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Dedication

For Paul and James






Epigraph

“… with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit.”

The Fall of the House of Usher, Edgar Allan Poe






Coterie: a small group of people with shared interests or tastes, especially one that is exclusive of other people. Early 18th century; from French, earlier denoting an association of tenants, based on Middle Low German kote ‘cote’.




Contents


	Title Page

	Copyright

	Note to Readers

	Dedication

	Epigraph


	D’olobelle Manor, September 1965

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	D’olobelle, 1st July 1965

	Chapter Four

	Nine Months Earlier

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Eighteen Months Earlier

	D’olobelle, 4th July 1965

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Fourteen Months Earlier

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	D’olobelle, 6th July 1965

	Chapter Fifteen

	D’olobelle, 7th July 1965

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Nine Months Earlier

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	D’olobelle, 8th July 1965

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	D’olobelle, 9th July 1965

	Eight Months Earlier

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	D’olobelle, 10th July 1965

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	D’olobelle, 10th July 1965

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	D’olobelle, 13th July 1965

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Chapter Thirty-Eight

	D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

	Nine Months Earlier

	D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

	Four Weeks Before the Party

	Chapter Thirty-Nine

	Chapter Forty

	D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

	Chapter Forty-One

	Chapter Forty-Two

	Chapter Forty-Three

	Jess

	D’olobelle, 1st September 1965

	D’olobelle, August 2025

	Acknowledgements

	About the Publisher








The memoirs and journal of Allegra D’olobelle, aged 18

D’olobelle Manor, September 1965

I shake my head in despair when I think back to myself from a few weeks ago. I wrote with such naivety, such arrogant flippancy to every word. Of course, I hate myself for my stupidity now. Not that I’m alone, I think everyone believes the curse to be an obscene overexaggeration until it happens to them. Just some kind of old wives’ tale.

I always trusted that together as the Coterie, we were untouchable, a force more powerful than any malediction. But maybe if I’d taken heed of the warnings of my ancestors, things wouldn’t have worked out this way. It could have all been so different if not for my foolish lust. Of course, I was lucky. I survived. So I mustn’t dwell when not everyone has been so fortunate. This will be my final writing on the matter. I hope my previous entries may serve as a memoir of sorts. An account of how it happened, which may provide comfort to others when their time comes.

With love to whichever poor soul receives this journal next, because it means the curse is about to throttle your heart too. Ax






Chapter One

In hindsight we probably should have seen five heads falling from the sky at graduation as a bad omen, but everyone was reluctant to ruin such a perfect day.

I can still feel the heat of the sun on me, still smell the crisp scent of freshly cut grass and daisies in the air and still hear the click of the photographer taking pictures of us all as we lined up on the red brick steps of St Hilda’s Abbey, our white graduation hats and gowns glowing in the yellow summer light.

My best friend, Jess, stood next to me as we posed for the year-group pictures, mirroring each other’s smiles, pulling faces we’d practised our whole lives. Jess’s teeth were as sparkling white as her gown; her long straight dark hair a raven curtain of gloss in the sunshine next to my own wavy auburn locks. She’d turned to me as the photographer’s shutter clicked again, her piercing blue eyes communicating wordlessly with my hazel ones in the way they have so many times since birth, crinkling at the corners with joy. I was so happy, standing next to her in our graduation gowns, that I could have strained a cheek muscle.

It had felt unthinkable that graduation would ever come. Seven years of living in each other’s pockets, running down the wood-panelled corridors of St Hilda’s in the dead of night, exchanging hushed whispers and giggles, sneaking in and out of each other’s dorms. Laughing together, crying together, giving hand jobs under cover of duvets. But now, we’d finally made it.

Jess and I had talked about this day since we were small. It had seemed mythical when we were six years old, playing Barbies and Sylvanian Families. We’d try on my mum’s clothes and jewellery, imagining a time when we’d be adults wearing these things for real to dinner parties and galas. It was tripping over the hem of Mummy’s Ossie Clark dress that gave Jess the tiny scar on her chin that now looks like a dimple. I’d twisted my ankle rushing to save her from the tumble. That’s who we were. We did everything together, joy and pain. It had always been so, and it always would be. Best friends since we could remember.

“Say fromage, my bitches!” Tim had leaped on our backs without warning, photobombing us.

The weight of him nearly sent the two of us flying, our feet teetering dangerously over the edge of the step. At the last second, my boyfriend Hugo swooped in too, turning from where he’d been recounting the tale of the rowing team’s recent victory – thanks to his incredible captaincy – and caught us, wrapping me safely in his strong arms and laughing into my ear while I sighed with relief. I’d been sure we were about to send the entire sixth form toppling down the St Hilda’s front steps like entitled dominoes, and the embarrassment of that might just have killed me.

“Easy, party boy,” Hugo said, clutching my waist with one arm and steadying Tim with the other. I relished his grip. The safety net that’s held me since year seven.

Tim had been drinking since he woke up that morning. I’d found him inhaling vodka in the shower room earlier, and suggested he slow down, but he just told me it was a celebration. Not that it was abnormal for him – he’d refused to raw-dog a single day of his life for a while now. He’d seemed perky at least, but who knows if Tim was ever genuinely happy. After everything he’d been through in the last couple of years, I doubted it.

I glanced up into Hugo’s green eyes, his sandy hair flopping against his cheekbone. The sight of his dimples still sent the butterflies flapping in my stomach the same way they had all those years ago.

Hugo bent down, muttering into my ear, the rush of air against my eardrum putting me in danger of toppling down the stairs again. “He’s worse than usual today. Should someone intervene?”

“To be fair to him, he’s done amazingly well. This time last year none of us would have even expected him to graduate,” I’d stage-whispered back.

“Yeah, Hugo.” Tim stuck his head between the two of us. “And if Head Girl says I’ve done well, then you should celebrate how well I’ve done too.”

“I’m only Head Girl for the next twenty minutes, then I’m off the clock,” I’d corrected, checking the countdown on my gold Apple Watch.

“You’ll always be Head Girl to me.” Tim clasped his hands in prayer pose and smiled at me angelically, before pointing his fingertips towards Madeline Borges at the end of the row. “Lest we forget the horror we could have ended up with.”

“That alternative doesn’t bear thinking about,” Jess said, blinking indignantly while trying to maintain her grin for the camera. She kissed me on the cheek as the photographer zoomed in, her lip gloss sticking momentarily against my skin in a familiar way.

“Look at her, baring her teeth at you like a rabid beast,” Hugo said, his gaze still on Madeline. “You don’t think she’s going to try one last coup, do you?”

I didn’t even need to look to know that Madeline was still staring daggers at me. She’d been doing it for seven years. What was a final twenty minutes under her sour glare? Being Head Girl was the thing she’d coveted the most. She’d wanted power and glory, and to treat other people like they were beneath her. She assumed if she behaved better than everyone else, the position would be hers. When I got the job, she’d been blindsided and bitter, but it wasn’t my fault that people voted for me over her. What did she expect after she was overheard during her campaign calling her fellow students ‘the little people’? Even now, in the same graduation gown as everyone else, she was staring down her nose at us all, her short, blond bob moving as one entity every time she shook her head.

“I’d never take any kind of leadership from her,” Tim said. “Fuck authority, man. Unless it’s from Evie.”

“That’s because Evie’s both great and stylish. Whereas Madeline’s a miserable hag who wears polyester. No one respects polyester,” Jess said.

“Oh lord, why are you talking about polyester?” CeCe, Jess’s significant other, suddenly leaned over from where they’d been stood with their orchestra buddies, swiping a joint and lighter from Tim’s fingers that the rest of us had failed to spot.

“Aww, dude!” Tim sulked.

I booped Tim on the nose like a naughty kitten. “Not till after graduation!”

“Yep, and then you share,” Jess said, and smiled. “Obviously we were talking about Madeline. No one else here wears flammable chic.”

“Those shoes assault my soul.” CeCe scowled at the brightly adorned feet poking from beneath Madeline’s gown. “Where did she get them? A supermarket?”

Tim kicked the toe of his shoe against the ground, too disappointed in the removal of his spliff to pass comment on Madeline’s footwear.

“Aww, Tim! Is that your new mummy?” Jess pointed into the audience where Tim’s dad sat, as stern as ever, next to a woman who looked like the real-life reference picture of an eighteen-year-old that my mum gives to her aesthetician.

I’d been surprised Tim’s dad had shown up. He was an emotionless stone of a man who seemed to find it easier to ignore Tim and pretend he didn’t exist than face his son’s striking resemblance to his dead mother. But even before Tim’s mum died, he hadn’t been interested in a son who was artistic and not remotely sporty.

“Yes, I believe she graduated last year … to the position of new house slut,” Tim muttered.

“He does love them ambitious,” CeCe quipped, and Hugo chuckled.

“God, I can’t believe your dad still has sex,” Jess said.

“You see why I need to smoke,” Tim said, looking at CeCe with pleading eyes.

“It’s terribly bad for your health,” CeCe said.

“You’re not a doctor yet, dear,” Tim quipped.

CeCe groaned. They were still reeling from their parents’ insistence that they study medicine instead of music at university.

I spotted my own parents behind Tim’s dad. The smile on Mummy’s face looked painfully fixed, suggesting she’d paid a special visit to the aforementioned aesthetician for the occasion.

Our group, the Coterie – a name meaning an exclusive group of people – ruled the school. My family – the D’olobelles – have had Coteries for generations. Granny and her friends had one, Great Granny before that, and then Great Great Granny of course, and so on. The D’olobelle Coteries have always been famous leaders in the worlds of art and philosophy, despite many of their members dying tragically young. It’s an honour to be part of such a long-running tradition.

Ours had started with just me, Jess and Tim, back when we were tiny, then expanded to encompass Hugo and CeCe when we got to St Hilda’s. Tim needed the support a little more than the rest of us. Keeping an eye on him at school was a full-time job. Any one of the other kids could have given him that joint; drugs weren’t exactly in short supply around here. That’s the problem with private schools. All of us have grown up with an abundance of wealth, and the knowledge that whatever we do, our parents can pay for it to go away. Some kids treat their trust funds like a legal and moral immunity.

I’m not denying my own privilege here. All over the country there were intelligent sixth formers deserving of places at top universities – but regardless of their talents, they weren’t getting them, because we were. We were the top percentage, the ones who didn’t have to try. I was going to do something to give back, though, at least. I was taking a gap year to go and do charity work in war-torn countries before RADA – the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art – where I wanted to train to be an actress.

Looking up I spotted the helicopter, black and buzzard-like, circling the blue sky around us from up high. My cue. As I gave my friends the nod, they grew quiet, prompting silence to spread over the entire year group. The mic felt heavy in my hand with the emotional weight of my next task. As Head Girl, it was down to me to start the mortarboard toss. Behind us the sprawling Georgian buildings of St Hilda’s Abbey stood relieved, unburdened, having spat us out into the world. We were no longer their concern, and they were no longer ours.

“CONGRATULATIONS, CLASS OF 2026!” My voice rang out across the group, and I raised my mortarboard to the sky.

Over a hundred hats flew into the air at my command, tassels fluttering in the light summer breeze. Hugo kissed my head. Jess jumped on CeCe’s back, shrieking with joy. Tim stood watching, sucking on the miniature whisky concealed up his sleeve, the relocated joint discreetly poking from the other one. We would remember this day for as long as we lived.

As the hats peaked, the helicopter descended, the noise of its propellors all-consuming. The class of 2026 all stared upwards, transfixed by the aircraft, gowns flapping in its slipstream, as a hand clad in a black leather appeared from the helicopter door, releasing something white from its grip. Once airborne, it separated in the sky, splitting into hundreds of pieces of rectangular, gold-embossed card that fluttered down towards us like doves.

Simon Davies, rugby team captain, was the first to catch one. “It’s the party invites!” he shouted, waving it in the air.

People around him started to scramble for their own. The previously demure class of 2026 became frenzied, animalistic, as they clawed, scratched and pushed each other to get their hands on a simple party invitation. The elegant hat toss of seconds ago was forgotten. The party was everything.

I stood back with my friends: the satisfied circus masters, the orchestrators of the chaos. Our annual D’olobelle Summer Soiree was bigger than prom, bigger than graduation, maybe even bigger than our future weddings. We enjoyed the confusion of the parents watching, appalled by the untamed behaviour of their perfectly bred spawn.

We were so busy gloating that we didn’t notice the first head. Not until it hit the ground in front of my feet with a thud, its bloody neck slamming on to the redbrick step. A second head landed next to the first, its neck just as bloody and just as severed. Then three, then four, then five. Five bloody thuds, for five bloody heads.

I have to confess, it took an embarrassingly long time to realise they were from mannequins, sawn off at the neck and covered in red paint. But once I had, I knew instantly that they were meant to be me, Jess, CeCe, Hugo and Tim. Two with long hair – one dark and one auburn. One with short, floppy, sandy hair. One with shaggy brown waves, and another dark, shaved into a fade at the sides, with a longer bleached top. They blinked in unison, their defiant eyelashes sweeping like brushes across their plastic faces.

“Are they, like, robots?” Tim asked, recovering first.

“Are they actually blinking?” Hugo whispered in my ear. “Or am I imagining this?”

 And then their plastic mouths opened, gaping, as they expelled a slow, high-pitched, haunting song.

“One, two, three, four, five, once I caught a fish, she died.”

The poisonous song came three times, followed by eerie silence.

Maybe if we’d paid more attention to everything going on that day, things wouldn’t have ended the way they did. But everyone was too scared that it meant someone had figured out the things that we’d done.






Chapter Two

One Week Later

I feel the warmth of D’olobelle seeping into my blood the moment I see its gothic turrets through the woods. It’s like a balm, soothing away the weeks of stress from final exams and graduation. The sun glints off its arched windows as it disappears behind the centuries-old gnarled and twisted oak trees, only to emerge seconds later, bigger and more imposing than before. Like a magic trick.

Hugo’s hand rests on my knee. The two of us sing along to the radio, our voices travelling through the open windows of his Range Rover, disturbing the peace of the deserted country lanes. My gaze flits over to him, taking in the line of his jaw, the sexy crinkle of his brow while he concentrates on the road, the tanned lightly freckled skin of his arms. He catches me perving and rubs my bare knee with his thumb, tracing patterns on my baking skin.

“See something you like, poppet?” He leans over, placing a quick kiss on my head.

Tim’s old Jeep appears behind, gaining on us.

“Hold on to your sunnies, babe,” Hugo says, ramming his foot further down on the accelerator.

We lurch forward, gravel spraying from the tyres, and I close my eyes as the sun strobes faster through the gaps in the trees that we whizz past.

“Eat my dust, Timmy boy!” Hugo shouts out of the window.

“I’M COMING RIGHT UP YOUR REAR, DEAR!” Tim screams back.

“Shit,” Hugo swears next to me, changing gear.

I reopen my eyes. Tim’s front bumper is now in line with our back one. Hugo’s slaloming down the winding road, throwing me around like a rag doll to prevent Tim from getting round us. Tim’s persistent, but Hugo loves to win.

We approach a bend so tight that the sides of the road scallop upwards where previous cars have clearly veered. I can hear Jess screaming at Tim from their car to slow down, CeCe madly reasoning with him. Against all advice, at the road’s narrowest point, Tim decides it’s time to go for broke. His Jeep ascends the bank, almost tilted on two wheels, but pulling level with us. We’re forced to ascend the other side of the bank, tilting ourselves to match. I grip the door handle and dashboard for dear life, making eye contact with Jess in the other car doing the same. The two of us exchange a terrified look.

“Hugs,” I say, but my voice comes out so small that I’m not sure Hugs even hears me, let alone takes notice. He does though, of course he does, because I’m safe with Hugs. Sense prevails, and he slows down. The Range Rover rights itself back on all four wheels.

“SO LONG, SUCKERS!!” Tim shouts, zooming away in a cloud of dust toward the wrought iron gates of D’olobelle, middle finger raised in salute against the blue skies.

“Ahhhh, let him have it,” I say, mostly relieved that we’ve survived. “He can’t get in without me anyway.”

“He’s still annoyed that he wasn’t the one who did the heads thing at graduation,” Hugo grouses.

Soon after the heads had fallen, everyone started laughing, assuming it was a prank. Tim had told everyone it was the announcement of the theme for the party – “Severance”. They’ve been talking about how clever and iconic it was ever since, while we’ve been trying to figure out who was responsible and what it meant.

“I still don’t understand how someone got them into the helicopter,” Hugs says. “We were the only ones that knew it was coming! Oh god, look – the kids are fighting again. Do you ever worry that Jess might just end Tim one day?”

“Nah, she’s vegan,” I say. The dizzying adrenaline of the car race is wearing off as we get closer to D’olobelle’s grand entrance. “She doesn’t believe in killing animals.”

Ahead of us, the Jeep has screeched to a stop just inches from the imposing gates. By the time we pull up, we’ve been listening to the shouts long enough to know what’s going on. As usual Jess and CeCe are trying to save Tim from himself.

“All I’m saying, is if we back up and take a good run at it, I can take out the gates action-movie style. Ram them down and just plough right over them,” Tim is protesting. “This baby’s built for off-road. Let’s give it a chance to fulfil its purpose!”

“And all I’m saying,” CeCe reasons, “is that this is our last summer before university. Not our last summer ever. Let’s just wait like, two minutes and then we can all enjoy the summer without a trip to intensive care. A full body cast wouldn’t suit me.”

As the most sensible person I know, apart from me, CeCe’s often the one that ends up having to talk Tim down from some of his more dangerous ideas. Jess usually just shouts at him.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Jess wails, looking a bit green.

Tim laughs at her, and it’s all the incentive she needs. She lurches from the back seat in attack mode.

“OUCH! OW!! STOP HITTING ME!” Tim shouts. “CeCe! Control your woman.”

CeCe gasps and holds a hand up to their throat. “Sir, you have just dead-and-buried yourself there. And not a soul will help you.”

“This is the countryside. Everyone drives like lunatics out here. Don’t they, Evie?” Tim demands.

“Not quite like that,” I say, jumping down from the Range Rover.

I walk towards the towering gates – standing at four times the size of me – and embrace the familiar shrinking sensation they invoke. Across the break in the intricate ironwork is a central crest, inscribed with a quote by de Béranger: His heart is a suspended lute, as soon as it is touched, it resounds. The house was built by my great great great great great great great great grandfather – the illusionist and conjuror, Edgar D’olobelle – in the 1600s, so these gates and the quote must have been added later by another ancestor. But it feels like an entrance he would have approved of. It’s extremely meaningful to me. Sometimes I slightly well up when I see it, imagining my own heart, a suspended lute, until D’olobelle makes it resound. Granny even used it as a motto for her Coterie in the sixties.

I ceremoniously insert the heavy key into the lock, cranking it round with great effort. There’s nothing easy about getting into the estate, but that’s D’olobelle all over. You have to work for its grace. Granny always said beauty was something you earned. Shame that Mummy takes that literally, and uses all the money Daddy earns to pay for her cosmetic surgery.

Hugo jumps out of the car just as the lock finally clicks open, and the two of us put our full weight behind the gates until they give way. Sliding noisily across centuries-old gravel, opening us up to the dark red of D’olobelle, in all its gothic beauty, brick by brick.

There’s a squeal from Tim’s tyres and a rush of gravel before we’ve even had a chance to get out of the way.

“Laters, pricks!” he shouts through the hot, still air as the Jeep careens off down the driveway with Jess and CeCe as his shocked passengers.

We watch the Jeep fly between the green striped lawns in the distance. I could swear I feel D’olobelle sighing at the disruption to its long-held peace.

As Hugo and I follow Tim down the half-mile-long driveway, I breathe in the acres of lawns, light and dark green stripes stretching either side of us, broken only by the occasional water feature, pond, or bed of wildflowers – something Jess suggested to help the bees. I inhale the smell of the lavender strategically planted either side of the driveway to enchant visitors to D’olobelle right from the off.

Just to the side of the house, the glistening rectangle of the swimming pool winks at me invitingly, centred in its blanket of green: a refreshing window in the suffocating heat of the day, surrounded by candy-striped pool furniture with pink scalloped edges like something from Polly Pocket. In the summer, the pool is our favourite part of the whole estate.

There’s a final rush of gravel ahead as Tim brings the car to a stop by spinning it into a doughnut, before jumping out and on to the Jeep’s bonnet in one fluid movement. He poses there, swinging his legs against the grate, shirtless in cut-off jean shorts, white Chuck Taylors and round sunglasses with his slightly unruly dark, curly hair spilling off the top of his head, the tattoos he did himself on full display. We pull up next to him: slower, with less of a dramatic flourish.

 “What took you so long?” Tim asks, beaming with small beads of sweat glinting off his forehead.

“The lady of the manor never rushes,” I reply.

“Not everyone drives like a maniac,” Jess says, tumbling out of the Jeep with CeCe behind her.

Tim peers over his sunglasses in her direction. “You could have brought your own car. But instead, you chose to be all environmental about it.”

“I don’t want to add to the global warming problem that we already have,” Jess says, fanning herself in the close, 32-degree heat.

“You’ll happily allow me to warm the globe on your behalf, though,” Tim says. “Hypocrisy, thy name is Jessica.”

Jess rolls her eyes. “Bell-end, thy name is Timothy.”

“Let’s get inside, my name is CeCe,” CeCe sighs and picks up their bags from the back of the jeep, heading towards the great, studded front door.

I’m surprised that our butler hasn’t come out to greet us already. “Burton should be here somewhere,” I say.

“I literally can’t believe Burton’s still going,” Hugo says. “He’s been ancient since we were twelve. He must be eighty million years old. My god, I’ve got some tales about that man.”

“Aren’t there laws about working OAPs to death?” Tim asks, tilting his head to me.

“If he wasn’t working, Tim, he’d be awfully bored,” Jess points out. “And boredom kills old people. The harder we work him, the longer he’ll live, actually. It’s for his own good that he’s kept busy.”

As if on cue, Burton soundlessly opens the door, looming in its arched frame in his suit and white gloves, as neat and unchanged as ever.

“BERTIEEEE!” Jess rushes straight over, clambering on top of our butler in a way that I worry may break his delicate frame.

“’Sup, Bertieboo!” Tim says, holding his hand out for a high five that never materialises.

“The place is looking fabulous!” CeCe says, reaching for a handshake, which I’m amused to see Burton accepts limply.

“Hey Burton,” I say. “Cases are in the car. Jess and Cece will be in the green room, Tim’s getting the yellow room, me and Hugs will take the pink room.”

“What’s with the yellow room? No green room with jacuzzi bath for Tim Tim?” Tim asks, pouting as Burton heads to the Range Rover.

“You set fire to the ivy on the balcony of green room last year,” I say.

Tim shrugs. “I could have sworn some of those ivy plants were cannabis. Look, you live and you learn, and the green room’s best for shagging. I shouldn’t be punished for human error. Anyway, I’d say my room’s the one where I rub my dick all over the pillows first anyway, right?”

He races into the house with the others in hot pursuit, all of them trying to ensure that they don’t end up with Tim’s filthy cock pillows.

“You are NOT giving our pillows chlamydia,” CeCe shouts after him.

I walk slowly into the castle-like shadow of D’olobelle. Aside from Burton, who lives on the grounds in a house that Grandfather gifted to him for his service, D’olobelle sits mostly empty these days. Sometimes I wonder if it and Burton even exist when we’re not here. I feel bad when we aren’t about, keeping him busy, like Jess says.

We started coming for summer three years ago. Daddy knew how upset I was when I found him being sucked off by his PA in the armoury, so he said I could have people over here to keep me company for the summer. Mummy disappeared after that. I mean, who would hang around? Especially when Daddy put the sucker up in one of the wings. Mummy went to a health farm to get the toxins leeched out of her by prime eels, and loved it.

Now it’s an annual tradition – both the summer here and the eels up my mother’s bum. And that’s how the annual D’olobelle summer party started. With a free estate, why not? The parties have got bigger and better every year, and this year’s going to be the most iconic yet. People go all out. Some guests that don’t know etiquette have to be escorted off the premises at the end. Once they’ve tasted something as great as D’olobelle, it’s like they have to cling to every last scrap. I don’t blame them. D’olobelle’s the place I feel most alive. The bricks of the place are a physical part of me, part of the red blood in my veins. Even when I’m not here.

Burton spends months preparing for the summer season. It gives him purpose during the fallow, off-season months where the estate lies empty and sad. People have speculated that this year might be the last party, with us all going off to different universities. But I know it won’t be. D’olobelle keeps you coming back, no matter how far away you go.

Inside, the house looks the same as it always has. I stop in the hallway closing my eyes and breathe in the unique D’olobelle scent of smoke and lavender. When I open them again, dust particles dance in the sunlight like the party’s already begun. I slip off my sandals, relishing the feel of my bare feet against the same shiny brown-and-beige-squared stone tiles Mummy’s heels clipped across when she found out about Daddy’s special friend. When she threatened never to return. Of course, she did return. We always return.

First things first, I walk towards the round mahogany table at the centre of the hallway, where Granny resides, and pat her on the head. When she died, Granny Allegra requested her ashes be melted with gold and made into a large statue of her favourite dog, Mildred, who passed a few years before her. She was a particularly drooly old bloodhound, and now her statue sits watching the front door. Granny the dog.

“Hi Granny,” I whisper. “You’re looking well.”

“I gave her a polish just this morning. Are you well, Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton appears behind me with the cases.

“Yes, thank you, Burton. Are you?” I ask.

“Always, Mademoiselle Evie,” Burton replies. “I’ve prepared the house for you and your guests. Just let me know if there’s anything you need.”

I walk towards the giant, dark wood staircase that dominates the grand hallway, forking and winding off in opposite directions to the separate wings of the house. I can feel Burton watching me fondly as I climb the stairs. So much of my childhood holidays were spent trailing him around the house, trying to find something to keep me occupied. He’s played more games of hide and seek with me than my parents ever did.

Portraits of my ancestors hang on the wood-panelled walls around the grand staircase, not a hint of ugliness to be seen on account of the amount of money paid to the portrait artists at the time. Towards the top of the stairs are pictures of me as a baby and a toddler, then older and older until I’m who I am now. They make it look as if I belong here.

