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The Music Box


B. A. Paris, Clare Mackintosh, Holly Brown and Sophie Hannah




KENDALL – Ruby’s mum


For a second, all you see is beauty. That’s because the eye goes where it wants, where it’s drawn: to the flawless face, golden hair caught up in a bun, arm extended gracefully, lithe dancer’s body possibly about to take flight. Only she’s spinning slowly, toward you, and then you realize . . . her sky-blue leotard is splashed with blood. One arm is missing and the opposing leg is grotesquely twisted in a way that spells violence. A ballerina who really did break a leg, but it certainly wasn’t her good luck.


I know a place where no one’s lost . . . I know a place where no one cries . . .


The voice is haunting and exquisite. Of course it is; it’s Jess Mordue’s. She’s incredibly talented, perhaps just as talented as my daughter Ruby, only far more beautiful. I’d never say that to Ruby, but she could hardly miss it. Jess is stunning.


Right now, we’re all stunned into silence here in the headmaster’s office, all four of us mothers. I feel Carolyn, Jess’s mom, staring daggers at me. I don’t want to look at her, and I don’t want to look at the demonic music box on the desk in front of us, and I don’t want to look down like I’m guilty, or like Ruby is. She can’t have done this. It’s not Ruby at all.


The other mothers don’t know the full story of who Ruby is, or who I am, or how the two fit together. They’re all British, so maybe they haven’t tried to imagine how hard it is to move from LA to London, leaving your husband behind, being solely responsible for the day-to-day rearing of someone as tempestuous as Ruby.


Her dream is to enter a world—a business—where beauty is revered, where Jess is likely to get breaks Ruby never will. Sometimes her insecurities take over. Sometimes it all gets out of control, and then she’s truly sorry, I know she is.


As the music box winds down, the plinking piano notes first irregular and then ceasing, the ballerina’s movement becomes jerkier until, mercifully, she’s still. Adam Racki whispers, as much to himself as any of us, ‘Unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles.’ Then, for our benefit, he attributes, ‘Macbeth.’


Carolyn shakes her head in utter contempt for the headmaster. ‘You realize what that song is, don’t you?’ she demands. She’s physically imposing, as tall as Jess but solid rather than willowy, not one to soften her features with makeup. She leans forward in her chair, jabbing her finger toward the music box—and toward Mr. Racki—but I feel like her aggression is aimed squarely at me, two seats to her left. ‘It’s “Castle on a Cloud.” It’s Jess singing “Castle on a Cloud” Her audition song. You all get what this means.’


‘None of us know yet what it means,’ Mr. Racki says in that sonorous voice of his. He’s not handsome but he has an undeniable presence, which makes sense given his past success on the West End. His walls display photos of him in full makeup onstage beside such luminaries as . . . well, I don’t know the British theater greats, but I know they’re represented. And I like his habit of quoting from plays, though sometimes the Latin is a bit much. ‘We don’t know who left this in Jess’s locker.’


I’m not about to suggest that it was one of the other girls in the group of friends, though it is worth noting that their mothers, Bronnie and Elise, were also called into this meeting. Bronnie is sitting as a buffer between Carolyn and me, and Elise is on the other side of Carolyn. Our four girls are all studying musical theater at the Orla Flynn Academy. All us ‘mums’ would do anything to protect them, which sometimes puts us at odds with each other. Alliances can form and dissolve in the blink of an eye. Sometimes, I’m sad to say, we aren’t so different from a bunch of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds ourselves.


Even though Ruby took full responsibility for last year’s events, she has been welcomed back into the fold by the girls, (thank God!) but Carolyn has never forgiven her. She’s probably not forgiven me either. The whole business offended her sense of justice. She is a law professor, after all. She didn’t think Ruby paid a high enough price.


Not that that excuses Ruby’s behavior last year, but the notion of bullies and victims is too reductive and simplistic to fit all situations.


I glance at Bronnie and feel her silent support. Of the group of mothers, she’s the most tenderhearted, though she’s not the type to speak up this early. Her daughter Annabel is sweet and kind and avoids taking sides, too.


There’s no point in looking to Elise, who’s emanating waves of impatience. She taps her foot audibly, her impeccable fox-red bob swinging in time like an exasperated metronome. She’d prefer to be off making her millions. She’s a pragmatist and a workhorse, just like her daughter Sadie.


Could it really be that just last year, we were a gang of four, like our daughters? We’re all so different, but I relied on them. I miss them.


‘Ruby did this,’ Carolyn says with certainty.


What happened to innocent until proven guilty? Is that only in America?


‘We at the Academy take this type of threat very seriously,’ Mr. Racki says. ‘The safety of our students is paramount. But with no witnesses and no confession, we must proceed with caution.’


Carolyn lets out an angry laugh. Then she stands up and begins to pace behind the other mums’ chairs. It unnerves me, though I won’t show it.


‘I’m very sorry for Jess’s experience . . .’ Mr. Racki trails off when Carolyn halts to glare at him. He decides to appeal to the larger room, his gaze encompassing all the mothers. ‘The reason I brought all four of you in today is because we need to focus on creating an environment of nurturance and empathy so that whoever did this will realize—’


‘Empathy?!!!!’ Carolyn explodes. ‘Someone is threatening to mangle my daughter!’


‘I’ve interviewed all the girls. Ruby denied any involvement, and no one saw anything.’ His eyes scuttle away from Carolyn. I’m still amazed that he didn’t cave to her pressure to expel Ruby last year, which must have been substantial.


The fact is, Ruby’s still here. And so am I. I sit up a little straighter. Carolyn’s not the only one willing to fight for her daughter. I just happen to have different weapons. I lean in and address Mr. Racki—Adam—with my voice soft in a deliberate contrast with Carolyn’s bleating. For a second, I wish I still had my long blond hair to toss, wish I still dressed with a hint (or more) of cleavage, but post-chemo and post-lumpectomy, my hair’s grown back at a glacial pace and it’s only to my shoulders, the same chestnut brown as Ruby’s. ‘Ruby has no reason to threaten Jess,’ I tell him.


