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      chapter one


    


  




  It’s happened again – they found another body.




  Unlike last time, when we lost my best friends and fellow students, Lily and Paige, this recent killing has nothing to do with St Jude’s, thank God.




  They found another body – not in the lake, but it was a watery end like Lily’s and it was a teenage girl. So some things were the same – enough to make me shake and tremble and

  feel like life on this cold January morning was playing dirty tricks.




  I found out about the murder even before I got back to school for the start of term. It was when I stepped off the train from Paddington on to the platform at Ainslee Westgate and I ran into Tom

  Walsingham. Tom, you remember, is the kid who lives in the Old Vicarage in Chartsey Bottom. He doesn’t go to my school, but I clicked with him as soon as we met last September and I’ve

  got to know him pretty well.




  ‘Hey, Alyssa.’




  ‘Hey, Tom.’ We’d travelled on the same train but hadn’t known it – me with my heavy suitcase crammed with clothes from the Oxford Street sales (shopping therapy to

  help deal with the trauma of losing Lily and Paige), him with his small backpack stuffed with footie boots and computer games. ‘Good Christmas?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘Me neither.’ I’d stayed with my Aunt Olivia in Richmond, we’d done the turkey roast and Queen’s speech without enthusiasm. Same old, same old. ‘Why were you

  in London?’




  ‘Catching up with mates, getting the hell out of Chartsey for New Year.’ Tom wore a black knitted beanie pulled low over his forehead and a black ski jacket. He offered me a lift out

  to Chartsey Bottom in the car he’d parked down a side street near the station. ‘What’s in the case?’ he asked as I heaved my luggage into the boot of his car. ‘A

  dismembered corpse?’




  ‘Ha ha, Tom.’ Not funny, given last term’s body-in-the-lake events.




  We finally got the case into the boot and ourselves into the car. ‘Talking of corpses – did you see this?’ He thrust a rolled-up Metro into my hand.




  ‘Nope.’ I unfurled the newspaper and read the front-page headline. Body Found in Frozen Canal.




  Tom choked the car engine into life.




  My heart faltered as the image of my roommate Lily Earle forced itself to the front of my mind. Lily, fizzing with energy, throwing her stuff around the room we’d shared with Paige Kelly

  in the girls’ dorm at St Jude’s. Lily the brilliant painter, Lily the rich-kid rebel, my beautiful, thin-skinned, up-and-down, bipolar friend whose body had ended up at the bottom of

  the lake.




  Pulling myself together, I read the article. ‘Police divers discovered the body of Scarlett Hartley, seventeen, late yesterday. Scarlett, a sixth-form pupil at Ainslee Comprehensive

  School in Oxfordshire, had been missing for two days.




  ‘Few details have emerged about how she died though residents in houses overlooking the canal report hearing a disturbance during the night of thirty-first December. The stretch of

  canal where the body was found has been cordoned off and is being treated as a crime scene.’




  I read the report once, twice, three times. I looked at the picture of a blonde girl, elfin-pretty. She was wearing school uniform, smiling straight at the camera. Retina registers image, brain

  processes information and stores it in prefrontal cortex and parietal lobe. That’s how memory works. With me it stays there forever whereas with you it fades. I’m not showing off

  – it’s just to remind you that I’m freakish that way.




  ‘You knew her?’ I asked Tom.




  ‘She went to my school,’ he said. ‘But, no, I didn’t really know her.’




  My heart faltered over thoughts of Lily then kicked back into life as I rode with Tom out of town, down Cotswold country lanes. I pulled out my phone and read a text from Zara,

  a girl in my year – Guess what – we’re roommates [image: ]




  And one from my lovely Jack – Snow in Denver. Plane cancelled [image: ]




  [image: ] [image: ] When will I see you? I texted back.




  Tuesday pm at earliest. Love you x




  Love you too. x Hurry back x x




  Today was Saturday. I counted the hours between now and Tuesday afternoon. It came out as way, way too many.




  Then I forced myself to stop thinking about Jack and replied to Zara instead.




  Is it just you and me sharing? I texted.




  No – you and me plus new girl, Galina, Zara texted.




  Galina who?




  Dunno. But she’s mega rich and Russian.




  Have you met her?




  Not yet. Where are you?




  Bottoms with Tom. Will call taxi from here.




  ‘No need for a cab, stupid – I’ll drive you all the way to St Jude’s,’ Tom offered when I asked him for the number of a taxi service. He passed his house in the

  village and carried on until we reached St Jude’s, which was fifteen minutes out of his way – bless. We chugged through the broad wrought-iron gates in his tiny white Peugeot, up the

  drive to the main entrance.




  And here I was at St Jude’s Academy – a school for exceptional students, ready to begin my second term.




  It was the same and different. The same ancient stone building steeped in history, looking out over lawns and a lake to oak woodland, but different because we were minus Lily and Paige after the

  tragedy of last year.




  ‘Thanks, Tom,’ I said as he drove under the archway with the Nihil sed optimus crest carved in local honey-coloured stone. Nihil sed optimus – nothing but the

  best. A school motto like this weighs heavily with someone like me. I mean, I’m not the world’s most confident person and genuinely struggle to see myself in the

  ‘optimus’ category.




  We stopped in the quad and I hauled my case out of Tom’s boot.




  ‘I didn’t really know Scarlett, but Alex definitely did,’ he said, a propos the dead girl in the canal.




  ‘They were – what – an item?’




  Tom nodded. ‘Pretty full on.’