In truth, this house belongs to Burton or Granny the dog far more than it does to me. I trace my fingers along the photographs interspersed with the family portraits. Granny framed pictures of her and the old Coterie from their summers here, dressed up in costumes, all smiling at the camera. She used to tell me tales of their parties, their murder mystery nights, the plays they put on. I once tried to put on a play in their honour, but the others wouldn’t get on board. Tim missed every cue he was given on account of his drinking, and Hugo never learned his lines.

At the top of the stairs, I can already hear Jess and CeCe going at it like a pair of filthy rabbits in the green room. Granny died in that room. She came back from where she’d been living in St Barts to make sure that she died within the walls of D’olobelle, and family lore says her ghost still haunts it. To be fair, she did die reading Fifty Shades of Grey, so I’m sure she’s not shocked by Jess and CeCe’s antics. But it’s why me and Hugs will never stay in there. I can’t bang thinking that Granny might be watching.

“If you’re going to be making a porno in my family home, I demand royalties!” I shout through the door, only for Tim to shout back at me from the yellow room down the corridor:

“HOW DID YOU KNOW?”

I race past and head towards the left wing where the pink room is located. I wanted to make sure that Hugo and I had a bit of privacy and space for ourselves. And I’ve always loved the pink room most anyway. It’s got the best view of the grounds from the house by far; its balcony looks out over the front lawns and swimming pool.

I nod to Daisy, a suit of armour that’s stood just outside the pink room guarding it since I was a child. In my loneliest times, when I was much younger, Daisy was like an imaginary friend or sibling. I’d talk to her, pretend we were playing games like statues. I named her after a member of Granny’s Coterie, Daisy, who was an artist and actress specialising in silence as a form of dramatic artistic expression. She used to love wearing the suit in plays and at parties. Granny said sometimes Daisy would just put it on and try to dance if she felt people needed cheering up.

I push open the pink panelled door with its centuries-old brass doorknob and get instantly blinded by the sunlight streaming through a pair of open French windows. Thin white linen curtains attempt to rustle in the faintest of breezes. The panelled walls glow even pinker in the burning afternoon sun. That’s D’olobelle: effortlessly using the beauty of its surroundings to its own advantage.

I glance round at the four-poster bed, expecting to find Hugo, but he’s not there. Instead, I spy him outside, sprawled on the balcony sofa, shirt unbuttoned to expose his already tanned skin, the tattoo that Tim gave him – a matching counterpart to one of his own – on the right side of his chest. A copy of The Secret History is in one hand and a spliff in the other. I join him, pausing briefly to take in the view of the grounds, the swimming pool glinting back at me like a mirage.

“Bertie OK?” he asks, burning spliff stuck to his lip as he pushes the hair back off his face.

I sigh with great resignation. “Bertie’s great. Jess and CeCe are already shagging in Granny’s room,”

I strip down to my bikini top and hot pants and lie down with him, leaning my head against his bare chest, my hair fanning out across his tanned skin in auburn ripples. Shielding my eyes from the sun with my hand, I watch the end of the spliff glowing orange as he tokes on it, and trace my finger lightly around his belly button, the feel of my fingertips against his soft skin one of the most familiar sensations I know.

“Dinner’s not for hours yet,” I say, walking my fingers up his chest. “And this heat’s making me fancy a lie-down.”

Hugo takes one last drag before putting the spliff out in an old Hermès ashtray. His eyes glint with a hunger as I sit up, biting my thumb. He pulls me closer, standing from the seat and slinging me over his shoulder. I giggle, gleefully kicking my feet, as he leads me back through the flowing curtains. In a warm pink haze, he throws me down on to the cool cotton sheets, climbing on top and staring into my eyes while his hands reach down for the button on my shorts. He’s warm and clammy, we stick to each other, and when he kisses me the scent of lavender blows in through the windows and over our intertwined bodies.






Chapter Three

“YESSS!!!” I cheer as my battered red wooden ball trundles through the last of the silver hoops, thwacking against the multicoloured post and ending the game.

The silk of my long black evening dress ripples softly, like water against my skin, as I jump for joy. Golden hour’s starting to set on D’olobelle, the yellow evening light making even the old woods look young and fresh. Life feels better, carefree, calm. D’olobelle is home and I know that my friends feel it too. They’ve all been far more relaxed since we arrived.

“Our winner this year …” Hugo starts.

“And every year …” CeCe interjects with a huff.

“THE HEIRESS WITH THE MOSTEST!” Tim continues, shouting over CeCe. “It’s … Evie D’olobelle!”

My opponents clap politely, Hugo holding my hand up to the sky in celebration, as Tim swigs one of the bottles of so-called Champagne I found in the cellar from back when Daddy dabbled in making it one summer. It turned out that there were some very good climate-related reasons why it isn’t made in Surrey.

“Thank god, we can finally stop this sporting charade and get on with dinner!” Jess says, leaning on her croquet stick in her red satin dress. “I’m starving! Physical exercise makes me hungry. Honestly that went on too long this year. It was almost as tedious as Madeline’s fucking online journal.”

Tim rubs his hands together with glee. “I’d almost forgotten about that.”

“I was so excited when we found it,” Jess says. “And then it turned out to be one of the biggest disappointments of my life.”

 “At least Tim made it more interesting,” says CeCe.

Tim chuckles. “Poor Madeline and her persistent thrush. Who knew it would go viral when she dear-diaried that?”

“It’s all those synthetic fabrics,” CeCe sighs.

“Please, I know Tim invented Madeline’s thrush, but can we not?” Jess says, grabbing the bottle from Tim’s hand and taking a swig. “I want dinner.”

“WAIT!” Tim shouts. “We can’t do anything until Evie officially opens the season!”

“He’s right,” Hugo says, positioning himself next to Tim. “We’re at the mercy of our queen.”

When we met Hugo in year seven, Tim was almost more obsessed with him than I was. It was like the two of them had been waiting their whole lives for each other. Two halves of the same coin, or whatever Granny used to say to me.

“Fuck, I love that dress on you,” Jess says, watching me. “Stolen from your mum’s closet?”

“Alaïa, 1995, I believe,” I say doing a twirl. Mummy’s archive is extensive.

“It’s stunning,” Hugo says, nuzzling into my collarbone.

“Can we crack on before I perish from hunger?” Tim nods towards the black-painted French windows into the dining room, across which, as per the D’olobelle summer tradition, a ribbon has been stretched, positioned earlier in the day by dear Burton, who now hands me a pair of comedically large golden scissors.

“Everyone needs to be in their place first,” Hugo says. “She can’t just hack at it like a feral. She’s not opening a supermarket.”

Jess and CeCe snigger while Tim shuffles everyone into line. Burton bows his head, understanding the gravity of the moment. I advance toward the ribbon, pushing my shoulders back.

Hugo looks distractingly handsome tonight, wearing the suit he wore to prom, with a bright red silk bow tie. By contrast, CeCe, in their gold suit with a light blue ruffled shirt, looks like they’re starting to tire of the little rituals already. I open the blades of the scissors.

“I now formally declare the D’olobelle summer season open,” I announce, the scissors slicing through the ribbon with satisfying precision.

Everyone claps and Hugo beams at me with pride. Next to him, Tim looks delighted. He loves the pomp and ceremony of a big formal event.

“BOW DOWN TO YOUR QUEEN!” he shouts before lowering himself into a sweeping bow.

Hugo throws some of Daddy’s faux Champagne over him. Jess and CeCe join in. Tim’s retaliation is immediate, shaking the bottle in his hand and spraying it over everyone.

In a flash of brilliance, I grab the garden hose, turning it on my friends before myself. The water feels like a welcome refreshment from the stifling dry, evening heat. The droplets gather at the ends of Hugo’s dark hair, dripping onto his face, running down his cheeks and forming a bead on his top lip. He turns to me, brushing the drenched hair off his face, his white shirt sodden and see-through, and leans down, the droplet of water on his top lip cooling mine as our mouths meet. He tastes of fake Champagne, more of which runs down our faces as Tim pours the rest of his bottle over our heads.

Hugo breaks away from me, picking up the hose and racing after Tim with it. The two of them run down the lawn before looping back towards us, the spray dousing us all. A rainbow forms in the mist from the water, sparkling in the low evening sun, and CeCe begins twirling Jess under it. They take my hands and the three of us spin under the water, giggling. It feels so good to see my friends relaxed and happy again. It’s been such a hard year for all of us.

“Ahem.” There’s a cough from the French windows. We all turn, dripping, to see Burton standing with his white-gloved hands clasped in front of him. “Dinner is served.”






D’olobelle, 1st July 1965

We’ve arrived! The Coterie summer season is off to a flying start. Burton was so pleased to see us, laying on the most lavish spread as only he is wont to do in such immense heat. It’s such silliness to think there could be a sinister force at play here when today D’olobelle was filled with joy, and safety, and love. Being here, in this place with my darling Rufus and all our friends, I can’t help but feel hope for the summers we are yet to have here as we grow old together. I think it’s going to be OK.






Chapter Four

Tim takes his self-designated seat at the head of the long dark dining table, a place he’s sat for meals since we were in highchairs. Even back when it was just me, him and Jess, flinging plastic spoons of Ella’s Kitchen across the banquette, he liked to be at the head of it all, presided over by the huge taxidermy deer’s head that Granny Allegra shot dead once on a hunting trip with Queen Elizabeth II and Elizabeth Taylor.

The rest of us take our seats around the mahogany table that Mummy tells people is from Hampton Court Palace and was gifted to our family by one of Henry VIII’s wives but was actually purchased by her from a department store in 2009. She always said a lot of aristocracy was about lying, to be fair.

Tim shoots another fake Champagne bottle down the table like an air hockey puck, narrowly missing the platters of food and brass candelabra set out with care by Burton. The flames of the candles flutter as it whizzes by and Hugo casually sticks out a hand and catches it, pouring a glass for both of us before sending it to Jess and CeCe.

Behind Jess and CeCe is a portrait of me aged five, painted by a famous artist. My five-year-old eyes stare back at me like those of a creepy porcelain doll. I’m wearing a black party dress with an uncomfortable amount of ruffle and lace creeping up my neck. I remember the scratchiness of the fabric, the way the lace clawed up my neck like it was strangling me as I sat still for an uncomfortable – and frankly unfeasible for a five-year-old – length of time. Mummy never let me wear bright colours as a child. She said that black was the chicest, and accessorised me with what she called ‘baby diamonds’. I looked as though I was enjoying cocktails at Raffles with my second husband, not jelly and ice cream, which I’d swiftly vomited up half an hour later on a bouncy castle.

“Always good to have some time to ourselves before the riff-raff arrive.” Tim sits back with his glass, sighing. “I really think we’re going to outdo ourselves this year.”

“Severance is an iconic theme, to be fair,” Jess says.

“Better than D’olobelle FOURever. That felt a bit …” Hugo screws up his nose.

“Needy?” Tim finishes.

“It’s an arc!” I protest. “D’olobelle, D’olobelle Two, Three Madness of D’olobelle and then D’olobelle FOURever. Back me up, Jess!”

Jess gives a non-committal grunt.

“D’olobelle FOURever: Severance works just as well,” Hugo says, clearly sensing my upset.

“Thank you,” I say, appeased. “And I’ve sorted the decorations. We were having giant disco balls, now we’re having giant severed heads.”

Jess gasps. “That’s like, really triggering,” she says. “Are they animals?”

I shrug. “Some of them are. Some of them are people decapitated through history. I’ve got a big Anne Boleyn coming.”

“Dead animals are just so upsetting.” Jess puts her hand to her mouth and closes her eyes with a sombre shake of her head.

CeCe puts an arm around her, looking at us all sternly. “I think we’ve got more to worry about than the name or the decor to be honest,” they say. “Like who put those dolls’ heads in the helicopter in the first place. Because it sure as hell wasn’t us.”

“Oh god don’t,” I say and Hugo puts a reassuring hand on my leg.

“At least Tim’s quick thinking showed that we weren’t rattled,” Hugo says. “He sent a message that we’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Except we do,” I point out. “We’ve got quite a lot to hide.”

“But there’s no possible way anyone could know about that. Is there?” Tim asks.

Burton rolls a small silver-service trolley into the room, its wheels squeaking as they rub along the worn pile of the carpet runner. Five plates covered in silver domes clatter against each other as he brings it to a stop, then carries the plates to the table with a dramatic sense of calm and lack of urgency that I can see poor Tim finds excruciating. Once they’ve all been placed, he walks around one by one, removing the domes with white gloved hand, and revealing each of our dinners like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. Peas, potato salad and some kind of meat substitute squashed into the shape of a steak are presented to us. Tim’s face falls.

With the same glacial lack of urgency, Burton leaves the room, and Tim dramatically blows out a breath he wasn’t even holding.

We resume our conversation.

“If it’s someone who knows what we did, then we should be looking at the swim team,” CeCe says. “They might have seen something. But the pool was locked.”

“The captain has access to the pool after it’s closed,” Jess says.

“OK, so that would be Rupert for the boys’ team, and on the girls’ team …” CeCe looks pointedly at Jess.

“Oh yeah, that’s me!” Jess says.

“I guess it could have been Rupert,” I say doubtfully.

“But he doesn’t seem the sort,” Tim says. “I once offered him a spliff and he went pale just from looking at it. How about Madeline? She would do anything to sabotage Evie.”

“And has,” I say. “The coup when I was running for Head Girl when she tried to convince everyone I’d been bullying her for years? The candy cane she ‘accidentally’ stuck in my hair during the Christmas concert in year eight? The dead pigeon she tucked up in my bed last year like some kind of a savage warning? She’s obsessed with me.”

“Don’t forget the time she pissed on your netball skirt,” Jess says.

“She said that wasn’t her,” I say, trying to be fair.

“Ahhhh, the golden shower,” Tim says. “I can’t remember now, did you wear the skirt after the soiling?” He knows the story well enough to know the answer to this already. Pervert.

“God no,” I recount. “The PE mistress had a spare.”

“If it was Madeline, though, why wouldn’t she have just told everyone what she supposedly knows?” CeCe reasons. “It’s a perfect opportunity to take Evie down.”

“She’s not imaginative enough for the heads,” Tim says. “Too dry. What about that goth one? The one that does the Ouija board stuff and sacrificed the moth last spring?”

“Oh, she’s a good shout,” Hugo says. “Didn’t you shag her, Timmy?”

“Probably.” Tim drains his drink. “What was her name again?”

“I propose that we keep an eye on our suspects at the party and use it to find the person or persons responsible,” Hugo says.

“We could get them wasted and wheedle it out of them,” Tim says. “OOOooooohhh!!! Can we torture it out of them? Can I finally raid the armoury?!”

“No weapons, Tim,” Hugo chastises.

Tim crosses his arms and sulks. “No weapons, no fun. I’ve always thought I’d be pretty good with a musket.”

“We just calmly watch and figure it out. There’ll be a tell. There’s always a tell. Then we can see what they want from us. They haven’t told the police yet, they’re clearly doing this for some kind of blackmail. It’ll be money. And we have that,” Hugo says, rolling up his sleeves. “We’ll make short work of it, then enjoy the summer.”

“What if it’s Madeline, and she doesn’t just want money? What if she wants something worse?” I say.

Jess nods, swiftly popping a few peas in her mouth. “Like to be friends with us,” she says.

“Oh christ, no,” Hugo says, laughing.

“Don’t know why you’re laughing, you and CeCe are going to have to put up with her at Cambridge,” Tim says. “At least I’ll be Philosophising in Oxford, far enough away from the hag.”

“I still can’t believe that someone’s accepted you on a philosophy course,” CeCe says.

“I’m actually terribly philosophical. Do you not remember the limerick I wrote about the underrated but vital perineum?” Tim muses.

CeCe shudders. “Anyway,” they say, “I’m doing medicine, and Madeline’s doing English Lit. We’ll barely cross paths. If she tries to say she knows me, I’m going to pretend I’ve never seen her before in my life. Or that she’s a stalker.”

“I’m just hoping the English lit course is big enough that she can’t find me,” Hugo says, and we all offer him a sympathetic look.

“I can’t believe we’re all going to be so far apart,” Jess says. “Especially me and Evie. I’ll be in Scotland, and she’ll be in London. It’s the furthest we’ve been apart our whole lives.”

 “Nothing needs to change about summer, no matter where we end up,” I say. “D’olobelle is like base camp or whatever, and we’re its homing pigeons.”

Tim beams. “The Coterie of pigeons.”

I feel the rubbery fake meat sticking in the back of my throat, my mouth going dry, and do a little cough trying to dislodge it. It sounds like I’m gagging.

“Oh of course, sorry,” Tim says. “Pigeons are probably still tricky for you, Evie. Although I bet it would taste better than this.” He lifts the rubbery flesh from his plate on the spears of his fork briefly before it drops off and flops back on to the plate with a slapping sound.

Jess finally rises to his bait. “There’s no reason to eat animals, Timothy.”

“Weren’t you wearing suede the other day?” Tim gets a thrill from engaging Jess in what he refers to as ‘lively debate’. He wants to be careful; there’s a medieval flail across the room that Burton hasn’t cleared away before the party yet.

“It was Versace,” Jess spits back. “And I didn’t eat the cow.”

“Would have been more sustainable if you had. If you’re going to kill for one part of it, surely it’s better to make it worthwhile?”

“The children are fighting again,” Hugo whispers in my ear, the air against my earlobe making my toes wiggle with joy.

“Should we intervene?” I whisper back, wrapping my bare toes around his under the table.

“I swear to god, I will make my next skirt from your hide!” Jess shouts over the table.

Burton appears in the doorway like magic. “Mademoiselle Evie, did any of you require a sharp knife to cut the, er … Seitan?” He pronounces it ‘Satan’, holding a couple of steak knives in his gloved hand. He may be old, and set in his ways, but Burton has quite a savage sense of humour.

“Christ, don’t arm them,” CeCe whispers, holding the bridge of their nose.

Tim beams at Burton before downing more champagne from the bottle. “God no, don’t give her a weapon, she might go and skin a badger with it for shoes.”

Burton nods and leaves the room, while Jess scowls at both CeCe and Tim.

“Look, we’re all just tense because of the heads,” Hugo says at last. “It’ll be OK. We just need to find out who did that, then we can shut them up.”

CeCe asks cautiously, “How do you mean?”

Hugo shrugs. “Just, you know. Work out what it is that they know, what it is that they want, and how much it’ll cost to keep their mouths shut.” Under the table he’s feeling for the long slit in my dress with his other hand. He slips his fingers through the silk folds, walking them up my fleshy inner thigh. I feel relief at his touch.

“I hate to bring it up again, but it seriously could be anyone,” CeCe says. “Plenty of people have reason to be jealous of us.”

Jess nods. “We’re pretty great.”

“And there were kids at our school on scholarships,” CeCe says.

“Oh my god, I hadn’t even thought of them,” I say.

“I had.” Hugo puts his shoulders back. “What are their names? Tina and Tommy or something?”

There are two scholarship kids in our year. They stood out a mile off because they arrived without a single designer item to their name. We’ve never mixed with them but that doesn’t mean they weren’t watching us.

“And that’s the easiest thing in the world to fix. It’s just money,” Hugo says.

“But what if it’s someone who doesn’t need money?” CeCe asks. “What if it’s someone we thought liked us, but secretly they’ve harboured jealousy all these years, just waiting for an excuse to take us down? And now they have everything they need to ruin our lives forever?”

We all sit for a while, quiet. Silently contemplating a world where money can’t fix what we’ve done. A world where there is no fix for what we’ve done.

“Fuck,” Tim says as a slab of fake meat slides from his fork, slapping onto the mahogany of the table and making us all jump.

“Look, there’s no point panicking until we know what’s what. Whatever it is, there’s always a way out,” Hugo says.

My vision starts to blur, as I consider the consequences of someone knowing our secret. That there might be someone out there with information, or worse, proof, about us that could ruin our entire lives.

Hugo’s palm feels clammy on my leg. I catch a flickering look between him and Tim, another between Jess and CeCe. What if this is it? What if someone knows what we did, and our lives are just ticking time bombs until they tell everyone else, and we have to pay for what we did that night?

We’re startled by Burton appearing at the door and coming over to clear our plates, giving the table a discreet wipe before picking the rubbery bit of ‘steak’ off the table next to Tim with clear disgust.

“Dessert?” he asks, holding the bit of faux steak between white-gloved thumb and forefinger, so it dangles there, like a fleshy appendage.

I look up and out of the French windows at the darkness blanketing the D’olobelle woods and imagine the light breeze shaking the old leaves from the trees, sending them chattering their secrets through the air. Somehow night’s fallen without me realising. Is it possible that my friends and I are about to fall unceremoniously too?






Nine Months Earlier

“Oh my god, do you want us to get caught?” I whisper, batting the cigarette out of Tim’s hand and snatching the lighter from him.

I gesture up towards the smoke detector right above our heads by way of explanation in the hope that Tim might stop giving me a look like I’ve just kicked a puppy. I can’t cope when he does that. It’s hard to stand firm when he looks hurt.

“It’s cool, I’ve disabled them,” Amber says in her American drawl, coming from behind us and sweeping into the pool area from the changing rooms.

Her Missoni cover-up tickles my legs as she swishes past me with it open, displaying her toned stomach and bronzed skin from a lifetime of summers spent between her family’s villa in St Barts and their house in the Hamptons.

Tim rolls his shoulders back on sight, peacocking in the way that almost everyone does when they’re in her presence. She has this dazzling magnetism about her, a quality that consumes people, and by all accounts makes them obsessed with her. Everyone wants to be near her, to talk to her, to have her notice them. She’s their oxygen. It’s made all the more intense by how mysterious she is, and the short access we’ve been given to her. Amber arrived into our lives midway through last year, and now just a short twelve months later, she’s leaving again, heading back to New York with her music producer father. Her time here may have been brief, but it was transformational for everyone who encountered her. She’ll leave a void in our lives without so much as looking back. I think she’s thrilled to be getting back to New York, she’s always behaved as though St Hilda’s is the far less glamorous option. She’s but one girl, but this time she’s spent in our lives made more feel possible.

“Of course she has,” CeCe mutters, a roll of their eyes barely perceptible. Unlike everyone else, their Captain Sensible nature is triggered by Amber’s less than rule-abiding behaviour.

“And I’ve turned off the security cameras.” She saunters past CeCe and gives them a little boop on the nose. “So you can put your concerns completely to one side, my little worry wart.”

CeCe looks mortally offended but she’s right. They are a worry wart; a bitchy one, but a worry wart none the less.

“Put your concerns to one side, worry wart.” Jess pats CeCe on the head, before skipping after Amber, knowing that CeCe’s almost incapable of brushing their worries aside, because to them, breaking into the pool after hours to have a small party – even when it’s just the six of us – the night before Amber goes away again feels like a bad idea.

Jess and I skip after Amber, heading in the direction of the pool, holding hands and giggling. We intend to make the most of her while Amber is here. She dangles her feet in the water, with Jess and I sitting either side of her. Music starts blaring from the pool’s PA system as she scans through a few tracks on her phone before settling on one, and throwing her head back to enjoy the music.

“Someone’s going to hear us!” CeCe whispers.

“No one’s here,” Amber says shrugging with her eyes closed. “The teachers are all in town on some kind of faculties night out, the caretaker’s sick, we’re safe. I’ve got the security guy in the palm of my hand. It’s fine, chill out my love.”

“Fine for you! You’ll have skipped off back to New York. We’ll be the ones left to deal with the consequences if we get caught. The detentions, the marks on our records.” CeCe sighs and sits next to Jess, who rubs their shoulders while Amber opens her eyes again and lights a joint, taking a couple of tokes before passing it along to the two of them.

“Here, this should calm you,” Amber says, knowing she’s got on CeCe’s nerves but not caring. “Did I tell you I’m leaving you my Prada coat, babe?”

“Ah fuck it, do what you like,” CeCe says, fickle when Prada’s mentioned.

“I don’t know where Hugs has got to,” I say, scowling at the unanswered messages on my phone.

He said he had to call his sister an hour ago. I know he’s worried about her because she’s having a hard time at school, but they only spoke a couple of hours ago, this is getting silly now.

“I bet you can’t wait to be back in New York,” Jess says, leaning against CeCe.

“No offence, guys, but oh my god, yes,” Amber says just as Tim runs from behind us screaming and bombs into the pool, splashing everyone.

Amber laughs charitably at Tim’s very masculine way of getting her attention.

“Do you think you and that guy will get back together?” Jess asks, talking about a Hollywood actor’s son who Amber has been on and off dating for the last two years between flings with models and musicians. The New York private school scene does seem to be littered with nepo babies. It’s why she hasn’t bothered getting romantically involved with anyone at our school. To be fair, there’s only one Oscar among the parents here and they won it ten years ago for casting. Hardly the level of celebrity that she’s used to.

“He’s been texting me basically non-stop.” Amber rolls her eyes, kicking her feet in the pool while Tim demonstrates his tumble turns.

Jess nudges me and raises an eyebrow because we both know he’s hoping those tumble turns will get him laid. We’ve told him, his blatant desperation for her is more than a little off-putting.

“Oh, here he is!” Amber says, pointing over to the changing room tunnel from which Hugs is emerging into the main pool area.

He walks towards us in the low emergency lighting of the pool, shirtless, while everyone watches. Across the pool Tim continues his tumble turns to an extent that makes me worry he’ll get dizzy, though no one else is watching.

“Hey,” Hugs says, taking a seat next to me on the edge of the pool and kissing the top of my head.

“How’s your sister?” I ask.

“Oh yeah, she’s good. Big netball tournament, you know,” he says. “How long’s Tim been tumble turning?”

“About three minutes,” CeCe says. “Might be time to stop.”

“YO! TIM!” Hugs shouts over the pool until Tim stops, gasping and brushing the drenched, heavy curls off his face and blinking at us all. “CHILL OUT, MAN! You’re making us dizzy.”