Carolyn comes to loom over me. ‘It’s an encore performance!’ she nearly bellows into my face. I try not to flinch. Don’t show fear.


‘Carolyn, sit down, please,’ Mr. Racki says in the authoritative voice he must use with the girls in his charge.


Seeing that Mr. Racki won’t continue until she complies, Carolyn sits down with a loud huff. I reward him with a smile.


‘I’ll certainly make further inquiries and tighten security measures, but everyone in this room must play their part. All the world’s a stage, after all, and we need to set an example for the girls. It’s just a few weeks into the term. We don’t want a repeat of last year, now do we?’


Bronnie is nodding, all furrowed brow, but Elise’s foot has accelerated. ‘Sadie had nothing to do with last year’s nonsense, and she’s got nothing to do with this music box. I set a fine example for my daughter.’


‘What went on last year affected their entire group, and threatened to infect the entire school,’ Mr. Racki says. ‘With teenage girls, it’s all about dynamics. Everyone plays a role.’


‘No,’ Carolyn says, ‘this is about Ruby. She should have been expelled already, but I’ll settle for right now.’


‘It wasn’t Ruby,’ I tell Mr. Racki. Lately, Ruby’s been so much more grounded; she won’t let anything distract her from her true purpose, which she’s had since she was four years old. She’s going to be a star.


I do worry that some of what’s happened is my fault. My cancer was so tough on Ruby, and she’d acted out, which multiple therapists in LA said was not unusual. I wish I’d responded differently at the time, but I can’t erase the past. London was supposed to be our fresh start, an ocean away.


But this wasn’t Ruby. She promised.


‘At heart, Ruby’s a lovely girl,’ Bronnie says. Thank goodness for Bronnie.


‘Lovely?’ Carolyn turns to Bronnie, but can’t turn on Bronnie. Even Carolyn can’t behead Bambi. ‘Adam, this has Ruby written all over it.’ Her use of his first name is as challenging as her stare.


He averts his eyes. Well, I’m Ruby’s mother, dammit. ‘This isn’t Ruby’s MO at all.’


Carolyn clearly relishes my choice of words. ‘So she has an MO, like a criminal, does she?’


I ignore her. Mr. Racki’s my target. ‘When Ruby’s confronted,’ I say, ‘she admits what she’s done and she’s remorseful.’


‘You mean she cries,’ Carolyn says. ‘That’s not the same as feeling remorse. She’s an actress, after all.’


‘They all are,’ Bronnie says. I don’t know if she means just our four daughters, or all teenagers in general. Secrecy and lying go with the territory.


‘She told the headmaster she didn’t do it, and I believe her.’ My tone is firm. I might have a little actress in me, too. Because while most of me believes Ruby, there’s a part that wonders. But I can’t let on, can’t let Carolyn smell blood in the water.


The truth is, I’m afraid. I’m the only one here who knows just how wrong it can all go when Ruby gets out of control.


‘She manipulates you,’ Carolyn says flatly. ‘And now she’s upping her game. Doesn’t anyone else see how dangerous this is?’


Elise suddenly stands up. ‘Sure, it’s all very upsetting, I’m sorry for Jess, and I have no idea if Ruby did it, but it doesn’t have anything to do with Sadie or me.’ She heads toward the door and then asks, over her shoulder, ‘Bronnie, are you coming? This has nothing to do with you or Bel, either.’ Bronnie looks torn. She hesitates just a beat too long for Elise’s taste, so Elise yanks open the door, says, ‘I’ll catch you all later,’ and walks out.


Mr. Racki seems to be losing control of this meeting. He is largely ineffectual, which worked to Ruby’s and my advantage when she was admitted with very few questions asked. I’m sure it didn’t hurt that Nick endowed positions for two underprivileged students. Carolyn probably anticipates that I’m not above playing the cancer card or the damsel-in-distress-far-from-home card. Maybe that’s why she’s fit to be tied right now. She can’t stand to lose, and the prospect of being bested by an inferior intellect like mine once again—well, it must be too much to bear.


Or she just loves her daughter and doesn’t want to see her tormented again. I can understand that. If a music box like this showed up in Ruby’s locker . . . well, I don’t even like to think about that.


‘This is bullshit!’ Carolyn bursts out. ‘Find me another suspect. I fucking dare you!’


I look to Mr. Racki imploringly, pleading my case. ‘This obsession Carolyn has with Ruby—’


‘I’d say it’s the other way around! Ruby is obsessed with Jess! And I’ve fucking had it!’


‘Does the person who cusses the most get their way?’ I ask.


Mr. Racki is looking a bit hapless, perhaps searching for a unifying theater quote. Then he clasps his hands together and smiles around at all of us. I’ve seen this before, we all have, when he suddenly decides that what the world needs now is love, sweet love. Yes, he can be corny, but his heart is in the right place, and again, that frequently works to Ruby’s advantage. It means he’s always ready to see the best in her and give her another chance. I look at him with wide, curious, accepting eyes, while I can feel that Carolyn is tensing up, on the verge of another explosion. Maybe I shouldn’t take pleasure in her reaction, not at a moment like this, but cancer taught me that you need to live life to the fullest at all times, because you just never know.


‘An opportunity has presented itself,’ he says. ‘A new student has just started at OFA this morning. Her name is Imogen Curwood, and she doesn’t know anything about the girls, or their history. She doesn’t know anything about any music boxes. And introducing a new person can often shift dynamics significantly, which might be just what the girls need.’


‘Are you for real?’ Carolyn asks.