  ‘Alex Driffield?’ I was finding it hard to picture the football-mad kid whose dad ran the car-repair place in Chartsey Bottom being full on with any girl, let alone a blonde,

  smiley-eyed, dead one.




  ‘How many Alexes do we know?’ Tom muttered.




  ‘Right. That must have happened since the end of last term.’




  ‘In the run up to Christmas, yeah.’




  ‘Tell him I’m sorry,’ I said. I was, but I was also glad that it still had nothing to do with St Jude’s, nothing directly to do with me, so I set my case on its little

  wheels, said goodbye to Tom and rolled my luggage across the empty, stone-flagged quad. ‘Thanks,’ I called again as he turned his car and set off back down the drive.




  Zara intercepted me before I reached the door leading up to the first floor dormitories. ‘Alyssa!’




  I was pleased to see her, although I have to say I hadn’t hit it off with her straight away, not like I had with Lily and Paige. She’d seemed too girlie and flirty for my taste and I

  would guess I’d been too shy and uptight for her. But those deaths last term changed things and we’d grown close. She sashayed towards me in a cloud of Chanel Mademoiselle.




  ‘Ditch the bag, come and say hi to Connie.’




  So I did – I ditched the bag at the bottom of the stairs because when Zara issues a command you obey. I’d learned that during my first term at St Jude’s.




  You need to be able to picture her. Tall, curvy, blonde. Think of a young Kate Winslet – yeah, sickening. Plus an intellect the size of a planet. Today she was dressed in skinny jeans and

  a short chestnut-coloured, bomber-style jacket with a fur collar, brown leather boots to match. Her to-die-for hair was scrunched up on top of her head, ready to be shaken out in a cascade of

  golden curls.




  ‘Who’s Connie?’ I asked as I trotted dutifully after her.




  She led me out of the quad towards the new technology building tucked away behind a stand of copper beech trees. An icy wind blew. ‘Connie – Connie Coetzee,’ she said in a tone

  that made me feel two centimetres tall.




  ‘Connie Coetzee?’ Catching up with Zara as we approached the entrance lobby to the steel-clad building, I repeated the name with an upward, questioning intonation.




  Zara pursed her luscious lips. That’s all she needs to do to express the fact that she thinks you’re an ignorant, ill-informed bimbo with zero IQ, so what are you doing here at St

  Jude’s, school for weirdly gifted kids? How come I didn’t know Connie Coetzee? She paused then relented. ‘Oh yeah, I forgot – you’ve only been at the school since

  September. Connie went home to Johannesburg last term – family stuff. Her dad divorced her mum and stopped paying the school fees. Anyway the courts forced him to pay again so she’s

  back.’




  ‘Is that good?’




  ‘That depends,’ Zara countered. We went into the technology centre, down the wide central aisle with banks of computers on either side. ‘If you’re Luke Pearson,

  it’s good. If you’re Jack Hooper, not so good.’




  ‘Hooper doesn’t like her?’




  ‘No. Connie scares the crap out of him.’




  ‘Ah.’ Hooper was quiet and kind. I admired his sensitive, artistic soul so if he didn’t like Connie Coetzee I was tempted along that road with him before I’d even met

  her. ‘But Luke thinks she’s cool?’




  ‘Yeah. Actually Luke was out there in Johannesburg over Christmas – getting over . . . y’know.’




  I knew exactly. Luke’s family had obviously taken him on a trip to sunny South Africa to help him recover from what happened with Paige. I expect you think I’m dwelling too much on

  past horror, but the way Paige died in the hospital with stents draining fluid from her injured brain will stick with me and Jack for the rest of our lives. And Luke had been going out with her at

  the time, so it must have been twice as bad for him.




  ‘Alyssa, Zara – hi!’ Dr Bryony Phillips waved at us from the raised platform at the far end of the room. She was laying out papers on a table, getting ready for a staff

  meeting. Bryony teaches English. I get on better with her than with any other member of staff. ‘Welcome back to the rhubarb farm,’ she said.




  ‘Rhubarb farm?’ I queried.




  ‘Yeah, where we force rare, tender intellects into precocious fruition,’ she called. ‘Like rhubarb shoots under terracotta cloches – Temperley Early, Stockbridge Arrow,

  Cawood Delight.’




  ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘Varieties of rhubarb, obviously.’ Zara wasn’t interested in the chit-chat and cut it short. ‘Have you seen Connie?’ she asked.




  Bryony pointed to a bay set back from the main aisle where we spotted an unfamiliar figure sitting behind a computer screen. The figure didn’t stop what she was doing even when we went

  right up to her.




  ‘Connie – hey!’ Zara didn’t care that she was interrupting, naturally.




  ‘Wait just a second,’ came the reply.




  Which gave me time to decide whether I would have the crap scared out of me like Hooper or join Luke and Zara in the Connie Coetzee Appreciation Society.




  You too can make up your minds.




  Connie Coetzee speaks down her nose with clipped vowels and consonants. She was sitting down but it was obvious she was tall – I mean if I’d had to guess right then and there I would

  have put her at over six feet. Tall and sporting a boy’s haircut – short at the back and sides with a longer sweep on top and down over her forehead. Her hair was dark, her eyes pale

  grey. She had a small blue star tattooed high on her neck, just under her left ear, and she was wearing a black, chunky jumper, androgynous in its effect, but her wrists were slim and feminine and

  her fingers tapered with long fingernails painted dark blue as she tapped at the keyboard.




  OK, like Hooper, we were one sentence into a conversation with her and I was shit-scared.