Tim shrugs and swims over to the side. He climbs out a little wonky and walks over to the seat where he left some peach schnapps.

“Anyone for a drink?” he asks, walking a little sideways.

“Bring it!” Hugo says.

The pool empty, Amber takes off her Missoni cover-up and throws it onto a chair at the side, slipping into the water with the grace of a mermaid. She starts swimming elegantly, her legs waving, red-painted toes pointed with the precision of a synchronised swimmer.

“HEY! ANYONE WANT TO SEE HOW MUCH I CAN DRINK IN THIRTY SECONDS?!” Tim shouts, holding the bottle up to his mouth. “TIME ME!”

It was an accident waiting to happen, really. I should have seen it coming. Tim loses balance, banging into the candles. They topple over one by one, knocking into each other like dominoes, before settling on Amber’s Missoni cover-up. It went up faster than I would have expected for a designer label, the flames already licking at the three-hundred-year-old tiles, creeping up towards one of the gargoyle heads that the school considers to be St Hilda herself (in abstract).

“SHIT! TIM! HUGO! DO SOMETHING!” I shout getting to my feet.

Tim stands in shock before pouring the bottle of Schnapps on to it. We all scream, watching the flames spread further up the wall, licking at St Hilda’s face.






Chapter Five

I wake thirsty and sweating, tangled in the bedsheets. It feels like I’ve been doing a workout in my sleep. Next to me Hugs is thrashing about too. I gently untangle myself trying not to wake him, but he stirs anyway. I lean over and kiss him on the clammy forehead, stroking the locks of hair off his damp face. He’s always been an active sleeper, but it gets worse at times of stress. He spent an hour before we went to bed reassuring me that he’d find out who was responsible for the heads and it would be fine, but underneath his bravado I could see he was as on edge as I am.

Shuffling slowly to the side of the excessively high bed, I hop down and plant my bare feet on the cool, varnished floorboards with relief. I tiptoe across the room, following the practised path I’ve memorised to avoid the creaks and protruding nails until I reach the door. I turn the knob, lifting upwards as I open it to stop the hinges from squeaking and head out into the hallway, closing it silently behind me.

Out in the hallway, Burton’s left the side lamps on; warm light pools from their small floral shades against the wood panelling all the way down the long hallway. Daisy the suit of armour looks especially shiny in the soft lighting at the end and I catch the scent of silver polish as I pass her. The grandfather clock says it’s half past two in the morning. I’ve never been a great sleeper, but at least when I’m at D’olobelle, I can enjoy the peace and darkness of the old estate. A deadness that only I move through.

I stop on the top step and look out of the rectangular window above the front door. In the distance the D’olobelle woods look dark, and sinister, filled with tangled, ancient branches and the whispers of wind and animals in its wizened, secretive trees. I take great comfort watching them from afar with the walls of D’olobelle wrapped around me. Tonight, they feel even more like a buffer between us and the rest of the world, stopping whoever sent that text from getting to us physically even if they now live in our minds like a constant threat. I wanted to give my friends the best summer, but now I’m worried it’s already been marred.

I can’t shake the fear that tomorrow, at the party, we could be inviting the danger into D’olobelle, letting it penetrate our blanket of safety. Whoever it is – Madeline, Rupert, Carrie, the scholarship guys, or someone else – they’re going to be here, in our space, with easier access to us, to our secrets. Feeling my breath catching in the back of my throat again, I make eye contact with my reflection in the mirror at the top of the stairs, take a deep breath and push my shoulders back. I’m going to be fine. Bad things just don’t happen to me. I’m Evie D’olobelle, I can fix anything.

The carpet of the stair runner gathers in tufts between my toes as I descend, brushing against the clammy soles of my feet. It’s a relief when I hit the cool of the stone floor at the bottom. I weave through the hallway, between the vases of ashes and long, face-shaped shadows from the busts of my dead ancestors stretching across the walls and floor, leaving my little sweaty footprints on the stone. I reach out to Granny the dog, patting her on the head, but a rustling noise from the library interrupts our moment. I turn and head for the library, facing the noise instead of lingering with her. She’d never be spooked by a noise in the night. In fact, from what I’ve heard about her, she bloody loved them.

The library door’s closed when I get there and I put my hand on the round brass knob, turning it slowly to find Tim, his slipper-clad feet propped up on a reading desk that used to belong to the Countess of Anglesey in the 1600s. He’s reading a first edition copy of The Bell Jar in the glow of the green desk lamp, smoke from his cigarette curling around him in the dim light.

“Hey,” I say.

He peers over the top of the book through his round wire-rimmed glasses and takes a long drag from the cigarette while watching me. He’s wearing an elaborate smoking jacket that I’m pretty sure belongs to Daddy – not that Daddy’s been here for such a long time to wear it anyway. It gives him a kind of regal look.

“Hey,” he says, tapping his cigarette into a Hermès ashtray on the burgundy leather top of the desk.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I ask, taking the seat opposite him on the other side of the desk.

“Nope, thought I’d see what Esther Greenwood was up to.” Tim gestures to the book. He puts one leg over the other in a wide cross-legged stance that frankly the smoking jacket is really too short to do with dignity and I avert my gaze.

“She having a good time?” I ask.

“Absolutely not. What an icon.” Tim turns another page and takes a drag on his cigarette. “You can’t sleep either?”

I shake my head. “Maybe you need some lighter bedtime reading,” I suggest. “What about some Jane Austen? A bit of Emma or Pride and Prejudice? People just sort of popping round each other’s houses?”

Tim shrugs. “Too much swooning, not enough action.”

“Jilly Cooper?” I suggest. “Granny loved it. Horses and fucking, she said.”

“Now that’s better. Hit me with it,” he says.

 I chuck the doorstop of a book at him expecting him to catch it, but instead all nine hundred and twenty-eight pages of Riders slaps against him before dropping to the floor with a thud. He blinks at me blankly.

“Oh shit, sorry!” I say rushing over to him.

“It’s fine. I’m sure it won’t kill me,” he says dryly, but seconds later he’s clutching his arm and falling to the floor, The Bell Jar clattering on the parquet next to him.

I lunge to the floor instinctively, catching him, and he pathetically slumps his head into my lap. He lies with his eyes closed for a bit before pinging them open, a huge grin spreading across his face.

“Make you scared?” he asks with pride, sitting up next to me.

“Not even a tiny bit,” I say, keeping my face as controlled as possible.

“I can’t believe our Head Girl just threw …” He leans down and picks up the book, weighing it in his hand. “Almost a thousand pages of smut at me! That should be an imprisonable offence!”

He drops the book back to the floor and a photograph falls from somewhere in the back pages, fluttering to the ground and landing face up.

“What’s that?” Tim asks as we peer down at it.

I pick up the black and white image. A photograph taken on the front steps of the house with a group of five people stood together. It’s not massively well focused and quite grainy, but you can still see that they’re all smiling and look about the same age as us. The men are jovial in suits and top hats, the two women in long skirts and shirts with lace collars. One of them I recognise as Granny, in her youth. She’s wearing a top hat too and smoking a pipe, with a stick-on moustache, while next to her another woman’s laughing, with her hair pulled back in a bun, a paintbrush between her lips.

“Oh it’s the old Coterie!” he says, leaning in.

“The old Coterie,” I repeat, looking at them all.

I turn the picture over and see the words, ‘D’olobelle Coterie, summer party: Daisy, Rufus, Roger, Tommy – 1965’ scrawled there before turning it back over to take a second look.

“They all look so happy,” I say, “especially Granny Allegra.”

I look into her smiling face, heading up this motley group of writers and artists. Granny always told me stories about how many men of the Coterie she’d slept with. She once let slip after too many sherries that she couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure Grandad was Daddy’s father. He was the guy who took it all on when no one else was there though. I guess it explains why Daddy was never very good at monogamy.

“This one next to her reminds me a bit of you,” I say, pointing at a man standing next to Granny Allegra in the picture. He’s holding a hip flask and a cigarette in one hand and a copy of The Story of O – the most erotic novel around back then – in the other. He’s wearing a pair of round wire-framed glasses not dissimilar to the ones Tim’s wearing now.

“Oh yeah, I like this guy. What was his name again?”

“Rufus,” I say, squinting at the picture. “Art critic. Started writing for The Times right after school, around when this was taken, I think. They would have been about our age in this picture.”

“He looks like a bit of a cad,” Tim says.

“They look so carefree,” I say. “Maybe a life before phones really was better. They just came here every summer with nothing to do, nothing to distract them aside from their art. Just painting, writing, reciting poetry, having people over for salons. They were free to create and be, without any constraints or boundaries, there was no expectation on them to make money or be anything other than a part of the Coterie.”

“Sounds great,” Tim says but he sounds a little distracted again, as though far away somewhere else.

I sense a change in his mood and tone. “You can talk to me, you know,” I say. “If you want to talk about her. About your mum.”

“Ah don’t worry, that’s what I’ve got a diary for,” he says pushing up his glasses and poising his fingers as though holding a pretend pencil before making a scrolling motion in the air. “Dear Diary, so sad today!”

“Tim.” My voice is soft but serious. I know he’s rejected therapy.

“What do you want to hear?” Tim’s voice is calm and measured but with an edge, almost untraceable to anyone apart from those who really know him. “Every time I close my eyes, I see Mum’s face that night, her fear. I hear her begging me to get her out of the car and then begging me to leave her there. She knew she was going to die. She gave up and begged me to save myself, and I couldn’t do anything to help her.”

“I’m sorry Tim,’ I say, putting my hand on his and patting his tattooed fingers. There’s a new one, a wonky cross on his wedding ring finger that I assume, like most of the others, he did himself.

A tear slips down his cheek, but he wipes it away. I’ve only ever seen him like this once since the accident. Only ever when no one else is around. He must still be drunk from dinner. One of the reasons that therapy didn’t work for Tim is because he can only talk about things when he’s wasted, and therapists generally have rules about people showing up to the office off their faces.

“She’s alive in my dreams, you know? I dream she’s there, in the cottage, painting watercolours in her studio, making a pot of tea and telling me to settle in for a chat. I can smell her, I can feel her there and everything feels lighter. I can breathe again, my lungs take in air properly, it doesn’t catch in my throat or my chest. I think maybe because in my dreams I never saw that terror in her eyes. Then when I wake up – every time I wake up – I lose her again. I can’t sleep because I can’t lose her again.”

I put my arm around him just as a creak comes from the stairs outside.

He jumps away from me, running a tattooed thumb under his glasses, wiping the last moisture from under his eyes. “Not sure what I’m complaining about, to be honest. Esther Greenwood had things far worse,” he jokes, grabbing the copy of The Bell Jar again.

“There you are.” Hugo’s voice surprises me from the library’s doorway.

Tim and I are still sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall where I assaulted him with what Granny would have called a bonkbuster. Hugo looks sleepy, his hand raised to his head as he leans shirtless in his blue, striped pyjama bottoms against the chipped doorframe.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” I say, walking over to him and resting my head on his shoulder.

“Ah, you should have,” Hugo says. “I would have got up with you. You weren’t worrying about things, were you?”

Tim starts spinning on Daddy’s chair. I don’t answer Hugo. He knows that I absolutely was worrying, and holds me to him so that I feel safe, kissing the top of my head.

“You know what might help us all?” Tim announces, ceasing his spinning. “Warm milk! Just like Matron used to make. It’s what Jilly Cooper would have wanted …” He winks at me suggestively.

“How is warm milk what Jilly Cooper would have wanted?” I ask, then immediately regret it.

“Think about it.”

“Actually, I don’t want to,” I say feeling queasy and very much no longer in the mood for warm milk at all. “You’re disgusting.”

“I could go for some warm milk actually,” Hugo says.

“TO THE KITCHEN!” Tim stands and leads Hugo out of the study while I hang back for a bit. Looking at the picture of Granny Allegra and her friends, remembering all the stories about them. I should find the diary I discovered after Granny Allegra died, documenting her Coterie summers.






Chapter Six

“What do you think would happen if I just stayed here for the rest of my life instead of going to university in September?” Jess stares straight ahead from the striped sunbed, watching Hugo, Tim and CeCe in the pool from behind her baby pink heart-shaped sunglasses.

“What and not go and study Fine Art at St Andrews like your mum did, and like you’ve talked about non-stop since you were about two years old?” I ask, wrapping my red nails – shade Scarlett Harlot, Jess’s choice – around a rippled glass of spritz on the side table next to me. “I for one would want some compensation after all the years of hearing you talk about it.”

I do a small giggle and cock an eyebrow.

“Urgh, fair point,” Jess sighs. “I’ve just never done a first day without you before! And you’re going to be so far away!”

“I know,” I say, reaching for her hand. “I can’t believe we’re going to be at opposite ends of the country. I hate it.”

I suck on my straw and peer over my sunglasses at the van that’s showed up in the driveway with the decorations for tonight’s party. Burton’s currently over there directing four men as they unload one of five giant heads. The biggest one is a pig’s head, a metre and a half in diameter that’s going to be hanging over the pool. But they haven’t got to that one yet by the look of things. They need to get a move on if it’s all going to be ready in a few hours.

“What if I’m kidding myself thinking that I’m even good enough to go?” Jess says. “What if I get there and I’m like the shit one in the class and everyone else is way better? I should have done Art History, it’s less risky. I could have just opened a gallery or something.”

“Jessica! NO! Don’t you dare talk about my best friend like that!” I turn, drink still in my hand and stare at her over the black sunglasses perched on my nose. “You are DEFINITELY good enough or you wouldn’t have got in. And Art History? Literally no one needs to hear another opinion about what the Mona Lisa was thinking. Why are you doubting yourself now?”

Jess squirms slightly on her sunbed, taking a sip from her drink. “Urgh,” she groans, lowering her sunglasses. “There’s something I haven’t told you but please don’t hate me. It was just because I was so nervous about it and I was right to be nervous about it because I didn’t get it.”

“Didn’t get what?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

Jess sits up and takes my hand in hers. She’s being so weird. “Look, I applied for this thing … this kind of summer school in Tuscany, doing life drawing.”

“Life drawing, in Tuscany? This summer?”

“Yeah,” Jess says, looking down. “I knew how much this last summer meant to you so I didn’t want to tell you about it unless it was definitely happening and as it turns out I didn’t get in, so it wasn’t an issue.”

I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.

“I know you’d have understood if I did get in,” Jess adds. “Please don’t think I was keeping it from you for any reason other than stupid superstition and nerves.”

“Of course I would have understood!” I say, pulling my sunglasses down to look at her properly so she knows I’m serious. “I’m just so sorry you didn’t get in.”

I’m hurt that she didn’t tell me but making this about me would be selfish. The sort of thing my mother would do. Jess looks relieved, so at least I’m hiding my feelings well, I guess.

“No, I’m sorry! I should have told you,” she says. “I just feel kind of … it’s knocked my confidence.”

“Oh babe,” I say, hugging her. “Look, I don’t know who these people are or what they think they were doing rejecting you like that, but they’re stupid and wrong. If anything, they’re not good enough for you and I hate them. You don’t need to worry, you’re brilliant and everyone at St Andrews is going to think that you’re brilliant too.”

Jess hugs me back. “How am I going to cope without you? You’re going to be in a whole different country! In like, a war zone!”

“I don’t think we’re actually going into the war zones, more like swooping in when the danger’s passed to clean up a bit.” I decide not to point out that we’ll be in different countries anyway, what with St Andrews being in Scotland.

My eyes drift over to where Tim, Oxford’s greatest philosopher, is in the pool, staring down into his shorts at his own penis through a pair of magnifying swim goggles with great interest. I look away for decency. Jess and I lie back, closing our eyes with our faces to the sun, bathing in its warmth.

“I know those are my Prada sunglasses, by the way,” Jess murmurs. “You’re the only person I’d let get away with stealing from me.”

“What’s the meaning of love if it’s not sharing Prada?” I question philosophically.

Fresh from inspecting his penis, Tim pops his head up on the ledge of the pool. “Evie? Will there be fresh meat coming to the party?” He’s grinning angelically, little dimples popping in his cheeks.

I peer at him with the disapproval of a PSHE teacher begging him to please take the condom on the banana seriously. “People aren’t cattle, Timothy.”

“Well … most people,” Jess quips. “There’s bound to be someone there tonight that you haven’t fucked yet.”

“But that doesn’t mean that you have to fuck them,” I jump in. “It’s not a challenge and it might do you good to meet someone you don’t shag instantly. Maybe you could even get to know them first? Have a conversation, rather than just using them for sex and then pretending they don’t exist afterwards?”

“Seems a little harsh when I’ve had sex with both Thomas Riley and Courtney Cummings more than once.” Tim looks innocently at me with his big brown puppy dog eyes and accompanying sweet-as-pie dimples. “How am I supposed to have the summer of love I’d planned if I don’t have anyone new to play with?”

“Oh god, summer of love,” Jess mutters rolling her eyes.

Tim pushes his bottom lip out, pretends to look offended.

“You’d forgotten the previous encounter with both Thomas and Courtney until we reminded you,” I say, crossing my arms and tilting my head.

“Not all of us can be smart and organised like you,” Tim says, pointing to me. “If you were me, you’d probably have some kind of filing system to make sure a doubling-up of effort never happened.”

Jess snorts with laughter and I shoot her a look of betrayal. “It’s true,” she says, eyebrows raised with innocence. “You’d colour-code it too.”

“Green for kissing, yellow for oral, red for penetration,” Tim says, his cheeky grin the only thing stopping me from throwing something at him.

Hugo jumps on Tim’s shoulders and pushes him under the water for a second before swimming off back to the edge of the pool.

“Just think buddy, at university you won’t know anyone. A whole new year group to endow with chlamydia!” CeCe ruffles Tim’s hair from their lilo before paddling away on the inflatable at speed.

“Hey! I took the antibiotics; the infection’s cleared now! I checked!” Tim protests to their retreating back. “I contacted everyone I slept with. I was a responsible citizen. This slut shaming must cease!”

Hugo places his palms on the tiled poolside, his body ripping up and through the water with a tearing splash as he pulls himself out. It’s spiritual, like watching Moses parting the Red Sea. He pushes his dark hair back off his face and pads over to me, his wet feet making a subtle thwacking noise against the tiled poolside, drenched swim shorts clinging to his crotch in a way that feels indecent. I’m in desperate need of a cooling down and he obliges, shaking his head over me and Jess, scattering droplets of water all over my flushing body.

“Ew! Get a towel you feral!” Jess shrieks.

Clearly missing the attention, Tim jumps out of the pool and whips his swim shorts off, cupping his bits and showing us all his bare bum before jumping back in. I feel my cheeks colouring as Hugo jokingly covers my eyes with his hand.

“OH MY GOD, PENIS IN THE POOL! PENIS IN THE POOL!!!” CeCe shouts before scrambling off their lilo and out of the pool towards Jess in record time.

“Come here my sweet, I’ll protect you from the venomous trouser snake,” Jess says, embracing them in a hug.

“I SAID I’D TREATED THE CHLAMYDIA!” Tim shouts.

“No knobs in the pool Timothy!” I shout over.

Hugo joins me on the sunbed, lying on his side, pressing against me, still not even remotely dry. The feel of his soaked shorts sticking to my leg sends a tingle up my spine as he burrows his soggy face into my shoulder. I really hope I’m the only person that’s noticed his damp, rapidly growing bulge.

“Oh my god!” Jess shouts at her phone while CeCe grabs it from her.

“No. Fucking. Way,” CeCe gasps.

“What?!” Hugo and I shout at nearly the same time.

CeCe gulps. “We may not have to worry about Madeline being at Cambridge any more. Or, in fact, anywhere.”

“She’s dead?” Hugo asks.

“She may as well be,” Jess says.

Hugo and I gasp at Jess’s phone. It displays a picture of Madeline, snorting cocaine from her Cambridge University acceptance letter through a rolled-up £50 note.

“I have a feeling her uni place will be definitely retracted after this,” CeCe gloats.

Hugo beams. “I honestly couldn’t love this more for her. She deserves it.”

“What’s going on?” Tim drags himself out of the pool and heads towards us,

“PANTS FIRST!” Jess shouts and he heads back to his discarded swim shorts and mercifully puts them back on.

“OH MY GOD!” He peers over Jess’s shoulder at the phone screen. “I knew someone had class As at graduation but I never thought it would be her!”

“Who posted it?” I ask.

“Someone called Anonymous24,” CeCe says. “They follow no one but have about twelve thousand followers, probably just from this picture because they haven’t posted anything else. They know what they’re doing, clearly.”

“Madeline doesn’t even know that many people!” Hugo says.

“Yeah, but everyone loves watching a rich girl get shamed,” Jess reasons. “Us as much as anyone.”

“This is better than Christmas!” Tim says. “No religion, and there’s a sacrificial turkey!”

“She’s finished. She’s so disposable, she’s single-use plastic personified,” CeCe says.

“Sayonara, bitch.” Jess does a wave at the screen.

“I always said she’d get her comeuppance,” Hugo says, gently running a finger down the thin skin over my spine.

“I don’t know if we should be revelling in this,” I say.

I can’t say I’m not enjoying the downfall of the woman – but I also believe in karma. If I enjoy this, what penance might I have to accept? Buddha says, “Before you speak, let it pass through three gates: Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it kind?” Calling Madeline disposable and revelling in this would be true, but it’s not kind or necessary, I guess. I need to find a way to let it go, especially because Buddha also says, “If you want to fly, give up everything that weighs you down.” And frankly, Madeline was weighing us all down. At least now we can let her go.

“That’s because you’re a nice person Evie,” Tim says. “I’ll revel in it for you.”

“And me!” Jess says.

“And me,” Hugo says, scrolling the comments on Jess’s phone like a hungry badger hunting for delicious snacks. “God, it makes me a bit horny you know, to see her fail.”

He buries his head in the crook of my neck, and I lean into his lips as he kisses down to my collarbone.

“There are other people present, you know,” CeCe tuts, from their sunbed with Jess.

“Really filthy behaviour from Head Girl,” Jess chimes in.

“How many times? I’m not Head Girl any more. I haven’t been for, like, three days now. It’s over, move on. I’m in my bad girl era,” I say, my voice muffled by Hugo’s shoulder.

Jess expels a loud and sarcastic laugh that hurts a bit, I can’t lie.

“I guess Madeline won’t be coming to the party!” CeCe says.

“Or any party ever again.” Jess wiggles her eyebrows like some kind of villain.

“What if it was her that did the heads, though?” I ask. “What if she knows, and now she’s got nothing left to lose?”

Hugo, Tim, CeCe and Jess stare at me like I’ve just kicked them collectively in the face, before Hugo clears his throat.

“Well, no one would believe her now. She’s got zero credibility. Who’s going to trust some desperate druggy?” he says. “I still say she’s not imaginative enough to have done it, anyway.”

“Hugo’s right,” Tim parrots. “I think you should just try and enjoy her downfall. Stop being a negative knobhead.”

“Fine, I’ll stop being a negative knobhead,” I say, smiling.

“I can’t believe Head Girl just said knob,” CeCe says, clutching their proverbial pearls.

“When will it stop?” I sigh.

“You’ll always be Head Girl to me.” Hugo pushes even closer. “Speaking of; we’ve got two hours before the party guests arrive, and I think we’ve got some important celebrating to do.” And he strokes my cheek with one still slightly pool-pruned finger.

“I think I could make time for a little siesta too,” CeCe says, cuddling up close to Jess.

“Oh great, what am I supposed to do?” Tim sulks. “Threesome, anyone?”

Hugo gathers me up in his towel and starts blowing raspberries into my belly button before carrying me away. He races towards the house with me swaddled up in his arms, a mischievous grin spreading across his face as he trips into the dining room.

He lays me down on the long table, kissing me, starting at my lips and moving down my neck. The solid wood is a nice cool contrast to the warmth coming off Hugo’s still damp skin.

“What if Burton or one of the party planners catches us?” I ask, giggling.

“Burton’s job is to say and see nothing, and you’re the lady of the house. If someone walks in, they should just walk right back out again. Besides, isn’t the element of risk kind of hot?” Hugo winks at me. “I’ve always thought this table didn’t get enough use …”

“I mean, now that you mention it …” I thread my fingers through his hair as he locks me in eye contact, his fingers travelling tantalisingly down my stomach towards my bikini bottoms.

He grazes the top of them and then stops, held there while I beg and plead in my head for him to keep moving. He smiles up at me for a moment before kissing my stomach and whipping them off in one fluid movement. I lean back against the cool of the table, trying to enjoy the moment, but all I can think about is Madeline, and what happened at graduation. I catch sight of Tim through the French windows, alone, and sad, standing next to the pool, completely and utterly naked again, and feel guilt building in the pit of my stomach.






Chapter Seven

Dusk begins to fall around D’olobelle as the time of the party approaches. The crowd have been building at the gates for the last hour. Any of them could be the person responsible for the severed heads; the person who so clearly knows our secret. I wonder if the others are as worried as I am. Certainly, Tim has been drinking since early afternoon and Jess’s wide-eyed stare is only partly down to inebriation.

As the pink sun sets over the woods, the last beams of pastel light hit the grand spikes on top of the gates, and the five of us head across the estate to formally unlock the gates and open the party. Hugo and I lead the way on the quadbike I got him for his last birthday, with the huge gold H printed on the bonnet, my white silk and lace dress billowing off to the side as I hold my flower crown on. Jess and CeCe ride my quad bike, and Jess holds on to her own flower crown, the baby blue silk of her dress rippling in the wind like a slick of water, while Tim rides solo next to them.

“They’ve really gone with the theme!” Hugo shouts to me as we approach a horde of people either wearing bloodied animal heads or holding dismembered human ones like handbags.

“I can’t believe they bought the severance thing!” Tim shouts back. “People can be so basic.”

“So many animal heads. I feel triggered,” Jess says. CeCe lays a hand on her arm.

“You’ve really got to stop being OK with the human ones,” Tim quips.

“Oh my god, fuck off, Timothy,” Jess shouts wearily.