‘Very real.’ His tone is jolly. He obviously believes he’s stumbled upon the perfect solution. ‘Imogen’s arrival can be a fresh start for everyone.’ A fresh start—one of my favorite phrases. This couldn’t be going any better. ‘Here’s a chance for the girls to resolve any differences they have by welcoming a new friend, and as adults, we can give them the proper encouragement.’


I smile at him, like it’s a delightful idea, and it is, because it means that Ruby isn’t going to be expelled. It means Carolyn has been thwarted once again.


Bronnie smiles, too. He’s her boss, after all, so she doesn’t have much choice. It’s a fine line to walk, being both an employee and the mother of a student.


Without a word, Carolyn storms out.


Some people are just never happy. Who doesn’t love a fresh start?




CAROLYN – Jess’s mum


I slam the car door shut and sit in the driver’s seat with my eyes closed, counting.


One, two, three . . .


Why do people count when they’re agitated? Are numbers inherently calming? Let’s see. 


Four, five, six . . .


No, they’re not. It’s all bullshit: meditate, count to ten, paint your bedroom walls white and spray lavender mist on your pillow. You can do all of that and the real world is still out there.


Seven, eight, fuck Ruby Donovan. Please let her get squashed to a splatter on the pavement by an obese hippo falling from a fourteenth-floor balcony.


The real world is still out there, and you’re not going to get any sleep tonight because a sly-as-fuck teenage malignancy is still persecuting your daughter. 


The passenger door closes with a solid but soft p-thunk. I’m certain Jess isn’t trying to score points by demonstrating that her approach to door-closing-in-times-of-stress is more mature than mine, but it feels as if she is.


Nine, fuck Ruby Donovan, ten, and fuck the shitty Orla Flynn Academy.


I should have insisted on a one-to-one meeting with Adam Racki. Why did he summon us all? There was no need for Bronnie and Elise to be there, unless he thought Bel or Sadie might have put that monstrosity in Jess’s locker, and no one thinks that. We all know Ruby did it—even Kendall knows, deep down.


I can guess why he wanted all four of us there, the sneaky worm. He wanted to dilute the Carolyn effect. (‘Who can blame him?’ every member of my immediate family would say. They’d expect me to find it funny, too.) 


Predictably, neither Bronnie nor Elise spoke up: Bronnie because she’s about as much use as a spokeless umbrella and Elise because she doesn’t give a damn one way or the other. Which was convenient for Racki. 


I wanted to see Kendall, so I agreed to a group meeting. There’s a streak of naïve optimism in me that will not die. I hoped this time might be different, that Kendall might finally take responsibility for her despicable daughter instead of making excuses. If this music box horror show isn’t enough to make her say, ‘I am so sorry, and I’m going to come down on Ruby like a ton of bricks,’ then what will?


‘Mum?’ Jess’s voice cuts through my thoughts. ‘Please tell me you didn’t steam in there this morning accusing Ruby and trying to get her expelled.’


I say nothing.


‘You did, didn’t you? Without talking to me first. Mum!’


Jess might sound strict and bossy, but I know what’s beneath that: anxiety. Fear. My daughter doesn’t like to show any weakness—a trait she gets from her mother. When Ruby’s antics got to be too much for her last year, she didn’t cry or complain. Instead, she disappeared: from home and from school. Thanks to some cryptic pictures she posted on Instagram, we found her three days later, in Manchester. She’d been sleeping on a bench for two nights. When Dan and I found her, her face was covered with a film of grime. She grinned at us and said, ‘Don’t I look like a proper homeless person?’ When we asked her why she’d done what she’d done, she said, ‘I needed some time away from Ruby. And before you say I never have to go near her again if I don’t want to . . . no. I’m not letting her drive me out of my school. I can survive any shit that Ruby’s got lined up for me now.’


Adam Racki seemed sufficiently panicked by the whole thing, though whether for Jess’s safety or his school’s reputation, who can say, but even then he didn’t properly discipline Ruby. He seemed to decide Jess’s little foray into being a vagrant in Manchester was some kind of method acting exercise. And I couldn’t force Jess to change schools when she was determined to prove how tough she was by staying.


‘Mum! For fuck’s sake!’


Other mothers would say, Don’t swear at me. Other mothers would take their daughters out of harm’s way in spite of their protests.


I hear Adam’s voice in my head: Here’s a chance for the girls to resolve any differences they have by welcoming a new friend. It was a pathetic, primary-school-level attempt at manipulation. You can tell a group of five-year-olds who’s going to be their new friend, but you can’t do it with teenagers. Was it designed to be a redemption opportunity for Ruby, after last year? 


Jess was Ruby’s new friend once. Evil loves to make new friends. It rubs its hands together and says, Ooh, nice. Another victim.


‘It wasn’t Ruby, Mum.’


‘What?’ This shocks me into opening my eyes. Jess and I don’t always agree, but we have about Ruby, so far.


‘The music box. She was with me all morning. She was even with me when I found it, and was as shocked as I was. She started crying. I was just, like, “What the fuck?” ’


‘Makes sense. Seeing it through your eyes gave her a few seconds of insight into her own warped mind. I’m not surprised she cried. She spent most of last year crying and apologizing, but it didn’t stop her persecuting you.’


‘Interesting,’ says Jess lightly, twisting the rearview mirror round so that she can check her makeup. ‘I thought you were going to go with the more obvious “She had to pretend to be upset in order to look innocent.” ’


‘I’d hate to be predictable,’ I mutter.


‘Nothing I say about the way Ruby’s mind works—’


‘It works like a chemical weapon in teenage girl form.’


‘—is going to convince you, even though this is so not her style. I keep telling you, though you never listen—we’re good now, me and Ruby. My disappearing act last year freaked her out, I think. She knew everyone’d blame her if I was found dead in a ditch.’


There’s no point asking her not to joke about something so horrible. She’d only say I’m just as outrageously blunt when it suits me, and she’d be right.