  Zara gave Connie ten seconds to finish what she was doing. ‘Bad news,’ she pouted. ‘They moved me out of Twenty-two. We’re not roommates any more.’




  ‘They can’t do that,’ was Connie’s calm response.




  ‘They did. I’m in Twenty-seven with Alyssa and a Russian kid called Galina. By the way, this is Alyssa.’




  Connie flicked a glance in my direction and said hi. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll fix it,’ she told Zara.




  ‘But not with D’Arblay. There’s a new bursar – Molly Wilson. She organized the room switches.’




  ‘Why – what happened to D’Arblay?’




  ‘He’s in jail. Don’t ask.’




  Connie didn’t but I’ll explain anyway. A quick resumé – D’Arblay was the previous bursar at St Jude’s and, as I discovered, a dirty little fascist. I was the

  one who found out that he was a member of the group who put pressure on Lily Earle’s media-baron father to stop him exposing their racist activities. The pressure involved threatening to harm

  Lily, which indirectly is how she ended up in the lake and he landed in prison, awaiting trial. That’s it in a nutshell.




  So now we have a new bursar called Molly Wilson working for Saint Sam. Dr Sam Webb, school principal – he steers our elite group of gifted, hothouse Temperley Earlies towards future glory.

  From St Jude’s we all go on to Oxbridge or Harvard and any high-flying career you care to think of – financiers, top civil servants, traders in utilities, stuffers of dead cows and

  sharks suspended in formaldehyde tanks, in other words zillionaire concept artists. You name it – the worlds of science, finance, politics and the arts – St Jude’s alumni are

  there at the heart of things.




  ‘OK, I’ll fix it with this Molly woman. You do want to share a room with me again?’ Connie checked with Zara.




  ‘Doh – what do you think?’ Zara didn’t care that she was simultaneously hurting my feelings and abandoning me to the mercies of a Russian oligarch’s daughter.

  ‘Cool tattoo,’ she told Connie.




  I was busy studying Luke and Connie later that day when they sat together at lunch.




  Hooper came and sat next to me. ‘Jeez,’ he muttered, following the direction of my gaze.




  ‘I know. Luke moved on from Paige pretty damn quick,’ I agreed.




  ‘To the Black Widow – I mean, jeez!’




  I asked, ‘Why the nickname?’ and it turned out that Black Widow Spider was Hooper’s nickname for Connie. BWS for short.




  From what I learned in a biology class when I was twelve, the Latin name is Latrodectus hesperus. The female spider eats the male after mating. Nature’s weird. And so’s my

  eidetic memory. I have total recall and I never forget. This too must have some Darwinian advantage, though like the black widow’s sexual cannibalism I have yet to work it out.




  I mean, I can be slow to make friends sometimes – I think it’s because people find me and my memory too weird.




  ‘So, Hooper, how was your vacation?’ I asked.




  He shrugged and ate.




  ‘What did Father Christmas bring you?’




  ‘We don’t do Christmas at our house,’ he told me through a mouthful of honey-roasted ham. ‘My mother’s a pagan and my dad’s a mean bastard.’




  ‘Hah! Well, I got money from Aunty O and in a fit of extravagance I blew it all on January-sale bargains. Is your mum really a pagan? I thought she was a photographer.’ I knew from

  Paige that Hooper’s mother took society portraits of the Earl of this and the Marchioness of that, plus the occasional superannuated supermodel. And everyone knows without having to be told

  that his tight-fisted novelist dad, Martyn Hooper, has won the Man-Booker Prize twice.




  ‘She’s both. She worships the natural world so she asks famous people to dress in green robes and wear flowers in their hair. Then she takes pictures of them in forests and up

  mountains.’




  ‘What we’d both give for normal parents, hey?’ Or, in my case, for any parents at all. I sighed as I watched Luke offer Connie a spoonful of the Eton mess he was eating. Yummy

  crushed meringue, whipped cream and fresh raspberries, so why did I flick back to thinking of sexual cannibalism?




  Here’s an explanation about my parents. They died in a plane crash when I was three, which is how come I sit with Aunt Olivia watching the Queen’s speech every Christmas Day, closely

  followed by a DVD of The King’s Speech starring Colin Firth.




  ‘They put me back in Room Twenty-seven,’ I confided in Hooper.




  ‘The one you shared with Lily and Paige?’




  ‘Yeah, but I guess the new bursar doesn’t know that.’




  ‘You could ask to change.’




  ‘I could.’ Connie ate the mess hungrily, I noticed, and Luke fed her another spoonful. I pulled a sad face. ‘Jack can’t get back before Tuesday. He’s stuck in

  Denver.’




  ‘How will you go on living without him?’




  ‘I have no clue.’




  ‘Maybe I could stand in for him for seventy-two hours,’ Hooper offered with a hopeful look.




  I laughed. Hooper’s cool – we joke along and say all kinds of stupid things.




  ‘No?’ he asked.




  I shook my head. Hooper’s amazing but he’s not my type. Jack is. End of.




  Talking of types, there’s a new kid on the block.




  All Saturday afternoon people arrived with designer luggage. I knew most of them even if I haven’t mentioned them before.




  Eugenie Clifford, Charlie Hudson, Will Harrison – don’t bother to remember all these names right now since they’ll come up again soon enough.




  Will was the one without the Louis Vuitton bags. This is explained by the fact that Will is a scholarship pupil, like me. We’re the only two out of an intake of sixty in Year Twelve, which

  makes us classic outsiders, though I felt it more than him at first. He used to go to the local comp with Tom Walsingham, Alex Driffield, Micky Cooke and the rest (likewise with the names), until

  his French teacher realized he was a linguistic genius and persuaded his parents to put him in for the St Jude’s entrance exam. His family still lives in nearby Ainslee.