It feels like my heart’s blocking my throat as I survey the crowd in front of us; people wearing deer and horse’s heads, fake blood on their necks. There are girls walking around in evening dresses spattered with red. None of us have done it though – we thought it better if we were above the theme. After all, we came up with it. The people most worrying to me are the ones carrying dolls’ heads under their arms. I look at them even from here, trying to work out if there are any similarities between those and the ones that dropped from the helicopter.

“I can feel you worrying,” Hugo says from the front of the quadbike.

“I’m fine!” I lie.

“I know you, Evie. I know what you’re thinking, I can tell when you’re scared,” Hugo says.

We bring the three quad bikes to stop in a line at the front gates and jump off, nodding to each other before walking over. I stand at the lock, while Tim and Hugo get in position at the left gate and CeCe and Jess at the right. The waiting guests cheer as I insert the huge key into the lock, rotating it with slow ceremony before my friends spring into action, opening the gates. People wait, still held back by a thick black ribbon stretched between the gateposts. I pull out the large gold-handled scissors I used last night – and slice through it. Officially opening D’olobelle FOURever: Severance.

The five of us stand together, watching people pour through the gates, sending a signal to whoever needs it that we are solid, immovable, unfuckable-with. We won’t be intimidated, no matter what we’ve done.






Chapter Eight

“Oh, look they’ve all got into the pool,” Tim says. “Be a shame if –”

On cue, the bottom of the papier mâché pig’s head dangling over the pool opens, and a tonne of fake blood comes gushing out and into the water, drenching the thirty bodies currently dancing, playing, and possibly fucking in it. There’s shock followed by laughter as everyone enjoys the moment, with one couple barely even breaking their stride to notice. No one enjoys it more than Tim though, as I’d let him pull the cord that activated the blood drop.

“I would be livid if I was in there and all that landed on my hair,” Jess says, sipping from her martini glass.

“To be fair, most of them have already got fake blood on them,” Hugo says. He takes a puff from a spliff and passes it to Tim, who tokes on it and exhales. “I’ve got eyes on the scholarship kids,” he adds. “This must be like Christmas for them after being raked up in some godforsaken council estate.”

“Tina’s family live in a semi-detached in Surbiton,” I say. “And Tommy’s family had a terraced three-bedroom house in Deptford.’

Hugo wafts his hand. “Same thing.”

“Honestly, I would be so annoyed if it was them,” CeCe says. “It’s not our fault that they’re poor. We shouldn’t be penalised because they don’t have any money.”

We’re trying to behave as normally as possible while also assessing hundreds of party guests for psychopathic tendencies and maintaining our pack-like structure for protection. I worry that Jess and I especially don’t look quite as relaxed as we could do. I saw her sneaking a cocktail sausage earlier.

“They seem very relaxed anyway,” Hugo says, pointing to where Tommy and Tina are drinking some of Daddy’s ‘champagne’ from flutes on the patio, laughing their heads off. “Almost as if they feel they belong.”

“I’d like to see you try and get a scholarship anywhere,” CeCe says, pinching the joint from Tim’s fingers and taking a drag on it.

“Don’t need to,” Hugo retorts.

“What about Rupert?” I ask.

“In the pool,” CeCe says, pointing to one of the guys playing water polo with a priceless Ming Dynasty vase.

“Look at him, exercising while everyone else gets fucked up,” Tim says. “It’s sacrilege. No sign of Simon, and I’m assuming that Madeline’s not going to show.”

“She’s not posted on her socials today,” Jess says. “She’s disappeared, which is exactly what I would do if I were her, to be fair.”

“Carrie’s in the house, trying to do some kind of séance around one of the old portraits, saying that she felt a soul coming from it,” CeCe says.

“She’s absolutely off her face on mushrooms,” Tim says. “I saw her pounding a handful when she was waiting at the gates. We’ll find her talking to the trees later on.”

I scan the party, but everyone apart from us just looks like they’re having a great time. Down by the house a DJ’s playing on decks set up on a Regency dresser, while someone else has dragged out one of Great Grandma Maddy’s old Louis XVI side tables for snorting lines of coke. I should really check where they put Grandpa; his ashes are usually on that table. Although he always loved a party so I’m sure wherever he is, he’s having a great time – as long as no one’s trying to snort him.

Suddenly there’s screaming up by the house. People scatter from the patio on to the grass, glasses dropping to the floor, smashing in the commotion. Hugo spins, fists clenched, shoulders back, ready for a fight if needs be.

The crowd clears from the terrace, revealing Simon in a fencing outfit with his arm in the air. Blood is gushing from his wrist, while he holds a red-soiled fencing sword in his other hand. He stumbles to the ground where the blood continues to pool underneath him.

“MY HAND!!” he shouts. “I’ve accidentally cut off my hand!”

A hand drops to the floor with a thud. Blood continues gushing out and everyone gasps.

“Oh please, that’s not real,” Tim says.

“Nope.” Hugo takes another drag on the spliff. “But it’s more imaginative than his usual, putting fake poos in the pool.”

Everyone starts to lose interest in Simon’s little prank. Burton’ll be furious. The blood-soaked stones on the terrace are going to take a fair bit of jet washing.

“I’ve always considered it demonstrative of a lack of growth on his part that he hasn’t become more creative with age,” Tim says. “I guess I underestimated him.”

“Is it possible,” Hugo says, “that we could be overthinking this, and the heads were just another one of Simon’s pranks?”

“I would fucking bury him,” CeCe breathes while Jess clenches her fists by her sides.

Simon swaggers across the lawns towards the pool to a tiny smattering of applause from people that enjoy basic comedy, a smug grin on his face.

“Someone needs to speak to him,” Hugo says, going into dad mode. “We discounted him before because he only had the one prank, but if he’s expanded his repertoire maybe it’s more likely?”

“So our secret’s still safe?” Jess says, hopefully.

I’m barely able to believe our luck. Everything might be OK.

“But it’s the principle. The stress he’s caused us all, he needs to pay,” Hugo says grumpily.

I see the general mood of the group starting to lift despite Hugo’s anger.

“If this is a prank, then why am I standing over here with you guys rather than with those guys over there?” Tim points to the red-covered bodies in the pool: people who whipped off their outfits the moment they arrived and are now battling each other with inflatables, looking like either bloodthirsty hunters or victims of a terrible accident, their red skin shimmering under the lights of a series of flaming poolside torches. The pig’s head still dangles overhead, its beady eyes keeping watch over various fornications.

“Maybe we need to confirm it’s actually him,” I say. “Before we assume anything.”

“Fucking Simon,” Hugo says. “He’s probably been laughing at us this whole time. Timothy! We need to go and speak to him.”

“You’re right, Evie. No more of this. Let’s have it out with him,” Tim says, puffing out his chest and flexing his arm muscles. “Don’t worry, Hugo and I are going to sort this.”

“Be careful, he’s got a sword,” Jess says, eyes wide.

“He’s literally the worst fencer in school. He wouldn’t even know how to take the stopper off,” Hugs says. “He’s going to wish he’d never seen a doll in his life when we’re finished with him.”

“I bet dolls are the only action he gets, the sad bastard,” Tim says.

The two boys look like henchmen as they walk across the lawns towards the pool, loosening their bow ties, removing their jackets and rolling up their shirtsleeves as they go.

“Well, that’s that, then,” I say.

“Oh boy,” CeCe says, taking a swig from the glass in their hands.

“Drama drama drama,” Jess says. “Of course, I never really thought there was any danger.”

“Of course,” CeCe says, the two of them leaning their heads against each other.

“I want to believe it was a Simon prank as much as anyone,” I say. “But something doesn’t quite add up. The singing? I think it’s the singing that bothers me. Why would Simon put that song over it all?”

“Either way, Hugo and Tim are about to find out,” CeCe says, pointing over to where Hugo and Tim are threateningly closing ranks around Simon.

Hugo whips off Simon’s face shield and the two of them confront him. There’s a moment of pride there, while Tim and Hugo turn to us, giving thumbs up and smiling. Seconds later, Simon’s face turns to terror as the two of them seize him by the arms, before escorting him, fully clothed in his fencing gear, into the pool. Simon laughs, splashing around and declaring to everyone the reason why he’s just been tossed into the pool, but we all saw the look of panic on his face.

“Oh, thank fuck,” Jess says.

CeCe’s shoulders drop. “Christ, I think that aged me by about twenty years. The little shit.”

“Sorted!” Hugo announces proudly as he and Tim walk back to us.

“We taught him a lesson, don’t you worry,” Tim says, lighting a new spliff before Jess plucks it from his fingertips.

I watch Jess and CeCe blowing smoke into each other’s mouths and Tim getting ready to approach the sparkling pool people. But something still doesn’t feel right. Hugo slides his relaxed arm around me, kissing my cheek in triumph. Sure, Simon’s been a bit more inventive this year, but the logistics of getting the heads into that helicopter were advanced. Of course he’d take the credit, it was a huge, elaborate prank. But I think my friends are missing something.

“Oh god, is that who I think it is?” Jess says with a gasp.

CeCe stands, mouth open, their arm around Jess.

Madeline is stalking across the grass in a pair of wedges and a white cotton dress like she thinks she’s at a fucking polo match. All conversation has ceased; even the DJ’s turned down the music. She glides across the lawns with her nose in the air like she’s got nothing to be ashamed of – like meth wouldn’t cook – despite the two hundred plus people here having seen otherwise with their own eyes just this morning.. Of course she came dressed as an angel at a murder party. In the darkness she looks ghostly, her white dress flowing behind her, and her pale limbs jutting out as she walks with efficient purpose, a terrifying apparition.

“Am I hallucinating?” Jess whispers. She reaches down to one of the charcuterie boards that have been placed around the party without taking her eyes off Madeline, grabbing a wodge of chorizo slices and ramming them into her mouth before Tim can see and make fun of her.

CeCe screws up their face. “She walks like a poor person.”

“She looks like a poor person,” Jess mumbles through a full mouth.

“Poor people can’t help being poor,” I whisper.

“I really hoped we’d seen the last of her,” CeCe says. “And yet here she is, assaulting my eyeballs again. You’d think she’d look a little meeker after what happened, but she looks as stuck up as ever. How is she still such a pick-me girl even after everyone’s seen her with a fifty up her nose?”

We all know the answer already. Madeline’s shameless.

“Big prick energy,” Jess sighs.

“I hope someone frisked her at the door for meth,” Tim says.

“Why, want some?” CeCe asks.

“Never say never, darling CeCe.” Having retrieved his spliff from Jess, Tim inhales deeply for the maximum hit, then passes it to Hugo.

I don’t really smoke, not that anyone’s ever noticed. They hand me things and I just hand them back. If you don’t make a big deal about it, people are generally too busy getting loaded themselves to notice that you’re not doing something.

“I feel for her a bit,” I say, knowing that they’re all blinking at me in disbelief now. “What? It’s not like other people here don’t do drugs. She just got unlucky and now she’s going to have to pay for the rest of her life. I know she wasn’t nice to me, but surely no one deserves that. Right?”

“Christ, sometimes I just want to flick you. How can you feel sorry for her? After all those years of trying to cancel you, turns out she did it to herself.” Jess shakes her head. “Simon admitted to the prank, we’re in the clear and Madeleine’s cancelled. I feel like you should be enjoying this more than you are.”

“Evie’s too nice,” Hugo says, rubbing my shoulders with the joint between his lips.

“Is she coming over here? To us?” Tim says. “Oh god, she is. I’m out.” And he runs away towards the pool.

CeCe and Jess duck out and away from the situation, too. Everyone knows it’s me Madeline wants anyway. I’m the one she’s always had beef with, because I’ve got real friends, not ones I’ve had to bully into hanging out with me. And because I’m a sort of natural leader, not a forced one.

“Pretend you’re telling me something really serious,” I say to Hugo, who’s still by my side with Tim’s joint.

He comes as close to me as humanly possible while still making eye contact, and breathes smoke straight into my face. “I’m so high,” he says, so intensely it’s almost a whisper, then folds himself up laughing before he follows Tim in the direction of the pool. Just like that, I’m wide open.

Madeline Borges seizes her opportunity.

“Eeeeevieeee!” She elongates the eeees to make herself sound like she’s got some kind of bourgeois importance. “What a wonderful party! What a great night! So impressive that you manage to get so many people here when it’s so tucked away down all these lanes. I always forget how in the middle of nowhere it is.”

“It’s exclusive, yes.” I humour her but I’m looking towards the house, planning my escape. It’s amazing to me that despite being the one who was cancelled, she judges me.

She rolls her eyes. “I’m sure you heard what happened.”

“Of course,” I say. “I hope it didn’t affect your place at Cambridge?” I don’t mean it. I’m crossing my fingers behind my back.

Madeline wafts a hand at me like she’s swatting a fly. “I mean, obviously they can’t risk having me there any more after such a scandal. I totally understand. Besides, honestly, whoever did it did me a favour. I’ve always wanted to do drama more than I wanted to do English lit. Daddy was the one that wanted me to go to Cambridge. And now I get the chance to do whatever I want. I’m actually going to apply to RADA, just like you. And maybe I’ll take a year out first too.”

I feel the ground start to sink beneath my feet. Surely RADA wouldn’t accept her either, after what’s happened?

“I mean, after all, Cambridge’s main problem was the misuse of their acceptance letter, bringing their crest into disrepute. Places like RADA, meanwhile, love a bit of personality, especially when the scandal hasn’t affected them in particular.” Madeline smiles. “The best stars always have a redemption arc. Besides, we both know it wasn’t real.”

“We do?” I ask.

I look over to Jess and CeCe, trying to catch their attention, but CeCe’s taunting Jess by trying on an ass’s head. Jess seems to be debating putting one on too, just to join the rest of the crowd. Soon they’re camouflaged like the other guests. Bloody, wide-eyed centaurs and minotaurs everywhere.

“Of course,” Madeline says lightly. “Because you did it.”

I splutter slightly on my drink, the bubbles scratching the back of my throat as I cough.

“And I think we both know why,” she adds.

When does she think I had time to set her up between exams and graduation, writing my speech, and planning the D’olobelle party? When did I become a tech nerd who Photoshops things? I look around for Hugo, sure that he’s going to come any second and help me with Madeline, but he’s over by the pool with Tim. Tim’s talking to a girl with long straight dark hair and a tattoo of something on her lower back. Hugo animatedly telling some kind of story to a girl with long, thick blond hair and a small, perfectly freckled, snub nose.

“What are you on about?” I try to remain cool while the world around me starts to spin. The blond girl’s snub nose is crinkling with laughter. I feel a familiar tug inside me, a sickness at the sight of Hugo speaking to another girl.

“Naivety doesn’t suit you, darling,’ says Madeline. ‘I’d start being really nice to me if I were you, or you might find yourself in a lot of trouble.”

Hugo’s probably telling the story about the time he broke into the headmaster’s office at school and replaced his morning PA speech with one of Tim’s dirty limericks. I know all Hugo’s stories. He’s been with me for seven years. I don’t know why I feel like this when I see him with another girl.

“I think it’s probably best if you leave,” I say.

Everyone in the immediate vicinity has abandoned the pretence of not listening.

Madeline smirks. “No worries, I’ve got better places to be.”

Burton arrives, like the world’s politest bouncer, ready to escort Madeline off the premises, with his towel over his arm, while the onlookers start whispering. I can’t believe I ever felt bad for her.

Jess and CeCe appear at my side. CeCe puts an arm around me. We watch as Madeline’s escorted past her usual crew of hangers-on and minions who slink as far away from her as they can get, desperate to distance themselves from someone whose stock has so monumentally tanked.

“You OK?’ says Jess.

“Yeah, fine,” I say but I’m not. Madeline’s words are running round and around in my head. Hugo’s still talking to the blond girl. Their heads are getting closer together.

“Delulu only looks good on some people, and Madeline is not one of them,” CeCe observes.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and never see her again,” Jess says.

Jess’s voice sounds far away as I slip into panic mode.

“I might just head up to the bathroom actually,” I say, my voice going slightly high pitched around the lump that’s gathering in my throat. “Won’t be a minute!”

Jess and CeCe smile sympathetically at me as I walk away, through the party, holding myself together until I’m alone and can let myself fall apart.






Chapter Nine

I walk through the French windows into the sitting room to the sound of a girl unironically murdering ‘I Will Survive’ through a karaoke machine. She’s using an oxblood Chesterfield armchair dating back to 1850 as her stage while her friends try to wrestle the microphone off her. Two people in tuxes and horse’s heads are cutting lines of white powder on the coffee table. I keep a fixed grin as I move. Despite the singer’s friends eventually rugby-tackling her, sending the white powder from the coffee table flying, the singer is undeterred; she simply continues giving all her life and love from the ground.

It’s just as loud in the hallway, with music coming from the Sonos speakers connected to the DJ outside, while people and bloody Mr Tumnuses mill around chatting, drinking, and fucking. I walk up the stairs, feeling multiple sets of beady horse eyes peering at me through the bannisters, mocking me with their long rubber faces and ears. Some come up really close, their heads swirling and blurring in my vision. Unrecognisable people in blood-spattered masks hug me, saying hi, and I feel like I can’t breathe.

I’m aiming for the bathroom furthest away from everyone, the one nearest our rooms. I’m less likely to be interrupted there. Finally, I reach the bathroom door and go inside, locking it behind me. There are two other doors to this bathroom – one from Tim’s room and one from the bedroom the other side – so I check both before finally giving my tears permission to fall. But nothing comes. It’s as though I’ve pushed them too far back in and they’ve been absorbed into my organs by osmosis.

It’s dark in here but I don’t turn on a light, staring at my reflection in the gold-edged mirror by the flickering light of the flaming torches outside. I slump down on the black and white stone floor, leaning against the claw-foot bath in the centre of the room. The dizziness hits every time I think about Madeline’s words, or Hugo talking to that girl. It’s like a seasickness, a panic, shaking everything around me. Making centuries-old floors feel unstable.

What if no matter what I do, Madeline’s always there, trying to destroy me? Now my friends think Simon was responsible for the heads, they’ve all moved on. It only seems to be me that’s questioning it. I know it’ll have to wait until tomorrow anyway, there are too many people here, and someone might hear that we’ve got something to hide. Besides, Hugo seems too busy with his new friend to talk about it.

There’s a clatter as the radio kept on the side of the bath drops into the empty tub. I leave it there, too dizzy to stand up again. At least the party’s going well. Everyone’s having fun. I don’t even have to type the whole of D’olobelle into the search on my phone to see the hashtag #DolobelleSeverance come up. There are already more than two hundred tagged pictures and videos of the blood falling from the pig’s head into the pool. I click on the first one but the WiFi at D’olobelle is slow, probably made slower by all the people currently updating their Snapchats. There’s not much signal out here. But the only other way to contact the rest of the world is with one of the old landline phones, and no one uses those – apart from Daddy during his second affair. He thought he was being stealth, but all Mummy had to do was pick up the phone in another room and she had all the proof she needed to take him for everything he had.

I watch the wheel of doom for a bit longer, then give up, closing the app and pulling myself up off the floor. Leaning against the edge of the sink, I stare at the mirror into my eyes. Crusty black bits of mascara have started leaving trails under them. I press a red-tipped forefinger into the corner of one eye and swipe it across, collecting the small flecks on my fingertip. No one needs to look like a panda at their own party. I run the same red nail along the line of my lips, skimming any potential colour bleed. Then I pull the finger away, studying the collection of red and black on its edge. I reach for a tissue, wiping the starkly coloured make-up residue on to the white paper before screwing it up and throwing it into the bin under the sink.

“Come on Evie,” I whisper, staring at my perfect face. “Get it together.”

Drawing back my shoulders, I step away from the sink, stabilising myself on my own two feet, and head out of the bathroom and into the party that’s raging outside.

In the dining room people are sprawled across ‘Henry VIII’s table’ in various stages of fornication and inebriation, while a papier mâché effigy of Anne Boleyn’s decapitated head swings overhead. The lights are so low that it’s hard to see who’s who.

Someone wearing a stag’s head is talking to the stag’s head on the wall. It’s only when they move on, bidding an emotional farewell to the stag that I notice my portrait, stabbed through my five-year-old face with the giant pair of golden scissors protruding from my right eye.

Four pictures have been placed in the four corners of the portrait, secured in position with red darts. Hugo, Tim, CeCe and Jess. Each one with a target across it, apart from Tim’s. Tim’s picture’s been crossed out. There’s a note, pinned under the scissors. I pull them out to take a closer look, leaving a gaping hole in the portrait.

Mary Mary quite contrary

how does your garden grow?

With silver bells and cockle shells

And sitting ducks all in a row.

No one else seems to have noticed. Certainly no one in here looks like they could have done it. I take pictures of the note and send them to the others, pulling the darts out one by one before anyone else can see, collecting the pictures and hiding them in a vase on the mantelpiece. I need to find the others; they need to know that it wasn’t Simon. That this is far more sinister than that. Surely this will be enough proof for them?

I stand on the patio scanning the crowds for Hugo, Tim, Jess or CeCe. Any of them. All around me people are having a great time. Their booming voices, and loud, unhinged laughter disorientating me. Any one of these fucked-up people could be responsible for what happened to my portrait.

A scream comes from somewhere over by the woods. It sounds small and insignificant at first. I think I only notice it because of my hyper-vigilant state. The people around me certainly don’t notice until it becomes more of a roar, cutting through the party. Tim emerges from the trees, racing across the lawns, through the crowds of people, naked, cupping his bits in one hand. His scream is raw enough to draw blood. He starts trying to speak but it’s more a collection of noises.

He is heading for the pool with a frenzied determination that makes party guests move out of his way. He takes a running leap towards the water and the pool clears, bodies scrambling to get out, eager not to share water with whatever it is that’s going on. Tim hovers in the air over the water for what seems like hours but must have only been a split second, before overshooting and landing on the huge pig’s head. The head swings perilously as he clings to the nose, still screaming and shouting, his bare bum on display, legs splayed, a pair of white sports socks his only clothing. The DJ switches music and Miley Cyrus’s ‘Wrecking Ball’ plays while Tim continues swinging helplessly. Our peers video him. A loud creaking sound emanates from the pig’s head just as I make out the words that Tim’s saying.

 “My penis!” he yells, harmonising with ‘Wrecking Ball’.

There’s a loud, metallic clunk as the chain holding the giant head snaps. Tim’s panic intensifies. All of D’olobelle stands still, watching as the ball drops two metres into the pool. Red water splashes out to the sides, drenching those who didn’t get away fast enough. Chatter fills the air as Tim sits sadly on his pig’s head, Miley Cyrus in the background proclaiming she’s been left in a blazing fall.

“Dude!” CeCe shouts. “What happened?”

Jess appears beside CeCe, and I join the two of them at the edge of the pool, watching Tim frozen there on the sinking head, sheepish, legs crossed, hands protecting his modesty.

“Oh my god, don’t look at me!” he shouts, for probably the first time in his life.

“Tim!” Jess hisses. “What have you done?”

“What have I done?! What have I done?! More what has happened to me?!”

He takes his hand away from his bits discreetly, so that no one else can see but us. I immediately beg him to re-cover his bright red, angry crotch.

“IT BURNS MUMMY! IT BURNS!!” he cries to me. “I don’t know what happened! It was sore and then …” Tim gestures to the angry red member before covering it again. “I needed water on it!”

I feel my phone vibrating in my hand and hear the beep of CeCe and Jess’s going at the same time. We share a glance before looking down at the message from an unknown number. Two emojis, a duck and a flame.

A loud revving across the lawn grabs our attention and the headlights of Hugo’s quadbike emerge from the woods. I can make out his outline, standing on the quadbike, roaring towards the party at top speed holding a megaphone up to his mouth.

“TIMOTHY! I’M COMING! I’LL SAVE YOU!” he shouts.

“HUUUUGGGSSS!! MY PEEEEN—!” Tim shouts, but he’s cut off as the quad bike careens into a tree.

I feel as though I’m watching it all in slow motion.

“HUGO!” I race across the lawns towards the strobing headlights of the wrecked quad bike. “HUGO!!”

 There’s silence, before the sound of an explosion echoes around the estate. The quad bike bursts into a tower of flames, tall and bright, licking at the black sky, reaching for the stars. I’m held back by someone but I don’t know who. I just know that I’m howling and everything feels really far away.






Eighteen Months Earlier

“Have you heard the news?” Jess throws herself on to my bed. “Christ, you OK there?”

I spin my chair around, away from my laptop where I’ve been hunched over my desk in the yellow beam of an Anglepoise lamp for the last three hours, waiting for Godot to make sense.

“Trying to get ready for the RADA audition,” I say. “I need to know this text to within an inch of its life. The only way to be the role is to understand it.” I throw my arms out, mimicking our drama teacher.

“OK sugar, this is extra, even for you. You don’t have an audition date yet. Maybe you should try smoking weed and chilling out a bit?” Jess suggests, opening the lip gloss on my bedside cabinet and inspecting the colour.

 “I don’t think that’ll help,” I sigh, plonking myself down on the bed next to her. “What was your news anyway?”

The gravel rush sound of a car pulling up outside prompts Jess to leap up and skip over to the window. “Oh my god, I think it might be her arriving now!” she cries.

Downstairs, yellow headlights from a black Bentley with tinted windows stream down the driveway. We perch on the padded window seat, watching.

“A new girl!” Jess beams as the two of us lean closer to the window.

“In our year? Halfway through the term?” I ask.

Jess nods with wide eyes. “Exciting huh?”

St Hilda’s doesn’t get many new pupils, especially not ones starting in the middle of the term. I can’t help feeling a bit unsettled. How come Jess knew before I did?

“What do you know about her?” I ask, watching our house mistress, Mrs Horsham, approaching the car.

“She’s from New York.” Jess grabs a strawberry lace from a packet on my windowsill and chews at it absent-mindedly, eyes glued to the situation downstairs. “Her dad’s some kind of music producer. He’s been shipped over to work on a TV show and brought her with him. She’s going to be staying in that empty room next to mine. I walked in on Mrs H getting it ready.”

“And you took how long to tell me?”

“I literally came straight in here,” Jess objects. “You might have noticed yourself if you weren’t so busy with your dead boyfriend Beckett.”