‘So if Ruby didn’t do it, who could have?’ I ask. ‘Bel? Sadie?’


‘No and no. As if either of them would!’


I agree. ‘I don’t think they did. For a school to contain more than one psycho capable of nastiness at that level—let’s call it the Ruby Donovan level—I don’t buy it.’ I pause to think. ‘Who knows the code for your locker?’


‘Ruby, Bel, Sadie. But . . . there’s a master code that opens all the lockers. Students are in and out of the office all day—any of them could have opened a drawer and found it. What? You might as well say it. I can hear it even if you don’t.’


I don’t care if Ruby was glued to your side all day. She did this. Somehow.


‘How come you’re not more upset?’ I ask. 


‘Aha! Great question.’


‘Thank you.’ I start the car, suddenly desperate to get the hell out of here.


‘Weirdly, it’s thanks to Ruby that I’m not totally traumatized,’ says Jess. ‘She’s been really, like, looking after me. So have Bel and Sadie. Last year, it all got so awful, and our group nearly broke up completely, and now . . . I don’t know. It feels like we’re solid again. She actually said, “You of all people don’t deserve this, after what I put you through last year. I deserve it.” ’


‘Good point. Soon as we get home I’m going to make a music box with a maimed Ruby doll twisting around in it.’


‘No you’re not. Please just don’t do or say anything. Anything involving my friends. Let me sort it out. Mum? I swear to God, if you say the word “prospectus” . . .’


I smile. Now that we’re out of the Academy car park and on our way home, I feel better. Is it possible to be allergic to one’s child’s school? Am I the first parent ever to ask herself this question? In my best compromise voice, I say, ‘I’m not going to send off for other schools’ prospectuses today. But I’m also not leaving you in a place where sickos put carefully crafted threatening objects in your locker. I think my position is . . . not unreasonable.’


‘It wasn’t a threat, Mum. It was a bad joke. And you are leaving me there, because I want to stay there.’


Something strikes me for the first time: Jess is more reluctant to leave her best friends, even the one who psychologically tortured her for a year, than she is to leave the best performing arts school in London. She’s brilliantly talented, but musical theater doesn’t feature in her dreams the way it features in mine. If all her friends moved to a normal sixth form college, she’d probably opt to go with them.


‘As long as nothing else happens,’ I say evenly. I’m not conceding defeat forever. Only for now. If I push her any further, Jess will start to sound as if she’s taking Ruby’s side against me, and I can’t cope with that. Not today. 


‘Hey, Dad!’ She waves at Dan’s bike shop as we drive along the Archway Road. ‘I don’t think he’s there. It looked closed.’


‘He’ll be at home. He took Lottie to the orthodontist at lunchtime.’ And decided it wasn’t worth going back to the shop mid-afternoon for only a couple of hours. I must try not to think this thought later tonight, when I’m chucking coffee down my neck at one a.m., trying to stay awake long enough to make a dent in my Urgent Work list. 


A more useful thing for me to think about is: Who made and planted that music box? If not Ruby, who was with Jess all morning, then who? She must have roped in Bel, Sadie, or both. Or even someone from outside their group of four. 


I can’t just let this stand, let Ruby’s twisted shit escalate. If no one else is going to do something about it—and Racki clearly isn’t—then I will. Tonight, when everyone else is asleep, I’m going to think this through properly and make a plan, while neglecting my work. Normally I neglect it in favor of something more fun: the musical I’m secretly writing. At the moment, I’m stuck on a song. I love what I’ve written so far, but I can’t think of what should come next. I’m trying to tell myself this must also happen to the Great Musical Theater Librettists of our time: Sir Tim Rice, Tim Minchin . . .


Yeah, right. It definitely doesn’t happen more often to pretend-librettists who, in reality, are bored law professors.


Maybe it’d help if I changed my name to Tim.


As I drive, I hum the song as I’ve written it so far. A tune came to me while I was writing the words and, though I know nothing about music, I think it’s pretty good. Silently, in my head, I sing the lyrics, too.


 


Gave you a leading role (I wrote the play),


Gave you a hero’s soul, and lines to say,


Gave you emotion, gave you strength as well


But that all vanished when the curtain fell


So perhaps I should have said this from the start:


Please think about the one who wrote your part.


After tonight’s performance, if you can,


Don’t just go back to being the same old man.


Give me your word


That without a costume or a stage


Give me your word


That without a script’s highlighted page


You can come up with a decent line.


Give me your word.


I’ve given you enough of mine.


 


‘What’s that tune?’ Jess asks. My heart leaps.


‘Why, do you like it?’ Someone might like my work; the first person who’s ever heard any of it. That would be encouraging.


‘I dunno. Stop humming, it’s annoying.’


I bet that never happens to Sir Tim Rice or Tim Minchin. I wonder what they’d do about Ruby Donovan. 


Of course it was her. A long summer holiday’s a feasible amount of time for a spiteful, clever girl to refine her tactics. The music box is Ruby’s big, bold, start-of-term statement, announcing her new MO that’s far less likely to get her into trouble: She arranges for things to happen to Jess that she couldn’t possibly have been responsible for. Then she cries, sympathizes, and gets to enjoy the thrill of secret knowledge while despising Jess for her credulity.


Most teenage girls, even the most treacherous and bitchy variety, wouldn’t think, Oh, I know what would be cool: a music box with a maimed replica of my victim inside it that will terrify and distress her. Most teenage girls—most people—wouldn’t go that far, however jealous they felt.


I have no doubt in my mind that Ruby Donovan would go much, much further. As someone who is prepared to go to great lengths myself when I really want something, I instantly recognize the go-too-far people I meet, and Ruby’s definitely one of them. I can see it in her eyes. I wonder if she sees it in mine.