  ‘Hey, Alyssa,’ he said. He’d had his hair cut shorter over the holiday, I noticed, and it had been dyed a couple of shades lighter. He’d also acquired a bruise under his

  right eye and put on a few pounds of solid muscle, both thanks to working out in the gym he later told me.




  ‘Hey. Did you hear about the Ainslee girl in the canal?’ was my opening gambit. Obsessed with dead girls – moi?




  ‘Well, yeah,’ he drawled. Meaning, how could anyone who lived in Ainslee not have heard?




  ‘You knew her?’




  ‘Yeah,’ he said again.




  ‘Did she fall or was she pushed?’




  ‘They’re not sure yet. Why?’




  ‘Just wondering.’




  ‘Quit that, Sherlock, while you’re ahead,’ he advised. ‘You worked things out for Lily, but you should leave this one alone.’




  ‘So I’m going to take your advice?’ I quipped with arched eyebrows, surprised that he’d taken this line with me.




  ‘No?’




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘Just make sure it doesn’t mess up your head,’ Will said as he went off to find his room in the boys’ dormitory wing.




  I like Will, but, like I said about Hooper, he’s not my type.




  ‘Hi, Alyssa!’ Eugenie hardly paused as she noticed me out of the corner of her eye and got her driver to wheel her cases across the quad. Eugenie Clifford – daughter of Sir

  Roger and Lady Mary Clifford, musical prodigy, wannabe opera diva with masses of amazing red hair against a porcelain-white complexion. People say I look like her, but I disagree. Her hair’s

  darker and mine’s wavier for a start.




  Charlie Hudson showed up next and gave me a little bit more of her precious time than Eugenie did. ‘Who is that?’ she exclaimed, looking over her shoulder. Each short syllable

  contained a world of wonder, like Miranda in The Tempest – ‘Oh, brave new world that has such creatures in it!’ – ‘Who . . . is . . . that!’




  I followed her lust-struck gaze. ‘I have no idea.’




  OK, at last the new kid. Starting with the eyes – very large, very brown with thick black lashes. Then the lips – wide and full. The bod – six-three, sporty and perfectly

  proportioned. The car he parked in the car park reserved for staff – metallic silver Aston Martin. Do I even need to mention the custom-made bags or that he’s more my type because

  he’s built exactly like Jack?




  ‘Marco Conti,’ Zara informed us as we stood open-mouthed. She was busy carrying her stuff from her car to Room 22, knocking into me with her pile of party frocks and pairs of Manolos

  stacked high on top.




  Again, we were obviously meant to know the name. Since Charlie and I didn’t have a clue, Zara spelled it out for us. ‘Son of Paolo Conti, Azzurri centre back from 1994 to 2001, most

  capped player since Luigi Riva in the 1960s, now a casino owner in Monaco and director of a big online gambling company.’




  ‘Azzurri?’ Charlie echoed. She can be forgiven for not knowing because she holds dual American-British citizenship. Her family lives in Dallas (English mother, Texan father) and so

  she does American football, not our football.




  ‘The Italian national team,’ I explained as Marco clunked his car door shut and strolled into the quad, hands in pockets, jacket collar turned up, a glimpse of something gold hanging

  round his neck.




  ‘What’s he doing here?’ Charlie breathed.




  ‘Studying for his baccalaureate?’ Zara suggested smugly as she walked on and deliberately dropped a strappy Laboutin right in Marco’s path.




  The gallant Italian picked it up for her. She smiled; he smiled. There was immediate chemistry.




  Charlie narrowed her eyes and bit her lip. ‘Hmm,’ she said.




  I was trying to look forward not back as I sat in my room after dinner.




  I searched on my phone app for the temperature in Denver – still minus ten degrees centigrade so I texted Jack.




  How are you dealing with the weather?




  Freezing bollocks off. Miss you.




  Me too :x




  He’d promised Tuesday at the earliest for our reunion. I thought of the old saying – absence makes the heart grow fonder – and realized there wasn’t space in my heart for

  even the tiniest scrap of extra fondness for Jack without making it pop like a balloon.




  Who are you sharing room with? :x he texted.




  New girl, Galina Radkin. Am back in Room 27 :x :x




  What’s she like? :x




  Don’t know. Haven’t met her yet. :x :x :x




  Change rooms if you don’t like her he suggested, forgetting the kisses this time. Then he added: Change anyway?




  Maybe I replied. He knew Room 27 was full of painful memories and I loved him for realizing. Sounds of new girl arriving – gotta go

  :x




  Galina didn’t so much arrive as enter with a fanfare of trumpets. More Shakespeare here – this time from Antony and Cleopatra. Not quite purple sails and

  decks of beaten gold, but still Galina was impressive in every respect as she entered the room.




  She was tall with long, lustrous dark hair and a symmetrical oval face. She was slender and graceful, regal, happy in the knowledge that everyone who saw her would fall under her spell. No,

  it’s no good – I give up. Words can’t do it justice. The impact of Galina Radkin is impossible to convey. Here comes the actual Cleopatra reference – she beggars all

  description.




  ‘Put the bags on the bed,’ she told the two male assistants who accompanied her or, rather, trailed with the luggage three steps behind.




  The silent, muscle-bound lackeys were about to lift bags on to my bed by the window until I pointed across the room at two empty ones. They hesitated and looked at Galina.