The chauffeur’s got out of the car and is standing at one of the rear passenger doors. I take a strawberry lace from Jess and chew alongside her, watching him open the door.

After what feels like an eternity, and half a strawberry lace, a long leg stretches from the car in a pair of knee-high boots over blue jeans. Gradually the rest of her emerges: small black jacket, long blond hair with the bounce of a Dyson Air wrap and the shine of someone who religiously consumes omega oils. The only noise between Jess and me as we press our faces against the window is the sound of her anxiously inhaling her strawberry lace.

Mrs Horsham puts her hand out in greeting and the girl lunges towards her for a tight hug instead. They head towards the front door and at the last minute the new girl looks up. We duck down far too late.

“Shit, I think she saw us spying,” Jess says. “She’s going to think we’re weird lurkers.”

“No, she won’t think that,” I say. “She’ll think that we’re keeping an eye on things. It’s good, if she’s smart, she’ll realise we’re in charge.”

“She’s coming!” Jess whispers and dives on to my bed at the sound of two sets of footsteps echoing down the corridor.

“This is where you’ll be rooming. I understand that your father’s going to be making the occasional weekend visit to see you,” Mrs H’s voice trills.

“Unlikely,” an American voice snorts. “He’ll be far too busy checking out the London women to visit his daughter.”

I can feel Mrs H’s awkwardness through the walls. I imagine her flustered, trying not to meet the girl’s eye and brushing over it in a sweet way. Jess and I get relaxed on my bed, both of us lying on our fronts with our feet in the air, just in time for Mrs H’s knock on my door.

“Girls?” Her soft voice is questioning as she pokes her head into the room. “I’ve got someone I’d like you to meet! Amber, this is Evie D’olobelle and Jessica Rathbourne. Evie, Jess, this is our new student Amber Gowlett. Amber, you’re going to be in the room next to Jessica’s, which is just next door to Evie’s room here.”

“Hi!” I say, making sure to do my best calm, cool girl smile. “Welcome!”

“Welcome to Polyhymnia House!” Jess says, with adorable eagerness.

“I have faith that these girls will take care of you,” Mrs H says. “They know everyone, and everything, there is to know. Stick with them and you won’t go far wrong.”

I can’t lie, I do feel slightly put out that Mrs H didn’t at least ask first before offering us up in some kind of big sister role for the new girl. I’m a busy woman. Amber smiles, her white teeth dazzling me when her lips part.

“Of course!” Jess says. “Just knock for me whenever you like!”

“And me!” I say. “Jess is usually in my room anyway.”

“Great,” Amber says, her face falling and eyes becoming glassy. “I really miss my girls. Back at my old school I had a really tight friendship group. I’m so angry I had to leave them.”

“Oh no!” Jess says, putting her arm around Amber’s shoulders. “You must be so homesick, you poor thing! Don’t worry! You’ve got us now!”

I feel a pang of jealousy rising to the surface. I try to bat it back down again, and remind myself that she’s left everything she knows. She needs our help and our care.






D’olobelle, 4th July 1965

Every morning, I wake up to the sunshine, a yellow goodness that has blessed us for what now feels like an eternity. Yet I am bogged down with this woeful feeling of fear and dread. It’s been two days since Rufus had his accident, and I still feel the need to watch him, marvelling at how surprisingly unharmed he is – aside from the broken leg of course. I replay the tractor catching fire in my head over and over again. How we all watched, aghast; too far away to help him. And then the horrifying moment he threw himself from the tractor’s great height. No one was sure if he’d make it past the flames, if he’d survive. But he did, and only his leg is injured.

I know now that the accident was mechanical; the tractor had been leaking petrol, and there was a spark. A fluke. A coincidence, the others are calling it. But I can’t help thinking of the curse. I look over my shoulder with every move I make, as though the house may catch me. As though this could possibly be the start of something even worse. Of course, Augustus has already sold the story to the local paper, like some kind of proof that we’re dangerous.






Chapter Ten

Jess and CeCe sit on the edge of the pool, cooling their feet in the water. Their submerged skin is dotted with golden light as the morning sun reflects off the shining, beady eyes of the giant pig’s head that now – perhaps permanently – resides on the basin of the pool. It’s two days since the accident happened, and as I stand next to them at the water’s edge, I can hear Jess stifling a small whimper before succumbing to a more aggressive stream of tears. CeCe puts an arm around her shoulder and pulls her in for a hug. I just stare down at the water, watching the pig’s head distort and ripple under the surface.

The charred tree that took the brunt of the impact from the quad bike is still there, cordoned off by incident tape, brown tyre tracks carved into the grass. I can’t look at it. Social media’s full of platitudes and posts about Hugo, alongside videos of Tim swinging naked on the pig to ‘Wrecking Ball’ like some kind of foreshadowing prelude to the whole thing.

Across the pool, Tim’s brooding on one of the sun loungers in Granny’s old red silk kimono and a pair of round sunglasses. I watch him raise a cigarette to his mouth, his bottom lip protruding as he sucks on it, his brow furrowing. He’s barely been able to look me in the eye since the accident. I think he blames himself because Hugo was on his way to rescue him.

Burton shuffles through the French windows from the dining room carrying a silver tray of coffee for us and hands me a cup with his white-gloved hands. “Mademoiselle Evie,” he says. “Breakfast is ready in the dining room when you are.”

He leaves the pot of coffee with empty cups for the others on the tray. It’s only mine that he feels obliged to pour and I appreciate that.

When we finally returned from the hospital yesterday, the party had been cleaned up and D’olobelle returned to its original state, aside from the eternally waterlogged pig and the burned remains of that tree, which Burton has assured me – with apologies – is being sorted today. I was just grateful the burned-out wreckage of Hugo’s quad bike had been removed. I couldn’t stomach seeing it again. I can still hear Jess crying but I’m too bone-tired to comfort her.

“Christ, is she still wailing on about that tree? What about me?” Hugo’s voice makes us all jump as Jess’s sobs intensify. “I’m the one who was maimed! Look at me! I can’t even walk!” He’s half hobbling, half hopping from the house towards us across the grass, using a garden chair as a kind of Zimmer frame.

I bet you thought he was dead, didn’t you? Imagine, me, a widow at eighteen.

I mean, when the flames went up, I thought he was too. But it turns out the only injury he suffered was a broken toe from flinging himself off the bike just in time. When he came to at the hospital, he said he realised at the last minute he was going to crash and all he could do was jump off. Thanks to his quick thinking, no one else was injured.

He was puzzled though, because the bike was working completely fine when he drove us to the gate at the start of the party.

“That tree lived for hundreds of years. It grew and blossomed year after year. And then you crashed into it and burned it alive!” Jess weeps.

I take Hugo’s arm, helping him hobble to the nearest sunbed. He leans on me, limping, then lowers himself onto it’s striped seat gently.

“I didn’t do it on purpose! This thing is a pain in the arse, you know,” he says, gesturing to the big, padded boot on his left foot. I prop the back of the sunbed up for him, making sure that he’s comfortable. “Not to be a prick about it, but I’m just a little bit more important than some old bit of wood.”

“The difference is, Hugo, the tree adds to the production of oxygen and gasses, keeping our world healthy. What do you contribute?” CeCe asks.

“That’s an interesting philosophical question,” Tim says, sucking on his cigarette. “What holds more value, man or tree?”

“Hahahaha,” Hugo replies sarcastically. “My father owns the biggest media company in the world right now, so I’d say I contribute a fair bit to society and am pretty valuable.”

CeCe tilts their head in his direction. “Well, your family does.”

Jess continues dangling her feet in the pool, swishing her toes and rolling her eyes at the conversation. She knows any minute now Hugo’s going to bring up his great feminist victory, and it’s far better if I do it before he gets the chance.

“To be fair,” I say, taking a seat on the edge of the sunbed next to Hugo, “if it weren’t for Hugo, his dad wouldn’t have got rid of Tits of the Day from that tabloid he owns. So, he has given back to society in quite a big way if you ask me.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Tim says. “Some might consider it more of a taking away. How are you anyway, wounded soldier?” he asks, peering over the top of his sunglasses at Hugs.

“Kind of you to ask, Timothy. The problem with a broken little toe,” Hugo raises the afflicted foot, encased in its padded boot to illustrate his point, “is that you need the little toes for balance. The recovery time for a broken toe is quite long, you know. This is really going to scupper my summer and university plans.”

“Scheduled a lot of tightrope walking, did you?” CeCe asks, their sarcasm making me chuckle.

Hugo beckons over Burton, who arrives with his white towel and a dry expression. “Burton, I’ll have a freshly squeezed orange juice. Vitamins are very important for my recovery.”

“How’s your knob, Timmy?” Hugo asks as Burton heads back to the house.

Tim lounges back on the sunbed, allowing his kimono to fall open. “The swelling and redness has gone down, thank you. I just don’t understand it. Why would someone put chilli in my lube like that?”

“Are you sure it was chilli?” Jess asks.

“Oh yeah, definitely,” Tim says. “Someone hot-sauced my hot sauce.”

“If it weren’t for everything Evie found in the dining room, I’d have said it was a scorned ex-lover,” CeCe says. “But it feels like whoever it is had bigger fish to fry than just your penis.”

“Simon confessed he wasn’t responsible for the heads,” Hugo says, shuffling on his chair. “So I guess we’re back at square one.”

“It’s Madeline,” I say. “I know it is. She must have done the picture before she left. I’m surprised she even bothered to send the messages from an unknown number.”

“But Jess said it wasn’t like that when she went through the dining room, and that was after Madeline left,” Hugo says, stroking his chin. “So it happened some time between Jess going through the living room, and you going through.”

“Who had access to your lube?” CeCe asks. “And I hate to ask, but when was the last time you used it before your encounter at the party?”

“I can’t remember,” Tim says. “It had just been in my room and I put it in my pocket before the party … you know … just in case …” Jess audibly shudders next to me.

“Whoever it is, they’re not going to get to us now, are they? It’s just us here. No one else can get in. Drama over,” Hugo says.

“What if they’re going to tell our secret?” I ask. “Aren’t you nervous?”

“Their word against ours.” Hugo puffs out his chest. “My parents would get us the best lawyers there are. We’d be untouchable.”

Everyone looks uncertain.

“Look, what’s the plan for today?” Hugo asks. “I’m not going to be the sitting duck they want us to be. We’ve got lives to live. If they want to tell us what they want from us then fine, but I’m not going to sit here waiting for the other shoe to drop. We bed down here, and wait for whatever this is to blow over.”

Tim nods to Hugo’s boot. “Quite literally.”

“I fancy a bit of a swim and a dick about,” Jess says. “I’m exhausted after all the drama.”

“Yeah, I definitely just need a chill couple of days,” I say.

“Maybe we could mix some drinks, just hang out without any of us being hospitalised …” CeCe looks over their sunglasses in Hugo’s direction.

Hugo’s grinning at all the messages from well-wishers that are appearing on the phone propped on his chest. “Amen to that!” he says.

“I wish to propose … D’olobelledon,” Tim says. “I know that none of you have ever been keen on my suggestion of the tennis tournament before, but the court’s right there.” He points over in the distance at the side of the woods where there’s a barely used clay tennis court. “And I just think maybe it would be fun? Plllleeeasseee?”

Hugo points to his boot. “I can’t play.”

“You can umpire!” Tim answers swiftly. A suggestion that Hugo looks pretty thrilled with. “We could do doubles, Evie and me versus CeCe and Jess.”

This plan seems to have perked Tim up a bit. I’ve been concerned that Hugo’s crash might have brought back memories of his mum. He’s been very quiet.

CeCe shrugs. “If we get it over with today, it’ll make for a quieter life.”

“Fine,” Jess says. “God, I hate tennis. For someone who smokes so much weed, you’re freakishly energetic you know.”

Tim beams. In the distance, I see Burton emerge from the house with Hugo’s glass of orange juice. He approaches and hands Hugo the glass before whipping out a small gong from under his arm and bashing it with demure passive aggression.

“Breakfast is served in the dining room,” he says, with a level of snark that my mother would be proud of.






Chapter Eleven

In the centre of the dining table, Burton’s laid out everything that any of us could ever possibly want for breakfast. Fruit, toast, yoghurt, cheese, pastries. There are scrambled eggs and bacon under the silver domes in the centre of the table which makes Jess wrinkle her nose.

“Please could someone pass me a slice of toast,” Hugo asks, from the head of the table. “I’d get up, but … my toe.”

Tim rushes to grab the toast and some butter. “Just call me Matron,” he says, hurtling down the table to deliver it.

“Matron!” Hugs trills back.

I take a slice of melon from the centre of the table. I’m still on edge, and not massively hungry. Coffee hasn’t helped, to be fair.

Hugo looks around for Burton. “BURTON! BERTIE!!” Burton appears in the doorway. “Could I get some eggs? Two? Fried?” he says, as though the eggs in the centre of the table that Burton scrambled simply won’t do. “Protein helps recovery.”

“Me too,” Tim chimes in.

“Same,” CeCe says.

“Yes please,” Jess says, prompting us all to stare at her.

CeCe touches her arm lightly. “Jess, honey, eggs are from chickens.”

“I know that –” Jess begins, then stops. “Oh right! Yeah, no animal products for me. I’m vegan. Could you do a tofu scramble, Burton?”

Burton heads out of the dining room again. My melon tastes both metallic and too sweet all at once as my eyes drift to my slashed portrait on the wall. I feel sick. I place the melon back on my plate and reach instead for some juice.

“I can’t believe the gall of Madeline,” CeCe says, scrolling through their phone with irritation. “She’s posted a video of Hugo’s accident.”

 “I saw!” Jess says. “It’s got sixty thousand views. She’s stolen your trauma to go viral, Hugs.”

“That’s Madeline all over,” Tim says. “Grotesque and immoral!”

“Coming from you, that’s damning,” CeCe deadpans.

“That bitch’ll do anything for attention,” Jess says. “Do you remember when you got voted Head Girl, Evie? And then she broke her ankle playing squash that night and had all that drama with the ambulances and having a rod put in it?”

“She probably didn’t break an ankle on purpose,” I reason, although even as the words are coming out I’m willing to concede I could be wrong.

“The only time there’s ever been something remarkable about her looks was when that bone was poking through her skin,” CeCe remarks. They frown. “Wait, wasn’t she already gone by his accident? I thought Burton saw her out?”

“If she was here to take that video, then she could have sabotaged my portrait and Tim’s lube,” I say.

“Oh my god, imagine being kicked out of a party and then being so cringe that you don’t even leave!” Jess says.

“She’s obsessed with Evie,” says Hugo. “It’s sinister. I can’t believe she threatened you and tried to accuse you of setting her up and making those pictures, babe.”

“As if Evie could ever do something wrong. She’s a perfect angel,” Tim says.

Silence falls over the table, filled only with the noise of people chewing. We all know that there’s one fairly big thing that we all did wrong, me included.

Hugo sighs. “If she wants to carry on rehashing old ground and talking about us to boost her follower numbers like some kind of desperate rat rather than moving on, then that’s on her. But I intend to enjoy my summer. Did you know my follower numbers have increased by fifty per cent since the accident?”

“Oh god, he’s going to be insufferable all summer with this whole cheated death thing, isn’t he?” CeCe mutters.

I nod, resigned. Now the danger’s passed, it’s going to be romanticised for the rest of our lives.

“There must be some perks to the whole thing, especially when I don’t know if I’ll be able to go to university like this.” Hugo points down to his toe. “What if I have to defer?! The pain is so distracting, and I certainly won’t be able to join the football team. My dad and my grandad were members of CUAFC. I have to be on that team, but I can’t kick a ball as I am. It’s my passing foot!”

“I doubt they’ll miss you. You were never that good anyway,” Tim says, and Hugs launches a pain au chocolat at him in retaliation.

“You can always take a year out or start a little later. I’m not going to Africa until November,” I suggest.

Hugo screws up his nose at me. “I’d have to take the whole year out. No one wants to be the newbie loser that shows up halfway through term when everyone’s already made their friend groups.”

My eye catches on a picture of Granny and her Coterie on the mantelpiece, next to the vase where I stashed the pictures just the other day. They’re all dressed up in sports gear, shorts, T-shirts, sweat bands, and trainers. I know the picture well. It’s from D’olobelle Sports Day 1965. I guess they had their own version of D’olobelledon back in the day.






Chapter Twelve

The white Aertex fabric stretches against the bulge of Tim’s biceps when he extends his reach, the racket coming into contact with the fuzzy luminous green ball as he executes the perfect sliced backhand over the net. CeCe hops forward to hit the ball at the same time as Jess, the two of them meeting in the middle of the court, rackets colliding first with a great clang, followed by the rest of them. Heads bumping together, they land heavily on top of each other in a cloud of orange dust on the clay tennis court. It’s the second time they’ve ended up like this, and I can tell that they’re starting to get a little annoyed with each other.

“Thirty love, to Timmy boy and Evie,” Hugs announces from the umpire seat. “Team Timmy to serve.” Hugo blows Tim a kiss and Tim blows one back.

“Fuck, I love D’olobelledon!” Tim says, hands on his hips, as he smiles up to the sun.

“Please stop calling it that, honey. It’s shit,” CeCe says. “And I maintain that those shorts are very distracting! I think the ref needs to address it.”

“It’s indecent!” Jess says, shielding her eyes from the sight of Tim’s big green balls practically bursting the seams of his little, short shorts.

“I’m not one to body shame,” Hugo shouts back. “PLAY ON! AND FRANKLY IF YOU CAN’T CONTROL YOUR EYES, THE PROBLEM’S WITH YOU, NOT THE PERSON IN THE SHORTS!”

Tim puts his fingers into the shape of a heart and holds it up to Hugo who clutches at his chest. The two of them revel in it for a moment before Tim pulls a ball from his pocket, the shorts sagging where once they’d strained, and bounces it a couple of times before smacking it straight into the net. Great, satisfied peals of laughter come from CeCe.

“Net!” Hugo shouts, glancing at Tim with pure regret.

I’m surprised he noticed, his phone’s barely been out of his hand. He’s been tapping away the entire match, only looking up when Tim needs him.

“A slip! I’ll come back stronger from this, don’t you worry, Evie,” Tim shouts back at me. He adjusts his towelling headband and armbands, and starts running on the spot, panting.

“I can take a serve, you know,” I shout back. “I was on the team at school …”

But Tim ignores me, rummages in his pocket again and pulls out his phone.

“Dear god she’s relentless. Has anyone else had a message from Madeline?” He holds up his phone, displaying a lengthy passage of text.

There’s a look between CeCe and Jess that suggests they’ve talked about this before.

“Yep,” CeCe says.

“Same,” Jess says. “It’s unhinged.”

“Yep!” Hugo says, not looking up.

“Same.” I nod, but I’m lying. Why’s everyone else got one but I haven’t? “What’s she so desperate to talk to you about?” Is Madeline just trying to take me down again? Trying to turn my friends against me?

But instead of replying, Tim throws his phone up into the air and whacks it with the racket. It goes flying across the court, shortly before it comes to a smash against the fence. “That’s better,” he says. “I feel so free.”

“So that you got over the net,” I say, but it felt like a kind of dramatic response to a few messages from Madeline.

Tim grabs another ball from his pocket and promptly serves it straight into the net again.

“I don’t know why you didn’t let me take it. Your serve’s always been weak,” I protest. “Let me do it next time.”

“God, fine,” Tim says. “No need to get bitchy.”

I look over at Hugo to see if he’s going to do anything about Tim calling me bitchy – doesn’t feel very sportsman like, after all – but he’s back on his phone. He looks up and smiles at me, turning it face down and placing it on his leg. It vibrates again with a message, falling off his leg and bouncing onto the court below. I go to pick it up for him, but he gets it first. Still, I manage to spot Madeline’s name on the screen. Why would he message her back and hide it from me?

“Jess to serve,” Hugo restates. “Silence on court please.”

There’s a puck noise as the strings of Jess’s racket connect with the ball, sending it soaring over the top of the net. I race towards it but Tim runs in front of me, whacking it straight back into the net.

“Why did you do that? I had it,” I say, throwing my hands in the air.

Tim drops his racket on the ground and crosses his arms. “Evie’s being mean. I’m going to the pool.”

“Works for me, I’m hot,” Hugo says.

“Hallelujah! We can all go back to doing nothing!” CeCe throws their racket down and we all follow Tim out of the court.

“I think there might be a little den of fox babies at the end of the court over there.” Jess points to where there’s a small hole at the bottom of the fence leading into a bush. “I might just see if I can check on them.”

“That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard,” I say. “Want help?” “No!’ Jess says, looking a bit odd. “I don’t want to scare them.”

We do as we’re told and leave her there but are halfway down the path when we hear her scream. We race back to the court, where I hear the puck of the mechanical ball machine, firing again and again while Jess crouches on the ground.

“It just went off!” she shouts, cowering. “And they’re not tennis balls – look!”

The machine’s rapidly churning out discs in all directions, that hit either the ground or the gates before smashing. The constant noise forces me to put my fingers in my ears.

“They’re clay pigeons!” Hugo says. “Evie! Why are their clay pigeons in the tennis ball machine?”

“What’s a fucking clay pigeon?” I shout back, my hands still over my ears.

“They’re discs for hunting practice, you’re supposed to shoot them like you would birds!”

“They’re birds!” Jess howls, curling up into the foetal position on the clay court. “The birds are dying! The birds are dying!”

“I’m coming, baby!! Try and come towards me. Slither like I am! See!” CeCe starts army-shuffling along the ground into the clay court, muttering, “This outfit will never be white again.”

“Who the fuck fills a ball machine with clay pigeons?” Tim shouts, cowering behind the fence as Jess and CeCe move towards each other like a pair of snakes.

Hugo jumps as a clay pigeon hits the side of the fence and him and Tim end up clinging to each other. As suddenly as it started and Jess’s screams filled D’olobelle, the machine stops.

The sound of clay smashing is replaced by our phones, all receiving a text at the same time from an unknown number. Two emojis: a skull and crossbones, and a pigeon’s head.

“Oh my god, whoever this is knows. They know what I did!” Jess cries, throwing herself into Cece’s arms. “They know everything! The pigeon in Evie’s bed! It was me!” she wails.

“I always knew you weren’t a real vegan,” Tim shouts.

“I don’t understand,” I mutter as Jess runs towards me. “I thought Madeline did that.”

“It was an accident!” Jess pleads with me. Tears run down her face. “I hit the pigeon with my car and I took it up to the dorm because I wanted to try and save it. I went to your room to see if you could help but you weren’t there and then I accidentally dropped it on your bed and the poor thing’s wing was broken and I could hear Mrs H coming and I thought if I just tucked it into your bed, if it came to, then it would be comfortable and warm and that I could rescue it when the coast was clear. I meant to come and get it and then I realised I was supposed to be in a yearbook meeting and you were texting me really angry because I was late. So I had to leave it there and then you just got there before I had chance to move it! I’m so sorry! I promise I didn’t mean to do it!”

I try to process what she’s saying.

“I’m so sorry I’ve kept the secret from you for so long, it was killing me!” Jess says. “I was going to confess, but you just assumed it was Madeline, and to be fair it seemed like the kind of thing she’d do. She pissed on your netball skirt so …”

I can’t bear how distraught Jess looks so I reach out and give her a hug. “Oh no, come here, don’t worry,” I say. “It’s OK. I forgive you.”

“So this text corresponds to what’s just happened here with Jess, and the one we all received when Tim leaped in the pool with the flames corresponded to what happened to him,” Hugo says, pointing from his phone to Jess and Tim. “What if someone’s set them up so that they link to secrets we have. That must be it, right?”

“What was the message after Tim’s whole jumping in the pool, burning situation about then?” I ask

“Maybe it’s someone I scorned? Someone who thinks I’ve got something to hide, something around all my sexual endeavours?” Tim suggests with pride.

“Whoever’s doing this, they clearly want to hurt us. It’s dangerous,” Hugo says, gesturing to the ball machine.

“Who else could have known about the pigeon, Jess?” CeCe asks. “Did you tell anyone?”

“Only Amber,” Jess says.

Everyone stands in silence, faces etched with confusion. It should be really easy now to work out who‘s doing this – if it weren’t for the fact that Amber’s dead.






Fourteen Months Earlier

“Your head girl – with eighty-five per cent of the vote – is Evie D’olobelle!” The headmaster announces from behind his lectern.

Jess screams so loudly that I can specifically pick her voice out of the crowd from my place on stage in the auditorium. She, Hugo, Tim and CeCe join the rest of our year in jumping for joy, while I stand next to Amber on stage, trying not to look too smug. Madeline may not have been nice to me at all during this campaign, but I don’t want to rub her fifteen per cent in her face or be accused of gloating. After all, if this campaign’s taught me anything, it’s that Madeline Borges loves to accuse me of things.

“You need to make the speech,” Amber says in her role as my campaign manager, shuffling me in the direction of the podium.

She’s really proven herself a great friend. I couldn’t have won this campaign without her. Especially when Madeline started getting dirty and accusing me of things like ‘bullying her’.

I jolt into action, smiling at Amber and giving Madeline a consolatory handshake on my way past. She barely touches my skin, acting as though I might give her some kind of hideous infectious disease. By contrast, our headteacher gives my hand a hearty shake and leans in to tell me how pleased he is that it’s me.

“Wow,” I say taking the podium and revelling in the smiling faces below me. “I’m so proud of everything that I and my campaign have promised, and I can’t wait to put some of these things into action. I promise to always be here to listen to anything that you may want to come to me with, and to always act in a way that benefits you guys, not just me.”

This was really where Madeline’s campaign fell down. It was obvious most of what she wanted was just things that would benefit her.

“I can’t wait to start as your new head girl next year,” I say. “Let’s make it the best year St Hilda’s has ever seen!”

“Yeah!!!” I hear Amber’s American drawl over the whooping and cheering.

I feel a little silly with everyone staring at me, so I motion to Amber that I’m going to get off the stage now, and she leads the way. We walk through the crowd to high fives, and back slapping. It’s overwhelming if I’m being honest, but I can’t let on that I’m shy and I want to escape.