BRONNIE – Bel’s mum


I stand well back as the girls rush into the dressing room, their cheeks flushed with exertion, then hover as they take off their dresses, ready to hang them up. I’m glad to see that the girls are acting on Adam’s request to include the new girl—Imogen—in their group. She’s standing with the four of them, her back to Bel, who is unzipping her dress for her. I study her for a moment, wondering if she’s going to be a good fit for their group. In my experience, odd numbers are harder work than even numbers, and the dynamics are obviously going to change. She seems nice enough—long, blond, almost white hair; wide, slightly protruding blue eyes; not as tall as Jess or Sadie but taller than Bel and Ruby. Their chatter is all about whether Adam is going to choose West Side Story, which they’ve just been rehearsing, over My Fair Lady for the end-of-term show. Today it was Jess’s turn to play Maria and she was so good I think she’ll get the part. Much as I would love her to, I don’t think Bel will, although physically, with her long dark hair, she’s the most suited to be Maria. And she does have a lovely voice.


To be honest, if it hadn’t been for her drama teacher at school, Bel wouldn’t be here. She loved playing in all the school productions but she never had any ambition to be on stage. And although she often had the starring role—she was wonderful as Matilda—it never occurred to me and Carl that she might have a future as an actress. When Mrs. Carter took us aside and suggested that Bel audition for theater school, we were so surprised.


Carl wasn’t keen on Bel auditioning. He’s a traditionalist, and thinks she should study accountancy. He says it’s a nice job for a girl and that she’ll always find work. I wasn’t sure at first, either. I don’t necessarily think Bel should study accountancy, but the acting profession is a hard one, with its uncertainty and disappointments and no regular timetable, eating at goodness knows what time of the day and staying up all hours. I imagine you have to be quite thick-skinned to survive, and I’m not sure that Bel is. But she wanted to audition so we agreed, telling ourselves she probably wouldn’t get in. That’s when we learned the term stage presence. Apparently, Bel has got it.


I stoop to retrieve the dress Ruby was wearing from where she left it on the floor, wondering if she does the same at home. I look over to where she’s standing with the others, trying to catch her eye and give her a little reprimand, not so much for myself but because she should have more respect for the costumes. The other girls at least manage to hang theirs on a hook and Bel, bless her, always puts hers on a hanger, trying to make less work for me. But Ruby can be a bit of a diva. She was awful to Jess last year. I didn’t like that Bel seemed to be going along with it but I know she felt intimidated by Ruby.


I feel something hard in the pocket of Ruby’s dress—it’s a little piece of twisted pink plastic, the missing arm from the mutilated ballerina. I quietly slip it into my own pocket. I’m not sure if I should show it to Adam just yet; now might not be the most opportune moment. What if he summons everyone to his office again? I can just imagine Elise’s reaction if she has to come back in.


She really put me on the spot when she tried to get me to leave with her the other day. What would Adam have thought if I’d left? You’d think Elise would understand that I’m in an awkward position, being both a parent and a member of staff. But I’m not sure Elise thinks at all, unless it’s about herself and her career. I know it’s stupid, but when I was offered this job I hoped that she and Carolyn might look at me with a little more respect. After all, it’s quite something to go back to work after twenty-two years as a stay-at-home mum. I wouldn’t even mind Carolyn referring to me as wardrobe mistress if I didn’t think she was doing it to make my job seem less important than it is. But in my contract, it says costume designer and seamstress, so that’s what I tell everyone I am. Sometimes I’d like to tell Carolyn how important I am to Adam in other ways. But I can’t go into that, not without endangering everything I hold dear.


Yes, there is some picking clothes off the floor and a lot of mending, but I don’t mind. I love my job and I’m grateful to Adam for offering it to me. It was after the end-of-term show last year, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. I’d volunteered to help with the costumes because I’m quite handy with a needle and Bel told me that Eileen, who was the resident costume designer, was overwhelmed by the number of dresses that needed to be made. If there’d been three brides it would have been fine, but seven was just a few too many. In the event, I ended up making not only the girls’ gingham dresses for the barn dance but also the dresses for the wedding scene at the end. When the show was over, Eileen handed in her notice—I think she was exhausted, poor thing—and Adam offered me her job.


I’m so glad he did. I’d be dying right now otherwise, what with Bel turning eighteen this year. She could be anywhere next year, off to university or touring with a theater group, depending on how the end-of-year auditions go, and there’ll only be Toby left at home. And in three years’ time, if he follows his two elder brothers to university, all my birds will have flown the nest. What would I do then, if I didn’t have this job?


Carl couldn’t understand why I wanted to spend so much time at the school. When I told him that I needed something to do now that the children were growing up, he said that I could do the books for his company and save him employing an accountant. But, as I pointed out, that would have been unpaid work, and with Lucas and Jon both at university, we could do with the extra money. And I get two afternoons off a week, Tuesdays and Thursdays, so it’s perfect.


‘Mum!’ Bel comes running over and I quickly adjust my sweater so she doesn’t see the bulge in my pocket. ‘Sadie is having a sleepover on Friday, can I go?’


It’s one of those moments when I don’t quite know what to say. I don’t like to be unkind, but I don’t think much of Elise’s parenting skills. She allows Sadie far too much freedom in my view. I’ve noticed dark circles under Sadie’s eyes recently, and when I mentioned it to Bel, she mumbled something about Sadie being allowed to be up at all hours. She looked as if she might be about to tell me something else but I didn’t push it. If there’s something Bel’s worried about, she’ll tell me when she’s ready.


It’s not the only reason I’m hesitating about the sleepover. Even though Bel is looking at me eagerly, waiting for my answer, I know she doesn’t really like staying away from home. It’s not that she’s clingy, just that she prefers sleeping in her own bed, as many people do.


‘Why don’t you suggest having it at ours?’ I say. ‘I could make lasagna.’


Bel shakes her head. ‘I can’t, Mum. Sadie has already offered.’