  ‘Change with me?’ she asked in a heavily accented voice, ‘I hate small rooms. I think of gulags back home. I choose bed next to window so I can see sky.’




  ‘Course – that’s cool.’ Her playing the gulag card meant that I gave up my view of lawns, lake and oak trees without a whimper. ‘I’m Alyssa. Alyssa

  Stephens.’




  ‘Galina Radkin,’ she told me as she turned to bag carrier number one. ‘Raisa unpacks bags. You two can go.’




  I swear they backed out like gangsters from a Tarantino film – men in black with unsmiling, stubble-shadowed faces.




  ‘Mikhail and Sergei – they speak English not so good,’ she told me before the door was closed and she’d started to look around the room with the professional curiosity of

  an anthropologist discovering a lost tribe in the South American rain forest. ‘They follow me everywhere – my father pays them.’ Then she changed the subject to what was really

  fascinating her. ‘We live here – in a room so . . . small?’




  The rooms in St Jude’s dormitory block are tiny – I admit. The buildings are three hundred and fifty years old, built in the Jacobean style, which means long corridors and galleries,

  wood-panelled walls, oil paintings in gold frames and low, arched doorways. I believe people were shorter then and there’s firm evidence for it in the size of exhumed seventeenth-century

  coffins and the measurement of the bones inside. That’s not macabre – it’s just fact.




  ‘Three people stay here?’ she said, counting the beds and looking aghast.




  ‘No – just two.’ I explained that Zara had moved out into Connie’s room.




  ‘You and me?’ She paced the three-metre-square bedroom from the window to the door, sighed, paced again from the wash basin to Lily’s old bed. ‘At home my bathroom is

  bigger.’




  I nodded and went back to texting Jack on my phone. Russian roommate moved in. Delusions of grandeur. Nightmare. [image: ]




  There was no doubt in my mind that the first thing Galina Radkin would do either tonight or tomorrow morning at the latest was to call her oligarch dad and demand to be taken away, back to their

  Knightsbridge mansion or to their holiday house in the Bahamas, say – anywhere but St Jude’s.




  Which would leave me alone in Room 27 – an idea that had left me feeling shaky.




  Raisa, Galina’s maid, expert in remaining invisible as she went about her work, arrived to unpack Galina’s bags while Galina meticulously laid out her make-up on

  the deep stone windowsill of our shared room. It ended up looking like the most expensive cosmetics counter in the world.




  Jumpers, shirts and dresses soon spilled out of the wardrobe we were meant to share. Lacy, racy balcony bras were left on the spare bed because the chest of drawers was full to overflowing with

  silk nightdresses, thongs and bikinis.




  ‘How do I live like this?’ Galina sighed.




  Raisa didn’t volunteer an answer. A round-faced, dark-haired, middle-aged woman in a high-necked grey jumper, black trousers and flat shoes, she went on silently hanging and folding until

  Galina said ‘Enough!’ and Raisa gave a resigned, obedient smile then quietly withdrew.




  ‘How do you do this?’ my new roommate asked me in total disbelief.




  ‘You get used to it, I guess.’




  Galina pouted then sat heavily on the edge of her bed. ‘My father – I hate him,’ she said.




  From this I guessed it wasn’t Galina’s choice to be a pupil at St Jude’s so I sympathized and tried to be nice. ‘I know it’s hard. This is only my second term and

  for the first few weeks I felt totally out of the loop. The others – Zara, Connie and Eugenie – have come through main school together.’




  ‘Eugenie – yes. My father knows the Cliffords.’




  ‘In London?’




  ‘No, in Monaco.’




  I worked it out – I’m thinking it was last autumn and Sir Roger and Lady Mary went to cocktail parties with the Radkins. They rubbed shoulders, standing in a balmy breeze and looking

  out from penthouse balconies at the yachts bobbing in the bay. ‘Our daughter goes to a school for exceptional pupils,’ Lady Mary tells Mrs R. ‘It’s way out in the country,

  in the Cotswolds, with no distractions. Eugenie is studying to be an opera singer under Bruno Cabrini. He’s her private tutor.’




  Mrs R says she likes the sound of a quiet, out-of-the-way boarding school for exceptional pupils. She thinks it’s time that Galina stopped acting the spoilt princess and learned how to

  develop her own talents, whatever they turned out to be. Mrs R is Mr R’s second or third wife, Galina’s young-looking stepmother, and Galina presents far too much competition when the

  paparazzi train their long distance lenses on the mega-wealthy Russian family aboard their super-yacht. It’s really the wicked stepmother’s idea to send her to St Jude’s, not

  Daddy’s.




  Lady Mary tells Mrs R that her husband will put in a quiet word with Dr Webb – he and Sir Roger were at school together – and she’s sure there will be a place at St

  Jude’s for Galina, whatever her academic talents may be.




  ‘She won’t like it,’ Mrs R predicts, ‘but it will do her good.’




  I’m surmising all this, of course, but I’d say I’d got this at least seventy per cent correct. ‘Give it a chance – you might get used to it,’ I told Galina,

  who was still pouting, but now skimming through contacts on her phone and starting to text.




  ‘Never!’ she vowed. ‘And why? Why does anyone who is not crazy want to stay here?’




  It’s difficult to get to sleep while your new roommate fumes and frets. Galina didn’t even do it silently. ‘Shit! . . . Stupid phone – what do you mean

  failed to send? Why doesn’t anyone text me back?’