Hugo puts his arm around me and starts showing me off. “My little nerd,” he whispers into my ear and kisses me on the cheek.

Out of the corner of my eye I can still see Madeline on the stage. It gives me second-hand embarrassment; I would have been straight off that stage the moment that I found out I’d lost.

I look around the old grand hall, with its mouldings and history, at the panels on the wall engraved with the names of all the head girls that have come before me. St Hilda’s doesn’t have head boys. It celebrates the strength of female leaders, and this list is full of them. Famous names, Dames and Ladies. And now my name’s going to be on that list too. It’s an honour I could have never anticipated. The problem for Madeline is that it was an honour she presumed she was entitled to.

“Did you see where Amber went?” I ask Hugo.

“Not sure,” Hugo says.

“I think I saw her and Tim heading back to the office,” CeCe says.

“I’m going to go and get her,” I say, untangling myself from Hugo. “I can’t celebrate without her.”

“See you in a sec,” Hugo says, lapping up the attention from everyone on the floor now that his girlfriend’s the most powerful person in school.

The blind for the old newspaper office that we used as our campaign headquarters is pulled down but I can hear Tim and Amber’s voices through the door. Tim’s talking about his mum. It must be hard for him, now she’s gone. I know he tries to keep up the pretence that it’s all fine, but we all know it’s difficult. He’s probably hoping that Amber will sympathetically shag him. There’s no way, bless him. I wait for him to finish before knocking on the door.

“There you are!” I say to Amber. “Everyone’s celebrating out there! You should be too! With me! Come on!” I take her hand, dragging her towards the door. “You too, Timothy!”

“In a minute!” Tim sounds kind of emotional, so I don’t push it.

“Look, there’s something I really want to ask you before we get back in there with the others,” I say as Amber and I walk down the corridor. “As you know, me and the other members of the Coterie always spend summer at D’olobelle, my family home. We’d love for you to join us?”

“I would love that too,” Amber says, grabbing me in a big hug. “Thank you so much!”

“You’ve truly been indispensable,” I say, embracing her. “I couldn’t imagine you not being part of our group now. It’s like you’ve always been part of us.”

“I feel the same,” Amber says. “We’ve got a bond now that can never be broken. Don’t you think?”

I do.






Chapter Thirteen

Watching a horror film all tucked up in the sitting room while a summer storm raged through the darkness outside felt like such a cosy thing to do. I can’t remember which one of us suggested The Exorcist but I know we’re all regretting it now.

Tim jumps, screaming and clutching a cushion to his face on the floor next to the chaise longue Hugo and I are on, while vomit spews from Regan MacNeil’s spinning head on the sitting room’s projector screen. He rocks back and forth, face buried in his comfort cushion.

“This is why I don’t trust the youth with their beady little eyes,” Tim says, peering over the mustard velvet seams of the cushion, his face full of Regency tassel. “You never know when one of them’s going to pull some kind of crap like this, with their seeing dead people shit.”

Jess sucks on a strand of hair while CeCe clutches her, their knuckles practically bursting with the intensity of their grip. On the other side of the chaise longue Hugo’s fallen asleep, his foot still on the magenta cushion pinning me to my seat, his occasional snores and snorts only increasing Tim’s jumpy behaviour.

As Regan slows, Tim tries to make a show of being relaxed. But a loud crash of thunder outside makes him jump up next to me, throwing himself at Hugo’s foot in my lap for protection. Jess lets out a bloodcurdling scream as the room lights up with a huge flash of lightning. Hugo wakes, sitting bolt upright and screaming back at her with Tim, who drops back to the floor before the room and the projector are plunged into darkness.

“Well, I think we all know who to turn to in an apocalypse now,” CeCe says as if they weren’t just screaming too. “Christ, I thought better of all of you.”

“Please don’t invoke Christ right now,” Tim moans into the darkness, his voice breathy. “I’m pretty sure I’ve broken my coccyx.”

“What’s going on?” Hugo croaks, his voice thick with sleep.

“Probably just a power cut,” I say, patting his arm gently as I locate my phone to shed a bit of light on the situation.

“The small child’s head spun three-sixty at the priest, and then the thunder came,” Tim says, his phone illuminating his face from under his chin like he’s about to tell a ghost story. “It was all a bit visceral.”

“I swear to god, I will never trust another child as long as I live,” Jess says, the light from her phone reflecting off her highlighted cheeks. “Does this light work for me?”

“Really does,” I say smiling but I don’t light my own face. I actually quite like the darkness; you can hide in it.

“Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton’s voice comes from somewhere over by the doorway. “The storm’s cut the power. I’ll bring some candles.”

“Thanks Bertie!” Tim shouts.

There’s a scratchy tap against the glass of the French windows. They rattle against the howling winds.

“What the fuck is that now?” Tim asks, springing into Hugo’s arms. “Oh my god, Bertie! Make the lights come back on soon!”

“Don’t worry buddy, I got you,” Hugo says, patting his shoulders while Tim relaxes into his sweet caress. “There, there, my brave boy.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s just the wind and a branch,” I say.

Another crash of thunder makes Tim scream again and bury his head in Hugo’s chest. “Someone’s trying to get in, Daddy!” His words are muffled.

“Maybe it’s Amber’s ghost,” Hugo jokes. No one laughs.

Another flash of lightning pops outside, in a way that makes me kind of expect to see a ghostly figure at the door. I might have let Tim’s fears get to me a bit, but there’s nothing there. This is getting ridiculous. I walk towards the windows.

“Oh my god where are you going?” Tim asks, raising an arm as though to hold me back from the danger.

“I’m going to face the problem,” I say, pointing at the French windows.

“I’d go but …” Hugo points to his foot propped on its cushions and Tim, pinning him down with neediness.

“You’re so brave,” Tim says.

“Dear god …” CeCe mutters.

“Tim’s scared of the old woman in the woods,” Jess says, giggling and kicking her legs.

I sigh. “There’s no old woman in the woods.”

“There’s always an old woman in the woods, casting curses,” Tim returns. “And in the D’olobelle woods, there’s probably two. One night I definitely saw someone having a bonfire out there, there was smoke and someone hunched over and –”

Tim’s cut off by a louder clap of thunder.

“Quick, just draw the curtains,” Jess cries, her and CeCe leaping into each other’s arms.

The tapping on the window becomes more urgent.

“SHUT THAT FOREST BITCH OUT!” CeCe screams and I roll my eyes.

“No! I’m going out there, and I’m going to show you there’s nothing to be afraid of,” I say.

“So brave,” Tim repeats again in a mumble.

Jess puts her phone torch on in a show of solidarity. “Shouldn’t you have a weapon?” she says as I get closer to the window. “Something to defend yourself with?”

“I’m going to show you all there’s nothing out there, there’s no woman in the woods. We’re safe,” I say patiently. Tim winces, him and Hugo clutching each other while CeCe and Jess make the sign of the cross. “I’ll be fine, considering there’s nothing to be scared of …”

As I gently turn the handle on the French windows, a gust of wind from elsewhere in the house sends them flying open, inviting in the tapping darkness. Beside the door something falls from the shelf, smashing on to the floorboards.

“OUR FATHER WHO ART IN HEAVEEEENNNN!” Tim screams.

“If I survive, I’m getting a Tiffany crucifix,” CeCe moans. “And I will never chat trash about a stranger’s eyebrows again.”

“Oh my god, same. So cute,” Jess says, recovering at the mention of accessories. “We can get matching ones.”

“BE GONE, EVIL SPIRIT!” Tim shouts, making the sign of the cross with his fingers. He burrows into Hugo’s chest as a single leaf blows into the living room. I exchange a look with Hugo, and we both shrug.

I reach into the night, the French window hinges creaking loudly while the wind and rain slap me in the face. It’s a relief after the humidity of the last few days. I raise my face and bathe in the rain before pulling the rogue broken branch off the bush next to the windows and closing them. “Here’s the culprit!” I say. “A bit of broken bush.”

“My hero,” Tim gushes, although it feels more like he’s talking to Hugo the way he’s clinging to him.

Burton comes in with a lit four-armed brass candelabra in each hand, the flames trailing behind him. He puts them down on the table.

“Burton, how about a whisky?” Hugo asks. He looks at us. “Anyone else want a whisky?”

“No,” Jess says. “Because I’m not a fifty-year-old bank CEO. I’ll take a kombucha though, Burton.”

CeCe and I opt for kombucha too. Tim goes for Malibu and Coke.

As I pad back across the floor to the sofa in my bare feet, I feel a sharp, stabbing pain in the big toe on my right foot. Swearing, I stand on one leg, bringing the sole of my foot up to my eyeline. A bead of blood drips from my toe. I shine my phone torch on to the floor. Shards of broken glass glint up at me from the floorboards: the remnants of a picture frame, the black and white picture within unscathed.

I stare at the photograph, my foot still in the air.

The Coterie stare back at me from the steps of D’olobelle, posing with Granny’s friend Rufus in the middle, his leg in plaster, balancing on crutches. They usually look happy, full of mischief in other pictures. Here though, there’s a flatness to their eyes.

Jess holds out the tissue box. “What’s that?” she asks while I dab at my foot.

I hold out the picture to her. “The old Coterie,” I say. “Granny’s Coterie. Our namesake.”

Hugo squints at the picture in the candlelight. He snorts. “They really took the whole thing seriously, didn’t they? Like they thought they were the new Bloomsbury group.”

I hold the tissue to my foot, watching the blood spread, the edges like red spider’s legs crawling into the fibres of the tissue.

Jess turns the picture over in her hand, squinting at the back. “What does that say?”

There’s a newspaper cutting taped there, with the headline: THE CURSE OF THE COTERIE.

CeCe peers at the cutting. “It says that this Rufus guy broke his leg and they think it’s down to the Coterie curse.”

Hugo snorts. “As if.”

“Granny really believed in the Coterie curse,” I say. “She told me all about it when I was younger.”

“So was the Coterie curse that he broke his leg?” Tim asks.

“Oh god, I’m bored,” Hugo announces. He throws his phone down. The screen’s dark, aside from the dead battery symbol. “Can’t we play a game or something?”

Hugo’s indifference about my family bugs me, but he’s always been like this. I guess when a family’s as powerful as his, everyone else’s tends to pale away into nothing.

“You know what we used to play when the power went out?” I ask, remembering me and Burton, sometimes Daddy, and later Jess and Tim.

“Strip poker?” Tim asks hopefully.

“God, definitely not.” CeCe takes the words right out of my mouth.

“Sardines,” I say.

“Glorified hide and seek?” Hugo sulks.

“I LOVE SARDINES!” Tim says, bouncing up. “I’m really good at it.”

“Just to check I’m understanding this right,” says Jess slowly, “after freaking ourselves out watching The Exorcist, and worrying that someone’s after us, you’re saying one of us should hide somewhere in the dark, while everyone else goes off to find them?”

“You scared, Jess?” Tim taunts, like he hadn’t shat himself at the knock of a branch on glass. “Who’s going to hide?” I notice that he’s not volunteering himself.

“I’ll do it,” I say. “I know this house better than anyone, after all.”






Chapter Fourteen

There’s a secret passageway in the library that’s been here since the house was built but isn’t on any of the plans. I’m not talking about the clichéd thing where you pull a book down and the shelves open, by the way. This is a door behind a massive portrait of Edgar D’olobelle – the man who built this house – not obvious at all. It sits almost a metre off the ground, so once the door’s open you have to climb up into it.

Edgar was rumoured to have built it in case his close personal friend King Charles I needed a safe hiding place in times of political difficulty, or if someone decided it was time to chop his head off – which it seems people still had a penchant for back then. As far as I know, it’s only ever been used for hide and seek, and affairs. The passageway leads down the garden towards the family mausoleum – a great place to hide from death or bang someone who isn’t your spouse.

I climb in, close the portrait and sit on the wooden church pew propped against the damp, mildew-covered tunnel wall. The darkness and the breeze whistling between the bricks makes this probably the coolest part of the house. After Nanny died, I used to come down here a lot, just to be closer to her without going into the actual mausoleum. It feels peaceful, safe. Jess is terrified of even opening the portrait in case ghosts come flying out, so there’s no way she’s going to look in here. Though I’m pretty sure walls and secret portrait doors don’t stop ghosts.

I don’t want to put my phone torch on in case it creates light around the edge of the picture outside, like a glowing beacon of where I’m hiding. So, I sit enjoying the peace and darkness, the wood cold against the bare skin of my upper thighs in my frayed black denim shorts.

Someone enters the library with a clatter. Sounds like whoever it is has tripped over the brass fire poker and bucket that I’d left in the doorway exactly so I could hear someone coming.

“Fucksake.” It’s Cece.

They’re just the other side of the picture now. A beam of light sweeps underneath the door, moving in a ribbon across the dusty stone floor of the passageway and then disappears. There’s silence again. I wonder if maybe they’ve left, but then their voice slices through the quiet in a hurried whisper.

“I just wanted to make sure that there was no way she could find out it came from me. She’d hate me … Signal’s bad here so I don’t know when you’ll get this but when you do, please, just promise me you haven’t told anyone it was me?”

Who is Cece talking about? Not Madeline. Madeline hating CeCe’s just a normal day. CeCe delights in Madeline hating them. They’d be offended if Madeline liked them. Also – who are they talking to? Someone who’s not here?

The ping of a completed voice note and the slap of a hand on the leather top of the desk sound from the other side of the picture.

I’m tempted to poke my head out to see what’s going on. But instead I press back, trying to become part of the cold wall. I assume that CeCe doesn’t even know the passage is back here, otherwise they wouldn’t have composed the voice note within my earshot.

Condensation from the wall starts dripping down my back. CeCe’s footsteps are getting quieter and further away. I feel a strange sort of pride that they were standing right on the other side of the picture and didn’t know I was here. There’s another clatter as they walk into the brass fire implements again, and leave the room.

My screen lights up with notifications. Shielding the light with my hand, I open my phone. I’m so engrossed in reading the endless messages from well-wishers to Hugo on his latest post about cheating death that I don’t notice the new ribbon of light until it’s too late. At first, I’m blinded by the beam from the torch, only able to see the shadowy outline of a figure. But then I hear his voice.

“Well, well, well, Mademoiselle.” Tim’s tone is mocking, dry and self-satisfied as he climbs in with me.

“Shut up before the others hear you!” I hiss, pulling the portrait shut behind him.

We sit together on the pew. The passageway’s only about a metre and a half wide so it was quite a bold decision to put the pew in here in the first place. Perhaps they were moving it through the passageway, and it simply got stuck.

“I bet you thought I’d forgotten about this place,” Tim whispers.

“I completely forgot that you even knew about it,” I reply, comforted by the familiarity of him next to me on this bench.

“Who else knows?” Tim asks.

“I think CeCe’s the only one that doesn’t, but Hugs has probably forgotten about it and Jess is scared of all the corpses, so she won’t come in here,” I say.

Tim’s eyebrows shoot up. “The corpses?”

“Yeah, it leads to the mausoleum,” I say. “It’s about a mile that way.” And I point into the endless sprawling darkness of the tunnel next to us.

“Christ, I definitely wouldn’t have spent as much time in here if I knew that,” he says. “Feels like there should be a stronger barrier to keep the evil spirits away than just that picture and a little door.”

“I wouldn’t call my ancestors evil spirits,” I say. “The D’olobelles traded in art, not the occult.”

Tim’s eyes are like two black, shining, judgemental orbs.

“OK fine, maybe some of the ways that they came to procure the art weren’t the best,’ I admit. ‘But who was moral back then really? The bar was low! I don’t think they chopped off any heads or pillaged anyone … I mean, it’s not been documented anywhere, anyway.”

There’s a noise outside. I lunge towards Tim to hide the light of his phone, falling on him in the process, the rough skin of his fingers clutching at my bare shoulder and my head. A beam of light runs under the door, scanning over the two of us like a searchlight, I jump away from Tim like a reflex as the hinge on the portrait creaks and the light from another phone torch fills the tunnel, the wet of the stone walls glistening in its beam.

“Oh hey,” Hugo says, clearly surprised to see us here.

“Get in, quick, before someone else sees,” Tim whispers.

“Too late!” Jess emerges through the darkness as she walks across the library. “How come you all knew about this tunnel? Evie, you told me it was secret!”

“It is,” I say weakly.

“Obviously we’ve spent plenty of time in this tunnel over the years though,” Hugo says.

“Just Cece to go,” Tim says. “Wait, is CeCe just the loser now? Does the game end?”

“We still have to wait for them to find us,” Hugs says, taking a seat next to Tim. “Ouch!” He jumps back up, picking something up from where he was just sitting. A large, thick, gold hoop earring.

It’s one of Amber’s. I know everyone recognises it.

The air seems to constrict. Everything’s become louder, even though there’s no noise to hear.

“She must have left it here last year,” Tim says at last.

“I’m sure she was wearing them when she …” My voice trails off because I don’t want to talk about that.

“Maybe it was a different pair,” Hugo suggests.

“No, she always wore these,” Jess says, taking it from Hugo’s palm and turning it over in her hands. “They were bought for her by some actor.”

 Tim’s gearing himself up to say something funny, to try and cut the tension, when there’s a noise outside. I can hear the unmistakable sound of someone moving the library ladder, shifting books on the shelves. It must be Cece. The four of us stand, our breath mixing together in one anxious puff as we prepare to be discovered – when Cece’s recognisable, ear-piercing scream comes from somewhere else, somewhere deep in the house.

Tim’s the first to recover. “If that’s CeCe,” he says, “who’s in the library?”

Hugo launches himself at the portrait door, throwing it open. But there’s no one in the library. Just some books strewn about the floor.

Burton rushes in from the hallway, carrying a candle in a single brass candlestick. “Mademoiselle, come quick! There’s been a terrible accident in the study!”

“Oh my god, CeCe! I’m coming, CeCe!” Jess shouts, racing ahead out into the hallway ahead of us.

“Perhaps they found your grandmother’s copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover with the … annotations,” Burton mutters dryly into my ear, his face lit from below by the flame of the candle.

CeCe’s cries become louder, more frantic. They sound in pain. By the time Tim, Burton and I reach the study, Jess and Hugo are standing either side of CeCe, trying to calm them. I’m struggling to see what’s wrong from this far away until something slithers past me.

“SNAKE!!” CeCe shouts. “It’s a snake! It bit me!!”

I point towards the door. “It went that way!”

Tim races after it.

“I feel hot,” CeCe says, sweat forming on their brow in the light from Burton’s candelabra while Jess tends to the fang marks in their leg.

“Someone needs to suck out the venom,” Hugo says.

Burton sets down the candelabra and starts sucking at CeCe’s leg.

Tim re-enters the room, triumphantly holding the wriggling snake aloft. “Only a grass snake,” he says. “Not poisonous. Nothing to be afraid of.”

Burton stops sucking at the fang marks and the lights come back on. CeCe slumps against the wall, their relief palpable.

Our phones beep together with another message, from the unknown number. This time it’s not emojis. This time, it’s a whole sentence.


Who’s the snake?



CeCe slumps against the wall, looking greener than they were before. “Evie,” they say. “I’ve got a confession to make. I don’t know how someone’s found out, but I guess it’s my turn for whoever’s doing this to force me into telling you all my shame or something … I mean, it all turned out OK in the end because you got accepted to RADA and everything, maybe we’ll even laugh about it. You might find it funny, you know?”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s OK,” I say.

“It’s RADA,” they say. “I did something bad, please don’t hate me. You know how my parents know the head of admissions? And you know how they were only offering one student at St Hilda’s a place? The admissions officer asked me who I thought was better and I said Amber.”

My friends are silent, waiting for my response.

“I’m so sorry,” CeCe babbles. “I only did it because I wanted her to come back to the UK and I knew if she got a place at RADA, she would.”

I think they are finished but they carry on talking.

“And I knew how much everyone really wanted her back, so I might have also told them about how you’re not very good at learning lines, but just in passing, I didn’t really mean anything by it …”

I close my eyes. Remind myself that forgiveness is classy. And Amber died. She’s never going to RADA or anywhere. Which is also a terrible thing. So, I need to be compassionate.

“Whoever is doing this is trying to get us to turn against each other by revealing our secrets. Stop us from trusting each other. They won’t succeed,” I say. “It’s all OK. I got an audition in the end, and I got in. No harm was done.”

“You’re so gracious,” Jess tells me in admiration. “First my pigeon and now this.”

“It’s OK,” I say. “It’s really OK.” I give CeCe a hug while Tim makes vomiting noises.

“Who knew about this?” Hugo asks.

CeCe suddenly pulls away from me, looking sheepish. “Just Amber and my family friend from admissions.”

I can’t lie – it stings that not only did CeCe think Amber was a better actress than me and sabotaged my audition, but they also confessed what they’d done to her.

“She was confused about how she got the audition, and the guilt got too much for me. It just kind of came out one day.” CeCe looks as panicked now as I can imagine they were then, so I put a hand on their arm. There’s no point stressing now.

“Jess also told Amber about the pigeon,” Hugo says.

I notice a picture on the bookcase of the old Coterie. They’re dressed for hunting. Rufus is holding a snake. I remember the noise in the library when we were all hiding in the passageway. The books all over the floor that weren’t there before. The sound of someone throwing them.

“Burton,” I ask. “Were you just in the library, moving the books around?”

“I was in the kitchen until I heard CeCe shouting,” Burton says.

“I was in the library for a bit, but earlier on,” CeCe says. I remember their voice note. “I didn’t touch the books.”

“So who did?” I ask.

“Can we focus on the fact I’ve been bitten by a snake?” CeCe says plaintively.

Tim runs from the room, returning with some of the books that I saw strewn on the library floor. “They’re books about snakes,” he says.

I can’t believe I’m about to say what I am, but I keep thinking about that earring. About the only person that knew Jess and CeCe’s secrets.

“Amber …” I say.

My croak is immediately overshadowed by the sound of Hugo’s scathing guffaw.

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” he howls.






D’olobelle, 6th July 1965

I visited with dear Edgar’s portrait this morning. I like to sit with him for a while when I’m here, after all he gave us D’olobelle with all its tricks and gifts. The house was so quiet, everyone else was still asleep. I imagine poor Tommy, with that nasty sting in his mouth needs all the rest he can get. None of us could believe it yesterday - he almost swallowed a bee that had flown into his wine! Thank goodness he had those antihistamines with him. Imagine if he had swallowed the damn thing, god knows what might have happened! After that, yesterday took quite the turn, we were all quite beside ourselves, Daisy and Roger drank the wine cellar nearly dry. I’m sure it was the adrenaline. I can feel a restlessness coming from Rufus, he tossed and turned all night, his leg causing him pain. He’s frustrated with it. He does bore ever so easily. I must try my best to keep him entertained.

Augustus is as relentless as ever. Pestering us. It’s pathetic. He’s so bitter about not being part of the Coterie. Bitter about not winning the portrait scholarship that Roger did. What a sad little man.






Chapter Fifteen

“Good morning, darlings!” Tim walks into the dining room wearing a head-to-foot tweed hunting outfit including breeks with long white socks, gilet and a flat cap. I can tell that he’s expecting a reaction because he waits in the doorway, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.

“And how are we all today?” he asks, finally striding into the room, tugging at the edges of the tweed gilet as he walks, his footsteps wide even before he puts his hands on his hips and starts doing deep lunges.

“I so hope you’re wearing pants in Daddy’s breeks,” I say.

“I’m dressed to kill in case of another snake invasion.” Tim pings the braces that are holding up his trousers and jumps at the loud thwacking sound they produce.

“Ha ha,” CeCe deadpans from their seat, eating a bowl of granola. “What a funny guy you are.”

The doctor came out just to check that CeCe wasn’t about to die as the result of a bite from what we were almost sure was a non-poisonous snake. But as suspected, it was fine; the doctor just put a plaster over the bite and commented on how strange it was for the snake to be indoors. Though we all knew how it had got here already. Someone planted it.

Tim takes his seat underneath the stag’s head, pouring himself a cup of coffee. My eye wanders to my portrait across the table. The gash seems to have got bigger, the edges of the surrounding canvas fraying, opening up like a maw in my five-year-old face.

“Good morning, Timothy! What are we shooting?” Hugo asks, coming in to sit next to me.

“We’ll see how the day progresses,” Tim says. “But maybe whoever was messing with us last night if I catch them.”

“I’m keeping an extra eye on security around the grounds, Mademoiselle Evie,” Burton says, topping up my coffee.

“Thank you, Burton,” I say.

“Please could I get some bacon, Bertie?” Tim asks, flicking his tongue at Jess. “I’ve got a real thirst for flesh this morning. How are you today, Evie? Still convinced that the ghost of Amber’s flinging books around the library?”

“Ha ha,” I say because everyone’s already teased me something chronic about my theory last night.

“How can you be so chill, Tim?” Jess demands. “If they know those things about me and CeCe, who’s to say what else they know? I can’t go to prison, I bet they don’t have nut cheese!”

“I imagine it would be an allergy issue,” Tim says flippantly. “Look, they haven’t said anything about it yet. We’ll figure out who it is and we’ll stop them before they can. If they even know.”

“But the only person who knew everything was Amber,” I say.

“Maybe you told Madeline,” says Hugo. His face is oddly gleeful in a way that makes me wonder if he’s somehow actually enjoying this.

“No!” Jess and CeCe say together again, perfectly in sync.

“If the quad bike was an accident, and if we include Evie’s picture, whoever it is has done something savage to each of us except for you, Hugo,” CeCe says. “They must like you enough to leave you out of it.”

Hugo shrugs. “I think those mechanics were wrong. I reckon that bike was tampered with.”

“They’re the best in the business, I’ve used them my entire life. They’re never wrong,” Burton says, putting a plate of bacon in the centre of the table and placing a couple of rashers on a plate for Tim before covering the dish with a silver dome. Hugo glares like Burton didn’t have permission to speak.

I notice Jess staring at Tim as he eats the bacon.

“Do you want some, Jess?” Tim asks, waving a crispy rasher between his fingers like it’s a carrot stick.

“God no, I’m grossed out,” Jess bristles, going back to her Bircher muesli and fruit. “When is this going to be over? I just want to relax by the pool.”

