’s all very good. But please don’t address me in that manner in front of the girls. It’s “Madam” for every female teacher here.’

			Rose opened her mouth to apologise. But Vivien’s head had tilted – she’d spotted Rose’s quiet follower, frozen in place on the bottom step. Vivien’s face flitted from the student to Rose, before dragging her eyes back to the girl with a steely stare.

			‘Bethany,’ she said quietly, ‘come with me.’ The ice in Vivien’s voice gave Rose an involuntary shudder as the sixth-form girl drew towards the deputy head. They moved away in the next moment.

			Bethany, Rose said to herself.

			On the middle landing she halted at the library’s carved double doors; behind her the Great Stairs split into an extrava­gant double sweep to the floor above. Rose stayed where she was, still thinking, relieved to be free of her follower. She pushed through the library doors with surprising force.

			Shafts of dusty light fell on the bookcases like a blessing. The place had been empty all week and was fast becoming her favourite spot. Rose adored the symmetry of the space: the wealth of books that lined the walls up to the tall oak ceiling, the long window seat that overlooked a quad, the mezzanine floor that ran around the entire shape of the room, the two symmetrical spiral staircases that led the readers up.

			But today Rose moved away from the books, past the desks and armchairs to stand in front of the expansive wall opposite, where a huge map was inked across a large spread of parchment. Hope, it decreed. Rough at the edges despite the vast glass casement, it revealed the misshapen enormity of the school. With her eyes she followed the blueprint’s lines and squares to make out the chapel in the south wing, close to the long dining hall and opposite four wide boarding houses labelled Verity, Temperance, Prudence and Clemency. Then the scattered multitude of classrooms throughout, threaded by corridors and passageways. The northern section of the school held a sports hall, a theatre, and two more boarding houses – Honour and Chastity – embedded within the north wing. Founder’s Hall was neatly ensconced there too, like an abscess buried just above the heart of the school.

			There was a date at the bottom of the map, but Rose couldn’t quite make it out.

			She frowned up at the massive spread of parchment. Speak to me, she thought. Let me learn how to live here.

			 

			Later that afternoon, Rose slammed down a pile of books as she entered the Classics office. Emma was bent over her own work against the wall opposite. She looked over.

			‘Anything wrong?’

			‘Well, yes.’ Rose’s brass ring of keys slid from her pile to the wooden desk with a metallic clunk. Her veneer of calm was slipping now that she was alone with her colleague.

			‘What’s happened?’ Emma asked cautiously, turning towards Rose and lifting her glasses off her face.

			‘Where’s my Upper Sixth class? I’ve only seen them once, and apparently they’re not here tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, they’ve gone to London. They always go in September.’

			‘London?’

			‘To be presented, yes. It’s an initiation sort of thing, to start off their final year. It’s tradition.’ Emma waved her comment away with her hand. ‘Not to worry, you’ll have to excuse them.’

			Rose was aghast. ‘But what about their lessons?’

			Emma answered steadily. ‘There are some who would say that the ceremony in London is more important. The girls get a lot out of it.’

			‘And would you? Say it’s more important?’

			Emma looked disconcerted for a moment, then said, ‘Every school has their traditions.’

			Rose sat down and glared at the mess on her desk. ‘It doesn’t set a very good precedent, does it? I haven’t got through any of my lesson plans this week.’

			‘Ah, yes.’ Emma gave a wry smile. ‘I don’t think I’ve written a lesson plan in years.’ She swung back to her work, hooking her glasses back on her face.

			Rose couldn’t keep the sharpness from her voice. ‘I’m so surprised by all of this, Emma. I’ve met all my classes, now, and the girls are—’

			‘What?’

			Rose blurted out, ‘They don’t seem to want to learn.’

			Emma didn’t turn around as the statement hung in the air.

			‘Of course the girls want to learn, Rose. But they are teenagers. You have to win them over, play along a bit. That’s what we’re paid for, after all. And of course, our young ladies,’ Emma nodded, her eyes still on her work, ‘are extremely busy.’

			‘Busy?’

			‘And I suppose the teaching in the department has been a bit lacklustre in the past . . .’

			‘Yes, what did happen to my predecessor?’ Rose’s voice lifted higher. ‘What was her name?’

			‘Jane was her name.’ Emma looked up this time; she passed her glasses over her thick skirt, rubbing them on the fabric. ‘You’re right. She wasn’t up to it. We always got on very well, but she was troubled and became very unhappy here. She – she couldn’t really stay.’

			Rose squinted at Emma. ‘Oh, come on. You’re going to have to give me more details than that.’

			‘Well.’ Emma tilted her head. ‘Hope is rather remote, the system is unique . . . we all live here together. It is a lifestyle choice – it needs dedication. Things got badly out of hand for Jane. She simply had to go.’