‘Then of course you can go,’ I tell her, feeling a little pang, because on Friday evenings she and I usually watch a film together while Carl takes Toby to karate. I make a mental note to bring some of the costumes that need mending home with me, to fill in the time.


Bel reaches up and kisses me on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Mum, you’re the best.’ I watch her fondly as she runs back to her friends. ‘Mum says it’s fine for the sleepover at yours,’ she says to Sadie.


‘There’s a sleepover?’ Imogen looks at Sadie expectantly. ‘Great, when?’


There’s a bit of a pause and when I catch Ruby and Jess exchanging glances, I realize that Sadie hadn’t intended to invite Imogen. I can see her struggling with herself, because she has a kind heart and doesn’t like to upset anyone. Just when the pause is stretching out a little too long and I’m wondering if I’m going to have to intervene diplomatically, she shrugs.


‘Friday,’ she says.


Imogen throws her arms around her, unsettling her, if the look on Sadie’s face is anything to go by.


‘Maybe you’ll all be able to give me a few tips,’ Imogen goes on, looking around at the rest of them. ‘Ruby, you dance so well and Bel, you’ve got such a lovely voice.’


Her effusiveness doesn’t quite ring true, and when I catch Jess frowning, I know she doesn’t think Imogen was being sincere, either.


‘Can I take your costume for you, Imogen?’ I ask, wanting to break up what is fast becoming an awkward situation.


She takes her costume from the peg and drops it into my outstretched hand, giving me a hard look to let me know she’s aware I interrupted her on purpose. That look gives me chills.


Adam’s suggestion that the girls include her in their group did throw me a bit. I would have preferred for him to have spoken to me before he sprang it on us. If he had, I would have tried to dissuade him. He usually listens to me on this kind of matter, though during the episode with Ruby and Jess last year, I must say he was a bit remote. Another person coming along to potentially overshadow Bel is a complication that I don’t need right now. Maybe I’m stressing about nothing; it’s not going to be easy for the girls to accept Imogen into their group when it’s always been just the four of them.


It used to be the four of us mums, too. But Kendall and Carolyn weren’t even speaking by the end of the spring term. My mind turns to the music box. I don’t think Carolyn should have come straight out and accused Ruby, not without proof. Maybe I should have tried to intervene, smooth things over a little. It’s true that Ruby is jealous of Jess, I know that from Bel. And she desperately wants to be an actress, more so than any of the others. I hate to think what will happen if Jess gets the starring role in the end-of-term production and Ruby is her understudy. I doubt Bel will be in the running. Not that she’ll mind; sometimes I think that if she was told she couldn’t be an actress, she’d just shrug and say that it didn’t matter. She’s not that ambitious and neither am I, not like some of the pushy mothers we have at the Academy. Kendall and Carolyn definitely fall into that category, but I prefer to work behind the scenes to help Bel achieve her dreams.


The bell rings for their next class and the girls leave, Ruby and Jess with their arms linked together, as if Monday (and last term) never happened. It would be nice if Kendall and Carolyn could take a leaf out of their daughters’ book and do the same. Maybe I should invite everyone for tea next week. I must remember to use mugs this time. Last time they came to tea, way back in April, I served it in pretty teacups, complete with saucers, and got raised eyebrows and a ‘how quaint!’ from Carolyn. It didn’t stop her from eating my scones, although I kind of wished she’d choke on one. I don’t know why she has to be so disparaging. Why can’t she just be nice?


I pull out the little plastic arm and look at it again. Maybe I should go and see Adam, after all. I turn to leave the dressing room, slip it back into my pocket, and get the shock of my life because Imogen is standing there, staring straight at me.


‘Imogen!’ My right hand is still in my pocket, so it’s my left hand that flies to my chest. ‘You gave me a fright!’ She doesn’t say anything, just stands there looking at me with her unblinking blue eyes and my heartbeat, already crazily out of control, goes up a couple of notches. I wait for her to speak—but she doesn’t, and as the silence stretches out between us, I try to work out how long she’s been there and if she saw what I had in my hand.


‘Did you want something?’ I ask.


A small smile plays at the corner of her mouth. ‘No, not anymore.’


I’m about to ask her what she means, then change my mind. ‘Haven’t you got a class to go to?’ I say, the arm of the ballerina digging into my sweating palm.


‘You’re right, I have.’ She turns away. ‘Goodbye, Mrs. Richardson.’


I withdraw my hand from my pocket and take a shaky breath. This area backstage—the dressing rooms and the wings—is my little kingdom, where I rule. But the exchange with Imogen has left me with the weirdest of feelings; it was almost as if there was some kind of power struggle going on between us.




ELISE – Sadie’s mum


I frown at the shoes in the hall, sliding back the cupboard door and exchanging my heels for a pair of Mahabis slippers. I wriggle my toes, cramped from Louboutins that were never designed for hospital corridors.


‘Yuliya?’ I find the housekeeper in the kitchen. ‘There are several shoes by the front door.’


‘Yes, Mrs. Bond.’ She disappears and I pour myself a large glass of Chablis. Field days—as research and development insist on calling them, as though we’re sixth formers on an orienteering trip—are rewarding and frustrating in equal measures. Rewarding to see the life-saving equipment my team designed, frustrating because a day away from my desk means two catching up.


‘All tidy, Mrs. Bond. I collect your dress from dry cleaner—they mend the zip.’ Yuliya unties her apron, putting it in the drawer next to the oven. The polished concrete work surfaces are spotless.


‘Thank you, Yuliya.’


‘There is chicken stew in the oven, and I make pizza for the girls.’


‘Girls?’


Yuliya looks uncertain. ‘Sadie’s friends? She said you said okay?’


With a sinking feeling, I half-remember Sadie asking if she could have a sleepover. I’d been busy; yes was easier to say than no. ‘That will be all, thank you, Yuliya.’