  Maybe because it’s gone midnight, I thought, tossing and turning in my narrow bed. I turned out my light, hoping that she’d get the message. But no – she went from texting to

  making actual calls.




  ‘Papa – it’s me . . . Yes, I know what time it is . . . Yes, don’t worry. Mikhail and Sergei are with me. Listen, Papa, it’s horrible here – kids live in Dark

  Ages. I have to share room.’




  I turned my light back on, looked for something to read to send me off to sleep, found only the rolled-up copy of the Metro that Tom had given me. ‘Body Found in Frozen

  Canal,’ I read again. I studied the school photo of the smiling blonde girl who luckily at that point had no idea that her life was to be so short or would end so tragically.




  Her name was Scarlett Hartley. I knew hardly anything about her, only that she was seventeen like me, was a pupil at Ainslee Comp and she was Alex Driffield’s short-term girlfriend. I read

  that neighbours overlooking the canal had heard a disturbance on New Year’s Eve. A ‘disturbance’. Why the hell didn’t someone go out to investigate and possibly save

  Scarlett’s life?




  ‘Everyone is stupid,’ Galina complained to her dad. ‘Even Eugenie – all she likes is Rossini and Verdi. There’s nothing to do. I kill myself if I stay.’




  Why didn’t a neighbour open their back door on to the canal when they heard people yelling? What was so good on TV that they ignored a girl fighting for her life practically on their

  doorstep?




  ‘You can’t make me be student here – I run away,’ Galina threatened over the phone. ‘Mikhail and Sergei, they can’t stop me.’




  Didn’t they hear the screams and the splash when Scarlett Hartley went into the water? How did they feel now that they knew what had happened? Did they look out at plastic tape currently

  surrounding the crime scene and feel cut to the quick with guilt?




  Having recently learned a little bit about the darker side of human nature, I decided probably not.




  ‘Papa?’




  He’d cut her off.




  ‘Papa!’ Galina got no reply so she threw her phone across the room. It skidded under the spare bed, the one that Lily used to sleep in, while Galina buried her beautiful head under

  the pillow and started to cry.




  I put down the newspaper and pretended to fall asleep.




  Galina stopped crying and I drifted. I pictured Jack stuck in Denver International Airport and trucks sent out on to runways to de-ice the planes. Tuesday seemed so far away.




  My special eidetic memory brought back to mind the images of Lily in the lake, and of Paige slipping in the stable yard and falling under Mistral’s hooves. I saw them clear as day and I

  heard their voices.




  ‘You’d think,’ Paige mutters as she chucks a stinky pair of Lily’s jeans out of the window where Galina’s cosmetics are currently displayed, ‘you’d

  think just once in her life that Lily would have cleared away her dirty laundry before she left.’




  It was the last time we saw Lily – packing her bag and rushing out without explanation, leaving stinky, paint-spattered jeans on her bed.




  Four days later she was dragged out of the lake.




  I saw and heard Lily before that, at the start of last term, at Tom’s party.




  ‘There you are!’ she cries, slipping an arm round Tom’s waist and standing on tiptoe for a full-on lip kiss. Her eyes are staring, pupils dilated. ‘It’s ages

  since I saw you – at least ten whole minutes. Tell me you missed me.’




  Ex-boyfriend Jayden is across the room talking to Jack, my Jack – not Hooper. Lily totters to join them but collapses in a heap before she gets there.




  It’s the first I knew of Lily’s ‘issues’, before I learned about feral Jayden’s link with her, before I knew anything, in fact.




  My old, lost roommates came alive in my thoughts as I floated off to sleep.




  Then I dreamed a recurring dream I have of a cold, black river with a strong undertow, of abbey ruins under a starlit sky. I jerked awake, turned over and took an age to get back to sleep. But

  the nightmare returned – I felt the water close over my head and I woke in terror at 2.30 a.m. Afraid to go back to sleep, I listened to the silence.




  But even in the countryside, in the dead of night, silence is never complete.




  I heard the beep of Galina’s phone from under the spare bed as it received a message. I heard owls whoo-whoo in the copper beech trees that screen the technology centre.




  It’s no good – I’m never going to get back to sleep, I thought.




  There was the click of a door closing along the corridor – some other insomniac going walkabout? Then there was what sounded like a light tree branch rattling against the leaded window

  – ‘Let me in! Let me in!’ – totally Wuthering Heights, only I knew there were no trees that close to the building. What could it be, then? Was it worth getting up to

  find out?




  No, it was too cold. I decided to stay under my duvet.




  Guess what – Russian Princess Galina was a snorer. Who’d have thought it?




  Four o’clock came and went. Floorboards creaked in the corridor, there were other things in the ancient building that shifted and groaned and still the strange rattling at the window.




  OK, that was it – I had to get up and see.




  Yeah, very cold. I shivered as I tiptoed across the room and squeezed past Galina’s bed. I cupped both hands round my face to cut out the reflection and pressed them against the glass.

  Pitch black out there. Nothing moving. As I stepped back, my shaking hand brushed against a bottle of Clarins moisturiser on the windowsill. It toppled and fell on to Galina’s bed without

  waking her. I put it back in its place.




  And since I was up and wide awake now, I thought I might as well check the corridor. There was more creaking, squeaking and clicking as I opened the door and peered out. A safety light was on

  and I could see doors to either side of the corridor plus the gilt-framed portrait of Lady Anne Moore at the far end, complete with lace ruff and pearl necklace, plus lapdog.




  I tiptoed towards her until I came to the landing at the top of the stairs. It’s corny but the face in the painting has the kind of staring eyes that seem to follow you wherever you go.