			Rose checked the view outside the long mullioned window. The light was already fading, the wild sea turning grey with the gloom. Leaning forward cautiously, she tried again. ‘Can’t you tell me why?’

			Emma placed her glasses back on her nose.

			‘It’s confidential, I’m afraid.’

			‘Is this why I was recruited so quickly?’

			‘You were an extraordinary candidate. Highly recommended. Our first new teacher in over a decade, and a fine choice. Your father, too, was a prominent academic.’ Emma reeled off the words as if she’d learned them by heart, then added, ‘Vivien and I liked you immensely when we visited your previous school for the interview.’

			Rose didn’t take the compliment. ‘Why didn’t you take the head of department role? You’re much more qualified than I am.’

			‘Oh goodness, no.’ Emma turned back to her work. ‘I need to limit my academic responsibilities. I was once considered for a housemistress role, which would have been fabulous. But I can’t do too much.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Well,’ Emma huffed, and Rose wondered if she was pushing it too far, ‘I do a good deal of pastoral work, outside the curriculum, in the boarding houses, in the afternoons.’ Emma shook out her shoulders. ‘Your timetable will change, once you’ve settled in and passed the probationary period.’

			‘Yes, I’ve been told.’ Rose kneed her desk in a frustrated movement. ‘Next term, then?’

			‘Should be, yes,’ Emma nodded. ‘That’s how it was for me, back in the day.’

			But Rose wasn’t listening. Her knee had loosened a stiff drawer she’d been trying to open a few days before. She waited for Emma to go back to her work before tugging it out and checking the contents. First was a pile of marking, pages of unreturned translations with frayed, yellowed edges, a teacher’s spidery writing scrawled over the students’ mistakes. But there was something underneath – a flattened, stained handkerchief, its edge stitched in blue, the corner bent out of shape. Rose traced her finger over the initials ‘BdV’. No ‘J’ then, for Jane?

			Rose dropped the handkerchief and shunted the drawer closed, feeling her beating heart in the tips of her fingers.

			‘That reminds me, Rose,’ Emma asked suddenly. ‘Have you had a proper meeting with the Headmaster?’

			Rose breathed out quickly. ‘Oh. No, not properly.’

			‘Well, he’s away with the Upper Sixth now. We’ve got the staff meeting Monday lunchtime, he’ll introduce you properly then. But you ought to see him privately. Incidentally,’ Emma sat back in her seat with a triumphant look, ‘isn’t it wonderful news about your mother?’

			Rose’s quivering heartbeat seemed to reach her throat. ‘My mother? What . . . news?’

			‘Moving to a private clinic, of course.’

			‘What private clinic?’

			‘Oh, haven’t you been informed?’ Emma’s face fell a little. ‘HR should have told you in a memo. They’re moving her. She’ll have her own dedicated nurses, her own private room, everything.’

			Rose choked out, ‘How do you know about my mother?’

			‘It’s in your dossier,’ replied Emma nonchalantly, turning away, ‘and I think you mentioned her when Vivien and I interviewed you. If you don’t mind my saying, it’s very unfair that you had to sell your family home to cover her treatment . . . but then there are some things that the NHS doesn’t—’

			‘Emma,’ Rose couldn’t hide her mortification, ‘what do you mean she’s been moved? She was fine where she was.’

			‘I’d ask one of the secretaries if I were you. It’s all been arranged. One of the perks of being here.’

			‘Perks?’ Rose snapped back.

			‘Well, look at me.’ Emma splayed out her hands. ‘Hope certainly takes care of my husband – he’s in our family home while I’m here during term-time. The governors, too, arranged for my two boys’ private schooling,’ she added proudly, ‘and entry to their respective universities.’

			Rose shook her head in amazement. ‘But – no, I don’t want them to take care of my mother. That’s my job.’

			‘Oh Rose, you are funny.’ Emma gave her a renewed smile. ‘In order for you to do your job, you need to have no distractions. Surely knowing your mother is in the best possible place will ease your mind? That’s the beauty of Caldonbrae. That’s the extent of its reach. You should be grateful. I know I am.’

			Rose pressed her lips together and touched her hot cheeks with one hand. She wanted to tear out of the office and scream down the stairs, rush into the main office and interrogate the secretaries. She was almost certain she’d never mentioned her mother, or the financial burden of her care, to Emma or to the deputy head when they’d visited her for their interview. But had she intimated something? Even so, how on earth did they find out she’d sold their house? What right did they have to move her mother without informing Rose?

			A knock at the office door interrupted the tangle of Rose’s thoughts. The door pushed open with such force that it slammed into a pile of old textbooks. Emma bolted upright; Rose flinched at the woman’s sudden movement.
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