She changes her indoor shoes for a pair of ugly brown boots, but as she’s about to leave she turns, her face creased with anxiety.


I sigh. ‘What have you broken, Yuliya?’


‘No, I—’ She wrings her hands, apparently wrestling with whatever it is she wants to say. I hope she isn’t going to hand in her notice. Yuliya runs our family like clockwork on wages that are—frankly—meager. Oh God, is that why she’s leaving?


‘Is this about money? Because—’


‘Money? No, is about the new girl.’ Her voice is low and urgent, and she comes toward me, gripping my upper arms.


‘What new girl? What are you talking about?’


‘Watch her with your family.’ The whisper becomes a hiss as Yuliya leans closer to my face. My heart is a drum in my too-tight chest. ‘She has the devil inside her.’ With that, she releases her grip and buttons her coat. ‘I see you tomorrow, Mrs. Bond.’


Shaken, I take a gulp of wine. Yuliya is prone to superstition. She knocks on wood to ward off the evil eye, and crosses herself if she spills salt. But this is a new one. I hope she isn’t having some kind of breakdown—she’s only halfway through the pantry audit.


Upstairs, I knock on Sadie’s door.


‘God, in my house people just barge in whenever they feel like it.’ Jess’s strident voice filters through the door.


‘Come in!’


The sofa bed has been pulled out, and the single air bed squeezed between Sadie’s king-size bed and the wall. Every surface is strewn with clothes.


‘Sleepover?’


Sadie sighs. ‘We talked about it earlier this week?’


‘If it’s not in the calendar . . .’ I tap my phone and she rolls her eyes. Honestly—she knows everyone’s social engagements have to go in the shared diary, otherwise how can any family function?


‘Hi, Mrs. Bond.’ It takes me a moment to place the blond girl sitting on the single air bed, a pair of hair straighteners in one hand.


The new girl . . .


‘Imogen,’ I remember. ‘Call me Elise—everyone does.’ Imogen smiles, rather sweetly. I wonder if Yuliya’s been at my drinks cabinet.


‘Your house is amazing.’


‘Thank you.’ Imogen is a seventeen-year-old drama student, not a Beautiful Homes journalist, but I’m still flattered. This house represents everything I’ve worked for. I remember standing on the road with the architectural plans in my hands, watching the bulldozers take down the grotty bungalow that had been there, and thinking, This is it—this is what it’s all for.


‘I’ve got work to do,’ I tell the girls as my phone pings, ‘but Yuliya’s made pizza, and there’s cider in the fridge.’


‘Thanks, Elise,’ Sadie says.


‘Cider!’ Imogen bounces on her air bed. Ruby and Jess exchange excited glances.


‘I’m not allowed to drink,’ I hear Bel say as I close the door. Quelle surprise. Bronnie Richardson’s apron strings are tied tighter than a ship in a storm. Personally, I think a few pints of cider would loosen them both up, but I have more important things to worry about than Sadie’s friends. BONDical, Limited is this close to securing a contract with one of the country’s leading private medical firms, and although I’ve got a dedicated team working on the bid, I’m sure they won’t mind my double-checking the application.


I’m engrossed in my work when there’s a tentative knock, followed by silence. I wait; sometimes Sadie will go away if I’m busy. I squint at the screen, my eyes gritty. The numbers are right, but the bid needs more impact . . .


Another knock. I sigh. ‘Yes?’


‘Imogen won’t stop crying.’ A charcoal mask is smeared across Sadie’s face.


‘About what?’


The mask wrinkles as Sadie screws up her face. ‘She won’t say.’


My fingers twitch on the keyboard. ‘I’ll come in a minute.’ Ensuring a high-quality, viable service . . . I tut, trying to find the perfect phrase . . .


‘Mum.’


Mum? I stand up.


Imogen’s head is buried beneath pulled-up knees. Muffled sobs come from beneath her arms, wrapped around her as though she’s trying to be as small as possible. Ruby, Bel, and Jess are on Sadie’s bed, watching Breaking Bad. Jess very deliberately turns up the volume. Sadie hovers between Imogen and her friends.


I could do without teenage histrionics tonight. Occasionally someone will tell Nick and me that we’re lucky to have such a level-headed daughter, who doesn’t act up, doesn’t have mood swings. I’m scathing in my response. You don’t tell someone with a well-behaved dog that they’re ‘lucky’ they sit on command, do you?


‘What’s the matter?’ I crouch and put an awkward hand on Imogen’s shoulder. Like the others, she’s in pajamas, although hers are covered in cartoons—the sort of thing Sadie wore when she was fourteen. The sobbing intensifies. ‘What’s wrong, Imogen?’


Slowly, she emerges, her face red and blotchy, like she’s been rubbing it. I’m struck by the bags beneath her eyes. Imogen looks more exhausted than any seventeen-year-old ever should—a sharp contrast to the fresh faces of Sadie and her friends, who value their looks too much to miss out on sleep.


She lets out a loud, choking sob. ‘N-n-nothing.’


‘Unless you tell me, I can’t help.’


Ruby twirls a finger around her ear. ‘Cray cray . . .’ she says, sotto voce. I glare at her.


Imogen’s bottom lip trembles. ‘I don’t want to sleep on the air bed.’


‘Then swap with one of the girls on the sofa bed,’ I say, but Imogen shakes her head. She pulls her pajama sleeve down—but not before I glimpse the plaster around her left wrist. Was she trying to hide it?


‘I can’t sleep there, either.’ She scrambles to her feet, fists clenched, her back tight against the wall. Her voice is shrill, like she’s ten years younger than the others, and the contrast with her otherwise mature appearance is oddly unsettling.


She has the devil inside her . . .


I push Yuliya’s words away. ‘Why not?’


She widens her eyes, her words breathy and frightened. ‘There are things under the bed. Monsters.’