  Lady Anne has hardly any eyebrows and a high forehead, which gives her a permanently surprised, almost scared look.




  ‘You and me both,’ I told her.




  But there was nothing on the landing and nothing, no one, on the stairs. Whoever was making the floorboards creak had moved off before I’d got there and by this time I was getting serious

  hypothermia.




  I turned and headed back to my room. At Number 22, the door was flung open and Connie Coetzee appeared in her knickers and a baggy black T-shirt.




  ‘What the hell?’ she hissed.




  ‘S-s-sorry!’ I stammered.




  ‘How long have you been creeping around, keeping everyone awake?’




  ‘Not long. Two minutes.’




  She looked as if she didn’t believe me – a default mode with her, as it turned out. I guess she was born with an overdeveloped hostile gene.




  ‘Go to bed,’ she ordered as she clicked the door shut.




  Nice! I sighed, shivered and shook my way back to Room 27.




  Galina snored on. Her phone beeped again. The window rattled as I slid my whole body, head included, under the duvet and waited for my core temperature to rise back to normal.




  ‘Let me in!’ the voice in my head pleaded.




  I imagined a girl’s fingers tapping at the glass, a desperate voice – so frantic that she broke a small pane and reached her hand through the jagged gap, cutting her wrist and making

  it drip with blood. ‘Let me in!’




  It was Cathy from Wuthering Heights, Scarlett Hartley running from her attacker on New Year’s Eve, the ghost of Lily rising from the bottom of the lake – a combination of all

  three muddled together inside my restless brain.




  It was someone begging me to let her in, to give her space, to rescue her from a situation too lonely and terrible to describe.




  





  

    

      chapter two







    




    Galina woke up with a tear-stained face and panda eyes, thanks to the mascara she’d left on overnight. I was already up and showered, recovering from the bad dreams of

    the night before.




    ‘Where’s my phone?’ she wailed.




    I retrieved it from under Lily’s bed and handed it to her.




    ‘Where are my jeans?’




    ‘Bottom drawer?’ I suggested.




    ‘And my socks?’




    What was her stand-in ladies’ maid? I headed off to breakfast before she could ask me any more questions. Along the corridor Lady Anne seemed to raise her faint eyebrows at me and her

    blank gaze followed me down the stone stairs, where I bumped into Raisa on her way up to help Galina get dressed. I gave her a quick, sympathetic smile. Out in the quad Sergei and Mikhail lurked.

    They looked cold and bored.




    ‘Hi,’ I said, not expecting an answer. Then it occurred to me that maybe they were the ones patrolling the corridor during the night, making the creaks and squeaks. But no, surely

    not, because the rule was that after eight o’clock the girls’ dorm was a female-only zone. I hadn’t solved the mystery.




    ‘Good morning, how are you?’ Sergei replied.




    I hadn’t expected him to speak English because of what Galina had said so I took another look – Sergei was the younger of the two security guys, quite small, thin and

    agile-looking, with prominent, bony features and a brutally short haircut. I wouldn’t have put it past him to scale the outer wall of the dormitory building in the dead of night to install

    a secret camera for spying-on-Galina purposes – hence the scratching noises. Walking on towards the dining hall, I laughed at myself for watching too many Bond movies.




    It turned out I wasn’t the first one down to breakfast. Hooper was already there, sitting by himself in a corner with his iPad. Connie and Zara were at the counter, choosing between

    yogurt and fruit or full English, taking ages to decide because Marco Conti was there too.




    ‘So, Marco, how do you like St Jude’s?’ Zara asked, words being less important for her than body language. I mean, what kind of boring, banal opening question was that?




    Marco didn’t seem to mind. ‘So far I like it. What is this?’ he asked, pointing to a dark, congealed mess in the metal container next to the bacon.




    ‘Black pudding.’ Zara’s expression of disgust involved wrinkling her cute nose. ‘Pigs, offal and blobs of fat mixed with blood. I wouldn’t if I were

    you.’




    Marco quickly opted for a croissant and some cheese.




    Zara grabbed some fruit and went with him to an empty table by the window. ‘So how do you like to spend your time?’ I heard her ask as she bestowed her special smile that makes

    guys melt. ‘Are you into sport? Football, tennis, rugby? I imagine you’re excellent at everything like that.’




    Still at the counter, I exchanged glances with Connie. When did Zara ever have a conversation about whacking or kicking a ball? She was exercise-phobic, unless high-octane flirting falls into

    that category.




    ‘You look knackered,’ Connie told me in her no-holds-barred way.




    ‘I am.’




    ‘Less prowling up and down corridors,’ she recommended as she went across the room to bother Hooper.




    I followed her with my cereal and yogurt, and saw the grateful look on his face when I joined them.




    ‘Why so bleary eyed?’ he asked.




    ‘Am I? Sorry.’




    ‘It’s not because you regret these pics by any chance?’ Hooper turned his iPad towards me and gave me time to study an image of a girl in a tiny red and gold bikini, posing

    provocatively by the edge of a swimming pool. I say ‘girl’ because it took me a while to realize that this was a picture of me.




    ‘Whoa!’ I gasped.




    ‘Let me see.’ The Black Widow grabbed the iPad. ‘Jeez, Alyssa, you’re not leaving much to the imagination!’




    ‘But . . . !’




    ‘Where did you find this?’ she asked Hooper.




    ‘It’s on Alyssa’s Facebook page.’




    ‘I didn’t put that there. It’s not even—!’ I whimpered.