“I thought I might take a little trip to the armoury, maybe get some hunting rifles out,” Tim muses. “It’s what the estate would have originally been used for, after all. There’s rifles, hunting outfits and a game rack in the kitchen. That’s what you hang the dead pheasants from while you pluck them.”

Jess looks like she doesn’t know whether to cry or to vomit. I intervene because there’s already been one stabbing in this room – even if it was just the portrait – and I don’t want another over the breakfast table.

“Tim, you know you’ll never get access to the armoury on my watch,” I say firmly. “And we don’t have any horses or dogs on the estate.”

“You plus guns sounds like the worst idea I’ve ever heard, pal,” Hugs says.

Jess sticks her fingers slyly under the dome covering the bacon and puts a tiny, crisped morsel of the pink meat quickly into her mouth. She thinks no one will notice her stress snack, but I do. “It feels like we’re on borrowed time,” she says, voice muffled by the crispy rasher.

“We can protect each other,” Hugo says. He reaches for the silver dome where Jess has just been dipping her vegan fingers and lifts it off. The scent of hot, honeyed bacon fills the room, tempting me too.

Jess recoils. I assume it’s a performative move. But then Hugo gasps, throwing the silver lid down with a clatter. A host of black creatures about a centimetre long pour out from the plate. I gag.

“What the –” Tim asks, stepping back.

CeCe clutches Jess, who’s retching at a heaving black mass covering the bacon. More and more small beetles break away, their spindly little legs scuttling off the plate, small chunks of crisped pork in their mouths.

Tim jumps on to his chair as they spread out en masse, like a spillage. “Oh my god, what are they?” he screams.

“Dermestes lardarius,” Burton says in the doorway. He whips the towel from his arm, hitting the first escapees from the black crawling mass as they head for the edges of the table, and stamping on any that make it as far as the floor. “Larder beetles. We have an infestation.”

Hugo joins Burton, stamping and slapping at the beetles, their shells crunching under his feet, their bodies leaving wet brown stains on the white linen of the tablecloth as he squashes them under plates and cups. Tim climbs down from his chair and reaches for a serving spoon to spank their hard little bottoms.

“OH MY GOD DON’T HURT THEM!” Jess shouts, her hands either side of her face.

I can tell CeCe wants to join in with the effort, but their loyalty to Jess prevents them from doing anything.

“They’re pests!” Burton says, leaving beetle bodily fluids on the ancient carpet. “We have to kill them before they spread and reproduce. They could overrun the house. They feast on meat, they’re attracted to it.”

“This is why I don’t eat dead animals,” Jess says, her tone superior as she climbs up on to a chair. A beetle climbs up the chair leg on to her foot, and she begins hopping, trying to get rid of it. “OH MY GOD GET IT OFF ME CECE GET IT OFF ME!”

CeCe hits and flicks it and it falls next to her foot on the chair. She stamps down on it, crushing it. Losing herself she starts jumping on further beetles in her backless, leather, fur-lined Gucci loafers.

“KILL ITTTTT!” Jess shrieks. “CECE!! IT’S TOUCHING ME! KILL IT DEAD!!!!!”






D’olobelle, 7th July 1965

There are beetles everywhere! A PLAGUE! Rufus says they’re hardly locusts, just a common house pest. A common house pest indeed – Daisy’s running around screaming, wearing that suit of armour all day as ‘protection against the little beasts’. Tommy is surprisingly calm, considering how recently he suffered the sting. But dear Bertie’s beside himself. I can hear the slap of him taking his slipper to the little critters downstairs as I write.

Speaking of pests though, Augustus keeps hanging around like a bad smell. I know he’s irritating all of us, but Rufus seems terribly irked by him, more than usual. Every day he’s at the gates, lurking, trying to talk to us, or else phoning, asking to speak to one of us. A nuisance! Trying to wind us all up for his own amusement. I do wish he’d get a hobby or two. I know we’re all God’s creatures but I can tell even Burton would like to batter him with a slipper like he is with those beetles and I doubt any one of us would stop him.






Chapter Sixteen

The heat is starting to get really oppressive now. You’d have thought it would have broken at least a little bit with the storm last night, but it feels like it’s actually worse. Jess tosses aside her copy of The Talented Mr Ripley, too hot to read it. I toss my own book to the side in a similar manner.

We’ve come further away from the house to hang by the pond for a change of scenery, hoping to either distract ourselves or gain fresh inspiration as to who could be doing this to us. At the moment, our options are Madeline, who hates us but has no way of knowing our secrets, or a dead girl.

“Madeline’s not posted anything today,” Hugo says, his boot resting in my lap while he reclines, shirtless, in the reeds.

“Too busy planning her next stunt,” CeCe says, rubbing the bite on their ankle. “The devil makes work for idle hands, and she’s never been one to twiddle her thumbs.”

“Why would she want to hurt my penis so badly?” Tim says, pushing out his bottom lip. “It’s never done anything to her.”

“No it hasn’t but there was the time you accused her of rimming a yoghurt pot,” Jess says. “And posted a video online.”

“That was a year ago. Hardly worth ruining my life for.”

“She hasn’t messaged today either,” I say, staring at my phone.

“I think you might have spoken a bit too soon,” Tim says, turning his phone to face us.

There’s a video of Madeline posted just minutes ago.

“I can’t see that? Why can’t I see that?” Hugo asks, hitting refresh on his feed.

“I thought you smashed your phone, Tim?” Jess says.

“This is my spare,” Tim says. “Always have a spare. Anyway, watch this. It’s unhinged.”

Madeline’s sitting on a disgusting pink velvet seat, staring solemnly at the camera.

“I have been the victim of a terrible plot to ruin my life ever since I was a child. A group of people, who I’m told I can’t name for legal reasons, have been trolling me my whole academic career. They’re led by someone so lacking in morals and care for others that she will take me down at any cost. I’ve just had a meeting with my lawyers and a private investigator who has been looking into this group of people, and I have learned things that I’m pretty sure they’d hate to come out. My team have advised me against sharing them for now, but I’m at my limit. I’ve got nothing left to lose. They’ve got till the end of the day to come forward and admit what they did to me, to tell the university it was all a lie so I can get my life back, or I’m going to expose them. I don’t care about legalities any more.” She moves closer to the screen, staring down the camera. “You know who you are. You’ve got ten hours or I’m going to expose everything about you and make your lives hell. Ignore me at your peril, bitches.”

She smiles to the camera as the video finishes with a small tilt to her head and a twitch of her eye.

“We’re fucked,” CeCe says. “If she actually knows, then we’re fucked.”

“I’m not going to university, am I? I’m going to prison.” Jess starts crying.

“She can’t know,” Tim says. “Sure she might know about the other little things, but she can’t know the big thing.”

My pulse is racing, my palms are getting sweaty. “What’s to say she can’t? We’re getting bitten by snakes in our own home. What the fuck’s next?”

“She can’t,” Hugo repeats, puffing his chest out. “We were so careful. Besides, we haven’t done anything wrong.”

Hugo’s always maintained this. I know that he believes he’s immune to most of the legal and moral boundaries other people face, but not this time. This time we really did do something wrong, and no amount of him pretending we didn’t is going to save us.

“What filter is she using in this video though? She looks fucking unhinged, but her skin’s great,” Jess says.

“Oh my god she’s fucking DMed me,” CeCe shouts, dropping their phone into the reeds.

“You need to smash the phone like I did,” Tim advises.

“She’s DMed me too,” Hugo says.

 I check my phone.


Madeline: we need to talk, stop ignoring me. I can tell everyone, or we can sort something out.




Madeline: I SAID STOP IGNORING ME. Telling everyone’s going to destroy you. You’ll be ruined.




You can confess what you’ve done to me and I’ll stay quiet, or I’ll take you down and tell everyone everything.




Madeline: You know what you’ve done is illegal?




Madeline: You have two hours before I hit the destruct button on your life.



“It’s her,” I say. “All of it, it’s her. I don’t know how she knows, but she does, and she’s torturing us and gradually one by one revealing our secrets until she gets to our biggest one. We need to stop her from telling anyone else.”

The others read my text messages.

“What do we do?” Tim asks, gulping.

“We invite her over, here. Tonight,” I say. “Sort this out once and for all.”

“Can we like, have the police on standby or something?” Jess says.

CeCe takes her hand in theirs. “Jess my love, we can’t bring the police because this is about that thing that we did that would be really really bad if the police ever found out?”

Their words are gentle but they spark immediate panic in her.

“Fuck, you’re right. We have to stop her!” Jess shouts. “Although I still think it could be down to Amber. She always gave kind of ‘I will haunt you’ vibes, you know?”

“I’m going to message her,” Tim says.

We lean over Tim’s shoulder, looking at his phone as he types.


Tim: Come to D’olobelle, tonight after dark. Don’t let anyone see you or they’ll know it was us you were talking about in your video. Turn off your phone, and your location settings. We can talk, but we have to be sure that we’re protected. That no one will ever find out it’s us you were talking about.



“Fuck is that another fucking snake?” CeCe shouts, jumping up from the reeds as a long green hose pipe of an animal slinks through the grass.

“FUCK! SNAKE!” Jess shouts, leaping up too.

The sky above our heads starts to turn moody again, a huge dark cloud gathering as a strong gust of wind blows across the estate. The reeds sway, blown horizontal from the force of the wind that’s tickling our clammy skin.

There’s a loud crash overhead as fat drops of rain start hammering down on us. We race for the house. What could be a welcome relief, a break in the humidity, instead feels oppressive, aggressive even. The dark clouds feeling lower and lower. We run away from the rain and the literal snake, into the house to prepare for the arrival of a metaphorical one.

The hallway’s dark. In the sitting room the others are talking and arguing about the best way to confront Madeline, but I’ve snuck away. I need a minute to clear my head. Granny the dog is slightly off centre from where she normally is. I push her back where she’s supposed to be, patting her on the head. I wonder what she would make of all this. She’d probably be very excited by all the drama.

“Are you watching, Granny?” I whisper. She said she wanted to be put in the hallway so that she could always oversee what went on at D’olobelle, after all.

I give her a final pat and walk up the stairs, stopping to look at the framed pictures of my family on the way. Daddy used to call it the D’olobelle Gallery. He always said that the whole family history is laid out here for anyone to see, if you really look at it.

I run my fingers along the gilt edges of the picture frames, tracing my way along the maroon walls, the steps creaking under my feet. There’s not much of value on these walls. The expensive stuff used to live in the gallery next to the library, but Daddy had to sell most of the big-ticket paintings to fund various lawsuits or school fees. That room’s startlingly empty these days, and locked because it would be an embarrassment for anyone to see how sparse the once great D’olobelle collection has become. It’s bad enough that if you look closely, you can see the mould gathering in the corners, the damp subtly rising from skirting boards. We can’t be exposed as having lost our priceless art.

I stop at a portrait of me and my parents, done a few years ago. They were already separated by then, but Mummy had wanted to send out a Christmas card to keep up appearances, so we still had to sit for it. Next there’s one from when I was much younger: seven years old in that horrible party dress again. I’m smiling, my eyes shining with a spark that I can confidently say is artistic licence. I don’t remember a time when I looked that alive. After that I get even younger: three years old. Then a baby. Before that in Mummy’s stomach – in a nude portrait that she made some famous artist do of her. She always makes a point of showing it to visitors when they come over, if they’re attractive.

Then we’re down to Granny, her loud suits, her wacky purple rinses, the large glasses and bold, chunky accessories that she wore with every single outfit while my grandfather watched on admiringly. He always said, without her his life would be beige. I stop because I’ve reached my favourite part, pictures of Granny with Daddy as a child, and pregnant with Daddy, wearing a headscarf and great flowing kaftan. Then with some of her Coterie. Her and her friends. One of them was a photographer – I forget which one. Whoever they were, they never appeared in the picture.

Next is a portrait of all of them, the old Coterie. But it looks smaller, three of them are missing. There’s a final painting of them as a full set, which I think was taken from a photograph because the date in the corner with the signature says it was painted in November, but the sky looks blue. It looks like summer with the green grass and leafy trees of the woods in the background. I lean in, noticing red flecks on my great granny’s smock. They look intentional, blobs painted over the outfit. Maybe something that was added in afterwards. I look away.

The next picture is a grand looking man in his army uniform. On his way out to serve the country in the war, no doubt. When I look back at the Coterie, the red flecks dance out at me. Bigger, more aggressive, leaping in front of my eyes, taunting me.

Everything gets less interesting after that, until you get back to Edgar himself. Paintings of him performing the illusions he was so famous for, illusions he built into the house when he designed it. I carry on through the corridors. Since last night’s revelations, there’s been an edge to the air in D’olobelle, as though something sinister has been let out of its cage. I shudder at a gust of cold air, overcome with the sudden feeling that someone’s behind me. I turn the corner, looking over my shoulder, sure that I can hear footsteps, but there’s no one there. It’s only when I look back ahead of me, I realise my error and walk straight into Daisy the suit of armour. She clanks and groans, wobbling before she begins to topple.

The last thing I see before her immense weight falls on top of me is the blade of an axe falling from her hand. An axe I’ve never seen her with before.






Chapter Seventeen

“How many fingers am I holding up?” Hugo shoves three fingers so close to my face that I have to close one eye again to make out more than just a skin-coloured blob thrust towards my eye socket.

“Three,” I say, sitting up, immediately seeing a pool of blood to my left. “What’s happened?”

Hugo helps lean me against the wall. “You had an accident. Daisy fell on you, and … well, there seems to have been an axe involved …”

The adrenaline hits me. “An axe?” I whisper. “Wait, the blood next to me –”

I go to take a look, but Hugo catches my head.

“Oh no, now don’t look at that, there’s really no need. It’s just a little bit of your finger which got cut … maybe slightly … off. But the good news is that it didn’t get the bone and Burton thinks he can fix it without you having to go to hospital!” Hugo says this brightly, in a way that doesn’t make me feel any less terrified.

Hugo’s right. Not looking’s probably for the best. And I trust Burton. He’s patched me up so many times before, after all.

“Who’s the prime minister?” Tim asks, clearly trying to distract me.

“Kier Starmer and Daddy’s furious about it,” I say.

“See, she’s fine!” Tim declares to the others. “Everyone, stand down! She’ll survive! Bertie! Stitch her up!”

I can feel the blood, wet around my left hand, but I still don’t look down. I can’t.

“Here Mademoiselle Evie, a glass of water.” Burton appears at my side, a glass of water in his right hand and a first aid kit in his left, with a towel draped over his arm. Hugo lifts the water to my lips.

“Bertie, might I just get a brandy? For the shock?” Tim asks.

“It wasn’t even you that had the shock,” Jess points out.

CeCe crouches down next to me. “Do you feel dizzy? How’s your neck? Any stiffness?”

“I’m fine,” I say. “No dizziness, no neck pain.”

“I’m just going to give you a small injection in the affected finger, and then I’ll sew it right back up for you,” Burton says. “We can get the doctor to come and take a look at you if you like, but I know that you’re not keen on doctors.”

“That’s OK,” I say. “I trust you.”

“Nausea?” CeCe asks, pulling a small pen light out of their shorts pocket and shining it into my eyes.

“None,” I say wincing under the bright light.

“Have you had your tetanus?” CeCe asks. “Lord knows how old that axe is.”

“She’s up to date,” Burton replies for me. “Small scratch.”

I feel a sharp prick in my finger and wince, then nothing. My finger starts to feel spongey, weightless and heavy all at once; fuzzy.

“What happened? Can you remember?” Hugo asks.

I look down the hallway at the pieces of Daisy scattered across the red carpet, and the axe, which has blood on it. It must be my blood. I’m lucky it wasn’t worse.

“I don’t really know,” I say, taking a sip of water. “I came round the corner and she just kind of fell on me.”

Our phones beep at the same time. Jess groans. Tim rolls his eyes. “Another text from the unknown number?”

Jess turns her phone to show him. Hugo turns his to me while Burton tends to my finger. I can feel him doing something, but I can’t tell what it is.


Drama doesn’t suit everyone.



My finger’s now completely numb. Looking at this text, I wish the rest of me was too.

“Is that supposed to be a pun?” Tim asks. “I fucking hate puns. Lowest form of wit. Go innuendo or go home.” He turns and shouts down the hallway, “Madeline! If you’re here, you need to show yourself right now and tell us how you set this up! We’ve had enough!”

“She’s at home.” Jess turns her phone to face us, showing a picture Madeline posted two minutes ago clearly in her own house.

“She must’ve set it up at the party and we didn’t notice until it fell on Evie,” Hugo says. “Unless the axe has always been there?”

I shake my head, careful not to move my hand.

“That’s really neat,” CeCe says, peering over Burton’s shoulder. “And on such a fiddly bit of skin.’

“I’m trained in taxidermy. I’m quite used to sewing through flesh,” Burton says. “Dead skin, living skin, really all the same when it comes to working with a needle and thread.” Jess gags.

CeCe starts to pick up the pieces of Daisy. Initially I think they might be putting her back together, but instead they pile her in the corner out of the way, her limbs in no particular order. It’s sad to see a great woman fallen. They grab her helmet, and the visor that had previously been raised – I always liked Daisy to be able to see – falls, and something comes fluttering out.

CeCe turns the scrap of paper around to me. “Picture of your granny’s friend in the suit of armour,” they say. “They’re on some kind of stage by the looks of things, on the lawns. I can see the woods in the background.”

The sinking feeling I’ve had ever since I came round ramps up another notch. It’s my turn to share a secret. Everyone else had to do it. It’s the only way we’ll get through this. But I know that the moment I do, people are going to have much less respect for me. I already respect myself less since it happened.

“I know what the message means,” I say, trying not to look at Hugo. If I look at him, I won’t be able to go through with this. I won’t be able to tell my friends the most shameful thing that I’ve ever done. “CeCe, please know I don’t want you to feel bad about this. I know what you said last night, but I didn’t get into RADA. I didn’t even get an audition.”

I feel Hugo flinch away from me. It’s subtle, a small movement, but one that means he’s no longer supporting me. There’s silence for so long that I worry I’ll never hear my friends’ voices again.

“All finished, Mademoiselle Evie,” Burton says, patting my finger.

I look down at the bandage and lean back against the wall. “Thank you, Burton,” I say. He nods and heads down the stairs with his sewing kit.

“The thing is,” I tell the others, “I lied about getting in because I didn’t want anyone to know I’d failed. I was going to apply again this year. I was going to make it all right, I was just too embarrassed to tell anyone. I didn’t want any of you to think less of me,” I say, feeling hot, shameful tears dripping down my cheeks.

Hugo’s eyes are darting back and forth.

“We would never have judged you! Never!” Jess says, touching my good hand. “I wish you’d have told us! You poor thing, you’ve been dealing with it all on your own!”

“Honestly, Evie,” Tim says. “They’re idiots. I know that they’ll change their tunes soon enough.”

“I’m so sorry,” CeCe mutters, even more sheepish than last night.

“Please don’t be sorry!” I reach out with my uninjured hand to take theirs. “This isn’t your fault.”

Hugo’s the only one who still hasn’t said anything.

“So that’s your secret,” Tim says. “How did she find out?”

“She told me at the party that she’s applying to RADA now she’s been kicked out of Cambridge,” I say. “Maybe that’s how she found out.”

“Did Amber know?” Jess asks, her face thoughtful.

“Yeah. When Amber got her place at RADA, they told her she was the only person admitted from our school. She found out and she asked me about it. But she said my secret was safe with her until I was ready to tell other people about it.”

“She was good like that,” Tim says. “But you can’t seriously still think this had something to do with Amber, Jess. She’s not texting from beyond the grave.”

Hugo still hasn’t said anything. When I look at him, he completely avoids my eye.

“It would make sense, if it was a ghost. How else are they getting in here unnoticed all the time?” Jess asks. “And we found her earring the other night …”

“I just think Madeline’s a more realistic option,” CeCe says. “What with her being alive.”

“You know what we need to do,” Tim says, his voice all excited. “Exorcism! Find out if it is Amber that’s … here and then delicately move her along to her final resting … realm.”

“Oh my god, yes,” Jess says.

“I know this woman, she’s a kind of clairvoyant, I bet she can help,” Tim says. “She doesn’t even have to come to D’olobelle. That’s the beauty of Madame Ophelia.”

“I do not want to know how you know this woman,” CeCe says. “I feel like it’s biblical.”

“Did she expel bad demons from you, Tim?” Hugo quips. He still hasn’t looked at me.

“A lady never kisses and tells,” Tim says. “Anyway, she does it via Zoom. She exorcised a farmhouse in remote Australia once while I rolled her a joint. Weed helps her to hear the dead better.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Jess says.

“I reckon I can get her booked in before Madeline comes round,” Tim says. “If she can sort Amber and we can sort Madeline, then we’ve covered all our bases. Killed two birds with one stone, so to speak. Then we can finally enjoy summer.”

Burton comes back up the stairs with the brandy for Tim.

“Bertie! We need garlic!” Jess says.

“I think garlic’s for vampires,” CeCe says.

“You’re right,” Jess says. “Bertie! We need sage.”

My finger’s really starting to sting now; the anaesthetic must be wearing off. God knows where Burton got it from. Probably something to do with Granny. I think she shagged a fair few doctors in her time.

“Oh, sod it. Call the woowoo lady!” CeCe sighs. “It’s not like an exorcism can possibly make things worse. At this rate, unless we do something, one of us is going to be dead by the end of summer and we’ll need the services of Tim’s friend for another reason. Is there a bible in this place?”

“No,” I say. “But we have got a copy of the Karma Sutra.”

“Holy water?” Jess asks.

“There’s some of Granny’s absinthe from the seventies on the drinks trolley,” I say, checking Tim’s expression for guilt.

“Haven’t touched it!” Tim surrenders his hands. “Last time I drank that, I ended up in another country.”

“A crucifix?” CeCe asks.

“Mummy’s got a vintage Versace dress with them on?” I offer. “In diamonds.”

“I believe your mother may have several items with the crucifix on,” Burton says. “And definitely some necklaces from her Madonna phase in the eighties.”

“You’ve all lost your minds. This is madness,” Hugo says. “I wish to sit out until Madeline arrives. I’m not indulging this.”

Do I really think that Amber could be haunting us? There’s a restless buzz in the air of D’olobelle, a kind of whispering in its walls. Maybe it’s magic or maybe Hugo’s right and it’s madness. The only thing I know for sure is that I’m starting to feel dizzy and I’ll need a lie down before anything else happens.






Chapter Eighteen

Tim suggested that we take the call in the dining room, so that we’re all set up for dinner when Madeline arrives with a nice, cleansed space. The table has been laid with a long, crisp, white linen cloth, dotted with candelabras and charcuterie boards.

The iPad displaying Madame Ophelia’s face sits in the centre of the dining table, propped up on a first edition of the Karma Sutra, published in 1883, and a hardback of Twilight – the most spiritual books we could find in the library. I recognised her immediately as Carrie from school, the moment her face popped up. Have to say, I had no idea she had a side hustle.

“It’s like a spliff,” Tim says, wafting around the lit stick of sage that Jess got Burton to make from dried herbs. “You have to keep it smouldering but not actually on fire. And don’t let Hugo toke on it because it’ll come back soggy, like a biscuit.”

‘Madame Ophelia’ coughs as though she’s not getting enough attention, and Tim passes the stick back to Jess. “So you don’t know who the person might be that you’re looking for. You just want to know if there’s a presence here, with you?” she clarifies.

“Correct,” I say, my finger smarting under its comically large bandage.

We couldn’t tell Carrie that we thought Amber might be haunting us because we accidentally killed her, so instead we went vague. Saying that we were worried there was a ghost in this house that was setting up accidents.

At the head of the table, Tim’s wearing a hat that he’s fashioned from foil with a cross on top, like a DIY bishop. Jess and CeCe wear giant gold crucifixes rescued from Mummy’s wardrobe – a sign of her Catholic/virgin era in the 1990s. I’m wearing the Versace that Burton suggested. Hugo’s obviously not dressed up at all, which is annoying when the rest of us have made the effort, to be honest.

“The house is very old,” I say. “It’s been in my family since it was built in the 1600s.”

“And is there anything that your ancestors might be annoyed at you about?” Madame Ophelia asks.

“It’s been tradition within our family for there to be a Coterie for each generation, headed by female members of the family,” I say. “I’m this generation’s Coterie leader, and I’m worried that we’re not keeping with the Coterie theme as much as we perhaps could be?” I try to ignore the snort from Hugo next to me. “But the house is very old. There could be any number of other spirits around here too.”

Despite trying to stick to my guns, Hugo’s snort does seem to have affected me.

“It is perfectly possible that this is your ancestors telling you they’re displeased with you,” she says, incredibly seriously.

“Just to check,” Hugo begins. “Can spirits haunt spaces where their physical being didn’t actually die?”

“Spirits aren’t confined to spaces. They can go where they need to go to finish their business.”

At the words ‘finish their business’, I see Jess stuffing a round piece of chorizo into her mouth, barely chewing it before swallowing.

“Was there someone in particular you were thinking of?” Madame Ophelia asks.

“No, Carrie,” Hugo answers.

“Please call me Madame Ophelia when I’m at work,” Carrie says. “We don’t want the spirits to get confused.”

Across the table Jess exchanges a glance with the stony-faced Hugo that I can’t read.

“Let’s see who we can conjure up, shall we?” Madame Ophelia says cheerfully, closing her eyes.

We all watch her, not doing anything, just sitting there on the iPad screen with her eyes closed. It’s like we’ve been had. There isn’t even a performative crystal ball, or any kind of noise to suggest she’s contacting another realm. I notice Tim doing something underneath the table next to me, the low light of a phone beaming from his lap. He doesn’t like sitting still at the best of times. It’s no surprise that he’s itching to get away from the table. To be fair, I’m starting to get bored now too, and restless, although I think that’s got more to do with my finger throbbing, and the constant mental replay of Daisy coming towards me with her axe earlier, than anything else.