Ruby screams.


Jess hits her. ‘You idiot—you made me jump.’


‘It wasn’t me.’ Ruby raises both arms, fingers clawed. ‘It was . . . A MONSTER!’ They collapse into giggles.


When I look back at Imogen, she’s staring at Ruby and Jess with undisguised fury. A shiver runs across my neck.


Imogen draws herself up and smiles politely, all trace of the frightened little girl gone. ‘May I go in the big bed, Mrs. Bond, between Sadie and Ruby?’ She’s talking like an adult, now, and it’s eerie, coming from a teenager in cartoon pajamas.


There’s a sharp exclamation from one of the girls. Ruby, probably, or maybe Jess. Privately, I don’t blame them.


‘I won’t sleep a wink otherwise.’


Sleep a wink. Again, that curiously grown-up turn of phrase. Grown-up? I think, before I can stop myself, or otherworldly?


She has the devil inside her.


Bloody Yuliya, putting stupid ideas in my head. I’m a scientist. Imogen is practically a child. So what if she still freaks out over monsters?


‘Fine—sleep in Sadie’s bed, then.’


‘But that’s not—’ Jess stares at me, open-mouthed.


‘Oh my God!’ Ruby whirls around, looking to Sadie for backup. ‘Sadie, tell her!’


Sadie knows better than to try to change a decision I’ve made. ‘Oh okay, then. Imogen, sleep between me and Rubes.’


‘What the fuck, Sades?’ I’ve never heard Ruby this angry. Is she jealous? Worried about her position in the group now there’s a new girl to contend with?


‘Language, Ruby,’ I say, although I couldn’t give a monkey’s how someone else’s child speaks. ‘That’s sorted, then.’


‘Yay!’ Imogen bounds up, jumping onto the bed and sitting cross-legged, cuddling a pillow. She’s all smiles, like the last half hour never happened; like a puppy who loses a ball and then finds another. I stand, wanting to get back to work, but as I pass Sadie’s en suite, I see my Crème de la Mer, tossed onto a pile of cheap toiletries. I don’t mind Sadie using my things—you can’t invest too early in good skin—but I’m blowed if her friends are going to slather themselves in my four-hundred-pound face cream.


The counter is a mess of masks and spot treatments, liners and lip glosses. Four wash bags spill their contents into the soup of cosmetics. Ruby’s will be the pink one with Selfie Kit in white letters on one side, which means the rose-gold bag filled with Mac and Benefit will be Jess’s, and the half empty Cath Kidston one with a flannel and some Body Shop shampoo, Bel’s. Which only leaves . . .


I glance behind me, but the girls are whispering animatedly to each other, oblivious to my presence. Imogen’s bag is black, with Ted Baker along the top. I step into the bathroom and, slowly, I unzip the bag. You can tell a lot about someone from their wash bag. Cleanse, tone, and moisturize? Or a pack of baby wipes and hope for the best? Dental floss, or a splayed out toothbrush that’s seen better days?


There isn’t much. A toothbrush, some makeup, and a razor. I think of how Imogen yanked down her sleeve. Self-harming? Attention-seeking? Thank God Sadie’s too level-headed to be swayed by emo trends.


My hand closes around a small packet of pills. I pull it out, expecting paracetamol, but instead I see the familiar label of a prescription-issued drug. I peer at the label, too reliant nowadays on my reading glasses, and see a familiar word. Olanzapine.


I might not be a doctor, but there isn’t much I don’t know about medical equipment and drugs: What the hell is a seventeen-year-old doing with antipsychotics? I read the label—10 mg alprazolam once a day—then stop short.


The patient name printed on the label isn’t Imogen Curwood. It’s Lisa something, Lisa D . . . Dais-something. I rub at the smudges of makeup obscuring the name. Are they stolen?


I don’t know what makes me look up. I only know that when I do, it’s all I can do not to cry out. The eyes that meet mine in the bathroom mirror belong in the face of someone far older than Imogen Curwood.


Someone far more dangerous.


‘I think you’ll find that belongs to me.’


I freeze, as though I’m the child, and Imogen the adult who has caught me out. I shove the pill packet back in the wash bag and drop it onto the counter.


‘Just clearing up a bit!’ I say, more confidently than I feel. If it had been one of the others—Ruby or Jess or Bel—I’d ask what they were doing with drugs, where they got them from. But Imogen’s eyes burn into me. My mouth is dry; a hard ball of fear settles in my chest.


A cruel smile creeps across Imogen’s face. ‘You should be careful,’ she says softly. ‘Did you know more accidents happen in the home than anywhere else?’ She holds my gaze, and although I know she’s just a kid, and there’s no such thing as a devil inside her, I feel the blood drain from my face.


Only when I am once again in the safety of my study am I able to breathe again. Ruby is spot on: Imogen Curwood is utterly cray cray.


 


‘Then why is she in our house?’ Nick says. His laptop is tilted away from him, so my Skype view is less husband and more hotel headboard. I push my glass of wine out of view before he comments on it.


‘Because Sadie didn’t want her to feel left out.’


His face softens. ‘That’s my girl. Did you know that actors have higher levels of empathy than anyone else? I read a study about it.’


‘Great, she can add it to her CV,’ I say drily. ‘It’ll compensate for the lack of A-levels.’ Nick’s sitting on his hotel bed; I’m already under my covers. It’s almost midnight here, and coming up to seven p.m. in Connecticut, where Nick will be till next week.


He gives me The Look. ‘We’ve been over this a million times. Sadie loves OFA.’


Sadie had gotten straight As on her GCSEs. Her form teacher almost wept when she heard her star pupil wouldn’t be staying on. So did I.


‘She’s happy there. Happier than she was at her old school.’


‘Because there’s less work—’


‘Because there’s less pressure,’ Nick cuts in.
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