    ‘Oh yeah. Here’s more of the same. Wow, Alyssa.’ Connie stood up and called for Zara to come and look.




    ‘It’s not . . . I didn’t . . . oh my God!’




    Zara ignored Connie. Hooper looked embarrassed. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.




    I grabbed the iPad back from Connie and skimmed through the pictures. ‘It’s not even me!’




    ‘It is – look!’ Connie leaned over my shoulder. ‘You by the side of the pool, you lathered in sun cream, slithering up and down a sun umbrella pole, you spread-eagled

    on a sun lounger. It says they were taken in the Maldives on Christmas Day.’




    ‘Everyone knows I wasn’t in the Maldives. I was in Richmond upon Thames. I don’t have a red bikini – it’s not me!’ It would have been funny except that it

    wasn’t.




    ‘Maybe someone stole your username and password and Photoshopped your face on to existing pictures of a glamour model.’ Hooper suggested what he thought was a helpful solution.




    ‘Jeez, Hooper!’




    He shrugged and apologized again, while Connie physically dragged Zara across to our table.




    ‘Wow!’ Zara said when she saw what she thought was me oiled and spread-eagled. ‘Damn, Alyssa, you look hot!’




    ‘It’s not . . . I don’t . . .’ Stupidly my face went bright red and I felt the hot prickle of tears in my eyes.




    ‘It’s a joke,’ Connie told Zara sardonically. ‘Alyssa says she wasn’t in the Maldives – she was in Richmond.’




    ‘With my aunt,’ I bleated. I didn’t care how stupid I sounded.




    ‘Look – she’s freaking out,’ Connie said as if I wasn’t there. ‘I have no idea why. It’s not as if they stuck her face on to an ugly body.’




    ‘Whoever did it must have a weird sense of humour,’ Hooper commented. ‘To me it looks suspiciously like revenge porn.’




    Connie considered this. ‘Oh yeah, where an ex-partner posts intimate stuff online so the world can see images that were meant to be private. Count yourself lucky, Alyssa – at least

    you’re not fully naked.’




    ‘Only an idiot would think you’d really pose like that,’ Zara sympathized. ‘Still, you’d better hope that Jack doesn’t see it – he’ll go

    crazy.’




    ‘God, yes,’ I gasped, punching buttons to delete the photos. ‘It’s the middle of the night in Colorado so let’s hope he’s asleep.’




    ‘Text him, just in case,’ Hooper advised as I fled.




    I wasn’t listening. I had to get out of the dining room, away from the Black Widow’s smirking face, across the courtyard and out past the main school towards the bike shed, away

    from St Jude’s.




    Against my better judgement I cycled shakily along the lanes towards the Bottoms. It was Sunday morning – one of those bleak winter days that never seem to get light.

    There was no colour in the monochrome landscape, just shades of black and grey.




    It was the same monochrome inside my head – grey and shadowy – and would be until Jack finally got out of Denver and was on the plane to Heathrow, until I could look into his

    honey-brown eyes and hear him tell me that he loved me. Meanwhile, in an effort to take my mind off the fake bikini pictures, I focused on Scarlett Hartley and decided on the spur of the moment

    to go and see Alex Driffield.




    Passing the Old Mill on the outskirts of Chartsey Bottom, I was overtaken by Tom in his white Peugeot. He waved at me as he zipped by. I wobbled and waved back.




    Should’ve worn a thicker jacket, I thought to myself as I reached Main Street. And gloves and a big scarf. I had chosen the wrong clothes, as usual.




    I reached the church opposite Tom’s place – the church with the lych gate and the churchyard with the leaning gravestones, the inscriptions of which had been worn away by centuries

    of rain and frost. Worshippers were huddled in the church porch. I cycled on, a girl on a mission, but it was only when I reached the faded sign outside JD Car Repairs that I fully realized what

    that mission was.




    I was being drawn in to the murder case despite myself, making emotional connections between the fates of Lily and Scarlett, on the road to becoming a one-girl crusader to discover the

    truth.




    Anyway, the workshop was closed. I stopped and peered in through the grimy window, saw a rusty blue car on a ramp over a mechanic’s pit, a small office at the far end with the usual

    calendar pictures on the wall. I shuddered again at the memory of the bikini photos on my Facebook page – who, why, when?




    ‘Looking for someone?’ a voice asked, and I turned round to see Jayden striding towards me with Bolt, his bandy-legged dog.




    Jayden the gatecrasher at Tom’s party, Lily’s ex. Jayden who had saved my life when Harry Embsay planned to drown me that night, out by the ruined abbey.




    Harry shines his torch beam in my eyes. ‘What’s wrong, Alyssa?’ he asks after he’s described how my murder will be explained away and he’s dragged me through

    the reeds into the freezing river. ‘Can you spot a loophole?’




    I retch and pull away, thinking, if this is it, if this is really what’s going to happen, just do it.




    The sky is black. The river rushes on.




    Just do it!




    It’s so dark we don’t know anyone is there until a dog hurtles out of the cloisters and down the hill towards us. I don’t see it but I hear it snarling as it comes. Harry

    just has time to swing his torch towards Bolt as the Staffie leaps chest-high and sinks his fangs into Harry’s shoulder. The torch drops to the ground. I dive down, grab it and swing it

    along the bank towards the stepping stones. Jayden walks in our direction – strolls actually, with both hands in his jacket pocket, shoulders hunched against the cold. I half run, half

    stagger to meet him with the chorus of Bolt’s snarls and growls playing in the background.
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