Hugo still hasn’t spoken to me. Hasn’t even looked at me, in fact. All I want is for him to hug me and tell me it’s OK but I can tell that he feels let down. I’ve embarrassed him.

“STEP AWAY FROM THE FUCKING MANTEL!” Madame Ophelia shouts suddenly, in a voice that’s recognisably not her own, making all of us jump – with the exception of the unimpressed Hugo.

Jess hops into CeCe’s lap, her mouth moving in a chewing motion, fingers coated in chorizo grease. Tim grabs for Hugo’s hand across the table. Taking his hat off with his other hand, he clutches it, cross outwards, to his chest.

All of us shoot our gaze over to the fireplace at the same time. None of us are near the mantel. I’m trying not to be judgemental – Madame Ophelia explained at the start that negative emotions would prevent the spirits from getting in touch as, apparently, they can sense doubt – but all evidence is pointing to there being nothing going on with the mantelpiece. Hugo maintains his unamused expression.

“YOU FUCKING DON’T TOUCH THAT!” Madame Ophelia shouts again, her voice feral, gravelly like an evil witch. “I TOLD YOU THIS IS MY HOUSE. GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT!!!”

Madame Ophelia suddenly throws herself back, lying down in the centre of the screen but taking the laptop with her so that we can all still see her face close up as she rolls her eyes back. She starts moving her head from side to side, really straining it in an attempt to go full Regan MacNeil but failing.

“I WANT TO EAT YOU. I’LL KICK YOU UNTIL YOU FUCKING LEAVE!” she’s shouting at the screen.

“Has the exorcist been possessed?” CeCe whispers across the table from behind their hand.

“This is so sexy,” Tim replies.

“BE GONE EVIL YOUTH BE GONE!” Madame Ophelia shouts before clutching at the sides of her head, clawing at her temples and screaming at a decibel more likely to wake the dead than anything else she’s done.

“Oh my god, if she’s been possessed and she’s not even here, we’ll definitely get possessed because we are here!” Jess says.

Hugo taps away at his phone idly.

Madame Ophelia starts panting. “I … think … she’s … got … me …” She clutches her neck with her left hand and gasps for air while grabbing a cross with her right. “Leave … me … be … I KNOW WHAT YOU DID, YOU LITTLE PRICKS …” She stops, her voice going back to normal. “There are a lot of spirits here. I’m overwhelmed. To be honest, they’re having a power struggle.”

She gives a snarl before grabbing a bottle of Fiji water that’s been re-labelled ‘holy water’ and drenching herself with it. Granny did love drama, but I can’t help feeling this is a little OTT, even for her.

“Gosh,” Hugo mutters.

Madame Ophelia gasps on the screen and faces the camera, water dripping down her face.

“Whoever’s in there, they’re not impressed with you,” she says. “You should heed them. Oh god there’s someone else coming … MY EYES! MY EYES! STOP TOUCHING ME! MY EYES!!!!”

This time we’re all slightly more afraid. Even Hugo looks up from his phone. Madame Ophelia’s screams continue, long, piercing sounds, sounds where you know something horrific is happening to her.

I reach over and grip Hugo’s hand, but he doesn’t reciprocate, his fingers staying clenched in a fist. CeCe and Jess hold their crosses out in front of them, the chains straining around their necks as Madame Ophelia screams some more. Tim has an expression on his face that could either be fear or lust. He’s really hard to read sometimes.

“BE GONE, EVIL, BE GONE!!!” Jess starts shouting over the bone-shattering screams of Madame Ophelia.

The French windows to the dining room suddenly burst open, the doors flying into the room with a clatter. Hugo leaps from his seat, ready to protect us. There’s nothing to be seen, though. Just the darkness of D’olobelle, like a blanket resting on us. Hugo closes the doors as Madame Ophelia starts panting again. She turns to the screen, looking at us dead on, her mouth hanging open.

“There’s someone here.” She looks genuinely terrified in a way that makes my head start to spin. “El diablo, el diablo, EL DIABLO!” She raises her fingers to the sky in the shape of a cross. “An apparition in a black dress! She’s coming towards you! Behind you, Timothy! TIMOTHY BE CAREFUL!”

Our heads all spin round at the same time. Even Hugo’s afraid this time as we turn to face Tim – and see behind him a black velvet dress, long blond hair, and a furious expression.

“Not really the welcome I was expecting,” Madeline says, crossing her arms across her chest. “I know we’re not exactly friends, but el diablo feels a bit rude actually.”

“We thought you were a ghost,” Tim says, patting himself down.

“Again,” Madeline says. “Not the welcome I was expecting.”

The iPad has gone blank. Madame Ophelia’s either hung up or the force got too strong for her and she short-circuited.






Chapter Nineteen

Burton wheels the dinner trolley into the dining room, silver domes clanging as it moves, just as the grandfather clock next to my slashed portrait chimes nine p.m. It feels as though the gash across my eye has become bigger, the edges more frayed, even as we’ve been sitting here.

Aside from the attention-seeking grandfather clock and Burton’s trolley, the room is silent. Tim gave Madeline his seat, so now she presides over the table like royalty, holding the world’s most awkward court from beneath Granny’s dead stag. Tim and Hugo pulled their weight with a few bits of small talk over charcuterie but that died out very quickly. Since then, it’s become almost a dare to see who’s going to break the silence first. Tim takes another sip of his drink.

“May I serve?” Burton asks.

I gesture towards Madeline. “Start with our guest.”

The good thing about Madeline sitting at the head of the table is that no one had to squabble over who was – or indeed wasn’t – going to have to sit next to her.

“Broccoli soup,” Burton says, placing a bowl in front of her.

He painstakingly brings us all full bowls of the greenish liquid one by one, the sound of it sloshing in the bowls the only thing to puncture the silence. Tim and Hugo seem to be getting more and more wasted, which feels dangerous. There’s no telling what Tim might say if he’s really wankered. I try hard not to look at the others. Next to me, Hugo takes another gulp of whisky. The smell burns at my nostrils.

“She’s so dry, I feel dehydrated,” Hugo whispers into my ear, his breath tickling my cheek. They’re the first words he’s said to me for hours and I feel immense relief. Maybe he’s got so drunk he’s forgiven me for embarrassing him with my lie. At least for now.

I can feel Madeline’s intense gaze. I’m going to have to break the silence, I can’t cope.

Burton places the last bowl in front of Jess, only a few small flecks of green splashing the white linen tablecloth. The squeak of the trolley wheels continues to echo in the awkward silence, even after he has left the room.

“So, Madeline, how’s your summer going?” I ask, over the noise of Tim loudly slurping his soup. I’m grateful to him for the sound.

“Not how I planned it, thank you for asking. This is such a lovely house,” Madeline says. “How long has it been in your family?”

“Why do you want to know?” CeCe snaps.

Jess reaches to where the picky bits of charcuterie are still laid out like centrepieces, grabbing another hunk of sausage and stuffing it in her mouth. The broccoli soup is clearly not doing it for her.

“I was just curious,” Madeline protests, her eyes wide with innocence. “Do your parents just let you have it for the summer?”

“Yes,” I say. I want to keep it as vague as possible. This isn’t about me or D’olobelle. We need to get over the small talk and on to the main business of it all.

The grandfather clock ticks louder than I’ve ever heard. We have to be careful. We can’t just go at it. If we get it wrong, and she does know what we did to Amber, we could provoke her and fuck up our entire lives.

“Let’s just cut straight to it, shall we?” Hugo slurs. “We’ve asked you here tonight – invited you into our space, to Evie’s home – to request you cease and desist talking about us, making threats against us, fabricating lies about us, and setting up little traps and accidents to injure us. Whatever you think you know is null and void. And whatever you’ve set in motion you need to stop.” He sounds like his father.

Madeline’s about to speak but Tim interrupts. “Before we do this, we need to check her phone,” he says. “The condition of you coming was that it was switched off. May we see the device please?”

Madeline places her phone on the table. I check that the screen’s definitely off, and it’s not just had the brightness turned down. If I were Madeline, it’s what I would do, after all.

“Tell us exactly what it is you think you know,” I say.

 “I’m not stupid,” Madeline says, scraping the last bits of soup from her bowl. “That’s my bargaining tool. I need you guys to confess to creating that picture of me snorting the coke first, get me back into Cambridge. Then your secret’s safe with me.”

“Well, one, what secret? And two, we didn’t do it,” I say. I nearly lost a finger today and the way it’s throbbing under my bandage is already testing my patience. I don’t have it in me for Madeline Borges’ games.

The squeak of Burton’s trolley comes back into the room. “Shall I clear, Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton asks.

“Please,” I say, gesturing to the unfinished soup bowls. It seems only Madeline’s come with an appetite tonight.

He collects the bowls while we stare at Madeline. With another long squeal from the trolley’s wheels, Burton’s off out again with the empty dishes.

“She doesn’t know anything,” Hugo says before Madeline’s even had a chance to speak. He leans back in his seat, swirling whisky round his crystal tumbler, the family signet ring on his pinkie finger catching the light of the candles in the centre of the table. “This whole thing’s just a waste of our time.”

“It’s just a ploy to get us to confess to things.” Tim backs him up like always.

My shoulders tense. CeCe gives Tim and Hugo a hard stare from across the table.

“Confess to what things?” Madeline asks, a smirk spreading across her usually sad and serious face.

Tim has a brief look of realisation that he might have fucked up. Hugo continues sitting back, completely relaxed. His arrogance is both sexy and infuriating.

“If you want us to confess to doing the picture or take public responsibility for it, you’re out of luck, because we didn’t do it,” I say, feeling the need to take over before Hugo or Tim dig the hole any deeper. “But maybe we can help you find out who did?”

Madeline studies me before she speaks. “I lost my place at university. I either need it back, or I need you,” she looks pointedly at me, “to get me into RADA with you.”

Does she know I didn’t get into RADA? Or does she not know but she’s genuinely expecting me to help her? If it’s the first one she’s out of luck because the others already know now, not that they’d ever tell her that.

“Or what? Are you going to tell everyone our secret? Perhaps you’re just going to kill us with more traps?” Hugo shouts. He gestures at my bandage. “Evie nearly lost a finger today!”

Madeline’s completely cool and still. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But honestly? You’ve all got so many secrets from each other, if something’s going on around here, I’d say the call’s coming from inside the house. Like a horror movie.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Spit flies from Hugo’s mouth and lands on the white linen next to my fingers, which are gripping the edge of the table. I feel like I might fall if I don’t keep hold.

The wheels of the dinner trolley scream back into the room with Burton at the helm.

“For your main course, we have fish fingers, peas and mash with a jackfruit alternative for the vegans.”

Burton puts the first plate in front of Madeline, whipping off the cover. Painstakingly delivering a dish to each of us, one by one, just like he did with the soup. He places Tim’s plate down last, only for three peas to escape the confines of the china and roll away. Burton chases the peas around the table with agonisingly little success. It takes approximately ten attempts for him to gather them up. I can tell that Hugo’s about to explode.

Burton walks back over to the trolley and heads out of the dining room. No one picks up a knife and fork. We all simply stare at Madeline.

“I don’t know why you’re looking at me like that,” Madeline says. “I have no idea about any accidents. I don’t know how Evie lost her finger or whatever. I’ve been a bit busy trying to get my place at university back. Which I will do, by hook or by crook. You’ve got twenty-four hours to confess to creating that fake picture, or I tell everyone what I know.”

“What do you think you know?” Hugo asks.

“Gravy! And tomato … ketchup,” Burton says with scorn, appearing at the doorway with a silver tray containing two gravy boats. “Should you be so inclined.”

“Just set it down on the table and we can help ourselves, Burton,” I say. “Thank you.”

I can tell I’ve offended him but he puts the tray down and leaves the room anyway.

“Did you plant a snake in this house?” CeCe explodes the moment Burton’s left. “It bit me! I could have died!”

“And the clay pigeons?” Jess presses. “You tried to clay pigeon me to death.”

“The stabbed pictures?” I say, pointing over to my slashed portrait. “The suit of armour and the axe that fell on me today, nearly chopping off my finger?”

Madeline’s eyes widen. A small chunk of fish finger is still speared on her fork.

“You put chilli in my lube, didn’t you!” Tim shouts.

Madeline slams her fork against the table in a way that’s very disrespectful of the wood. “I’ve already said, I haven’t done anything to you,” she says. “I know who has, though.”

There’s a collective intake of breath.

“I wasn’t going to tell you because I really just want to clear my name,” she continues. “I couldn’t give a shit what happens to the rest of you, but I can tell you what’s going on.”

There’s a kind of pack mentality over the table now, everyone shouting over each other, baying for Madeline’s blood.

“You’re not getting what you want, so you’re just trying to turn us against each other!”

“It won’t work, we’ve been friends for too long for that!”

“You’ve always been jealous of us!”

“None of you know each other as well as you think you do. There’s a far bigger issue at play here, and it’s time you all knew –”

Madeline flinches as Hugo stands, clutching a steak knife, and leans towards her, his eyes threatening. I feel the first wave of frustrated tears coming and lose the will to try and hold them in.

“Some of you know I’m being honest. It’s why you’re getting so worked up,” she says. “Isn’t it, Hugo?”

Every inch of Hugo is clenched. Jess and CeCe try to hold him back. I look into Madeline’s eyes as she speaks. She’s no longer human to me, her eyes just two, round, beady glasses, emotionless.

 “Evie’s not as smart as you all think she is. You bow down to her like some kind of leader but is she really –” she starts.

“Leave Evie alone!” Jess shouts. “We know about RADA anyway, we know she didn’t get in!”

Madeline blinks. “What? Urgh anyway, I’m not jealous of her! Interesting of you to come to her defence though, Jessica. You’re all so unaware of what each of you is up to! Like, wake up. I’ll say it again! The call’s coming from inside the house but none of you are smart enough to work out who’s calling.”

“Christ, have I been accidentally drinking the medieval absinthe?” Tim suddenly pipes up. “Can we just switch her off and on again?”

“I think she’s saying that one of us is doing it all. But I don’t know who that would be, when we’ve all been victims,” CeCe says. “Why would we set ourselves up like that?”

Jess holds her hands up. “Who are you going to accuse next? Burton? The fucking owls in the woods?”

“You may all behave like Evie’s little bitches, but I know your secrets,” Madeline says. “For starters, I know you killed Amber Gowlett –”

It’s hard to say who gets hold of Madeline first, really. Everybody lunges for her in a fit of desperation, apart from me. Some of them are holding weapons, from CeCe’s fish finger to Hugo’s steak knife. The sheer force of the collective lunge bounces Madeline off the wall and back down on to her seat.

There’s a loud rumble from the wall. Madeline lets out a small scream that we all assume is attention seeking … until the crash resounds around the room, the dining table vibrates, and all of us are showered in something wet.

Madeline’s face down on the table with the fallen stag’s head on top of her. One of its sharp antlers has pierced her head, somehow coming out the other side. Blood spreads across the white linen tablecloth like the larder beetles at breakfast, splatters of red and more solid-looking matter over our clothes, our faces, taking residence among the peas on our plates. In the gravy boat at the centre of the table I see a floating white ball, mottled with red. It takes me a minute to figure it out. It’s an eyeball, the perfect hazel of Madeline’s iris – the optic nerve severed – now bobbing around in the Bisto.

It’s highly unlikely that Madeline Borges is going to tell anyone what we did, after all.






Nine Months Earlier

The rest of us stare in horror while Amber grabs a wet towel, slinging it on the flames and stamping them down with her slingback Louboutin’s. I’m surprised it actually seems to control the fire a bit before CeCe hands her the fire extinguisher and she finishes the job completely.

“You’re a hero!” Jess gasps from under the bleachers where she and CeCe are huddled.

“Fierce!” Tim says.

Amber shrugs. “I went on a firefighting course when I was living in LA. Had to, the bush fires out there can be so unpredictable. Knowing how to put a fire out straight away can save the lives of hundreds of animals.” Jess stares at her in awe.

“Well, you definitely saved our arses,” Hugo says.

“Asses,” Amber mocks in her American accent with a high-pitched giggle. “Really, it was nothing.”

“Let’s get fucked up!” Tim shouts, bombing back into the pool with a bottle of vodka in his hand as Jess, CeCe, Hugo and I sit back on the edge of the pool.

“Let’s get fucked up indeed,” Amber says, cheersing her glass against ours.

“What are we going to do without you?” Jess sulks, swishing her feet in the water. “It’s like the party’s leaving town.”

“God, Jess,” I say. “What am I? Chopped liver?”

“I’m going to miss you all so much,” Amber says. “Why don’t you come and visit me in New York this summer? Mom and Dad are hardly about, it’ll be me hanging around at an apartment in the West Village by myself. You should come stay.”

I can feel Jess practically vibrating with excitement, her eyes so wide she’s starting to mimic the cat from Shrek. “Oh my god, me and CeCe would love that,” she squeals.

“That would be incredible,” I say, trying to control my voice and not let on how I really feel about the idea.

“OK, I’m empty, who wants more booze?” Amber asks, rattling her empty glass. She staggers slightly as she stands. “You English drink so slowly.”

“OH MY GOD, New York would be so cool!” Jess whispers after Amber’s out of earshot.

“Yeah, just … don’t get your hopes up,” I say, cautiously. I don’t want to see her disappointed. Amber’s not always the most reliable.

Amber returns and tops up plastic cups of prosecco for everyone.

“I literally think I’m in love with you,” Tim says, swigging away at his plastic glass.

“Oh, that’s quite normal,” Amber says. “In my old school, it was so hard to figure out whose invitation to accept to prom that I just didn’t go most of the time.”

“Jess and I got you a leaving gift,” I say. Jess beams as I grab the orange Hermès box from under the sun lounger and hand it over. “Something to remember us by.”

“You guys so didn’t have to do that!” Amber says. She opens the box to find an Hermès scarf in St Hilda’s school colours. “Oh my god I love it!” she says.

“You can wear it any way, in your hair, round your neck. It’s very versatile!” Jess says.

“Mummy always said everyone needs an Hermès,” I say as Amber ties it around her neck, air-hostess style.

“I feel like we should give you the bumps or something,” Tim says.

“What’s the bumps?” Amber looks confused as Hugo and Tim round enthusiastically on her.

“It’s this thing where you get picked up and kind of … celebrated …” CeCe says, wincing.

“Well, I have to try all the cultural experiences before I go,” Amber says.

Hugo takes hold of her arms and Tim takes her feet. They pick her up, bouncing her a couple of times before launching her into the pool. Judging by her giggles she’s having the time of her life as she hits the water. She slips seamlessly under the surface, her legs moving together like a svelte mermaid tail.

“I’m going to miss her,” Tim sighs.

“Dude, you’ve had way too much to drink,” Hugo says.

“How dare you!” Tim says, standing on one leg and immediately falling over. “Wait. I can do a cartwheel.”

“Away from the pool though, Tim!” I warn. “It’s not safe.”

Tim moves to the stands for his great performance. We all watch him cartwheel wonkily around the pool side. It’s not long before he starts to look like he might pass out.

“Enough now, babe,” CeCe says. “No one wants to see you spew.”

“Guys,” Jess suddenly shouts, smacking Hugo on the arm. “Amber’s in trouble. Look!”

In the pool, it takes a while for me to spot Amber’s shape, floating, lifeless on the water’s surface.






Chapter Twenty

I don’t know who started screaming first. The sound’s oppressive, bouncing around the walls of the dining room, pinning us down just like the antler that has stabbed through Madeline Borges’ eye socket. Every single last one of us around this table is howling. There’s blood in our hair, on our clothes, all over our faces, like a layer of rust-coloured make-up, a bloody Instagram filter.

“Whoopsie,” Burton mutters, sweeping into the room. He tries to move the stag’s head, but it doesn’t budge.

Madeline’s limp form stays slumped over the dinner table. It’s hard to work out what are squashed and bloodied bits of potato and what are chunks of brain.

“Oh god, Evie, what do we do?” Jess cries, her hand over her mouth.

No words come from me, because, truthfully, I have no idea. I’m suddenly aware of how wet my face is. My skin feels claggy. I raise a hand to my cheek: it’s sticky. When I pull it away, my shaking fingers are covered with red blood and small pieces of matter. Something drips off my nose. Another chunk of spongy looking goop drops on to the tablecloth, the blood spreading like poisonous spores into the white linen.

“What have we done? What have we done?” CeCe gasps.

I’m glad Burton’s diligently taking her pulse, even if we all know there’s no way anyone’s about to find signs of life in Madeline Borges’ neck, wrist or anywhere else. I’m grateful for the glimmer of delusion it offers me.

Hugo leans down, staring Madeline’s corpse right in the face and starts laughing. It’s terrifying. Jess and CeCe glare at him while Tim drinks. I can practically see him disassociating. I guess maybe that’s what Hugo’s doing too, albeit in a different way.

“Ding dong, the witch is dead.” Hugo’s smile is wolfish. It sends a chill straight through me.

“Shouldn’t we phone an ambulance?” CeCe asks.

Hugo abruptly stops laughing. “Absolutely not!”

“We killed her,” Jess says. “Oh my god, we actually killed her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Hugo says. “The stag killed her.”

“We’re killers!” Jess howls, while CeCe stands quietly next to her, staring at Madeline’s body.

“We’re not killers!” Hugo retorts.

“We’re not not killers,” Tim corrects him. “I mean … sure, this isn’t the first time something like this has happened with us … but we still haven’t technically killed anyone by our own collective actual hand. None of us were touching her when it happened.”

I drop my head in my hands. I can’t believe Tim’s trying to reason this like a philosophical debate. “She’s definitely dead?” I ask through my fingers, staring down at what I think might be a bit of her brain on my top.

“Of course she’s dead!” Hugo shouts grandly. “We’re wearing more of her blood than she has left inside her!”

A gust of wind comes through the draughty dining room, extinguishing one of the candles in the table’s centrepiece. I open my mouth to say something but Hugo gets there first.

“This looks bad.” He realises he still has a knife in his hand and throws it down on the table. “Jess, you definitely pushed her first.”

Jess clutches CeCe. “No I didn’t! There was someone in front of me!”

“Who?” Tim asks.

“It doesn’t matter who pushed who.” Hugo brushes Jess off. “Anyone investigating this would only need to ask one person at St Hilda’s to find out we didn’t get on with Madeline. It’d look like we lured her here to her death. And if we’re really unlucky, it’ll drag up the whole Amber thing again.”

“We have to tell the police,” CeCe butts in.

“The moment the police find out, we can kiss goodbye to our futures,” snaps Hugo. “We’re more likely to spend the next three years in prison than a hall of residence. Also, if Madeline found out about Amber, she might have kept some evidence. Anyone could find it if they went sniffing around.”

“But it was an accident!” Jess cries, gasping back tears now and reaching for a slice of chorizo in the centre of the table. “Both times! They’ll understand!”

“Absolutely not!” Hugo’s voice with its timbre of entitled authority comes out as a roar. A lion fighting for his life. “You’re dreaming if you think they won’t make an example of us, with our families’ wealth and notoriety. Can you see the headlines about me and my father if I go to jail?”

“We weren’t responsible for the stag’s head hitting her,” CeCe says, rubbing their bloody chin in thought and putting an arm around Jess. “Maybe Hugo’s right.”

“There aren’t exactly any witnesses to confirm that we didn’t do it, if we were accused,” Tim says.

“The evidence on her is minimal. I mean, you can’t really see her cheek any more, and that eye’s …” CeCe points to the gravy boat where the bloody ball still resides.

“Even if we don’t get done for murder, we’ll be marked forever. The way news travels, everyone will know. Our universities will have us down as problems before we’ve even started,” Hugo says.

“It just feels so wrong!’ Jess whispers.

“If my dad has to make another donation to get Oxford to keep me on after everything that I’ve already done this year, he’ll cut me off. But I get what you’re saying, Jess. It does feel …” Tim’s voice trails off, his face pale as he looks at Madeline. “Undignified.”

“She’s dead, it was an accident. There’s no point worrying about her dignity now. She didn’t have any when she was alive anyway. We must protect ourselves,” Hugo says, shaking his hand with each word like a politician.

“Isn’t the main issue here how we’re going to keep this secret?” CeCe gestures to the mess of Madeline’s body and its overspill. “She can’t just disappear off the face of the earth without someone noticing.”

“We could post something from her on Instagram saying she’s sorry, the picture was real, she’s really ashamed of what she’s done and she’s going to rehab,” Tim says, taking a slug of brandy directly from a crystal decanter that he picks up from the drinks trolley. “Who’s gonna argue it? The only one who’d know it wasn’t true was her, and the bitch is dead.”

“Then we dispose of her body somewhere on the estate where it’s impossible for anyone to find her,” Hugo says. “There’s plenty of options.”

I turn my head away from Madeline’s body, no longer able to watch the red tide creeping along the table linen. If we’re going to do this, I can’t look at her.

“She could go in the mausoleum,” I say.

Hugo looks at me with a sick sort of pride. “CeCe, you must know how to embalm dead bodies or whatever? You’re about to study medicine, after all,” he says. “Aren’t you supposed to take out all the innards? At least that’s been started for us.”

A metallic taste coats my tongue and I think I might vomit.

“Well, the aim is generally to keep them alive,” CeCe says. “We take an oath to ‘do no harm’.”

“Well it’s either do this or ‘do no university’,” Hugo growls.

“This is hideous,” Jess says, stress-eating more chunks of charcuterie meat despite it looking painfully close in consistency to what I think might be Madeline’s brain matter smudged across the table. “I still think we should tell someone.”

“How does prison sound to you, Jess? Because to me it sounds pretty fucking awful,” Hugo says.

I struggle to feel anything other than a creeping cold trickling through my bones, icing them one by one. Hugo’s right. We have to do what we have to do. It’s us or her, and she’s no longer here. Am I a monster?

“This is insane!” CeCe says. “It isn’t like when Tim broke Evie’s Barbie and buried it in the garden in twelve different pieces!”

“Some might call that foreshadowing,” Tim quips, taking a cigar from his dinner jacket and lighting it on one of the candles. I can see his hands shaking. “But as much as we’re all enjoying this, I do wonder if we should … make haste … and sort it out?”

I feel like I’m watching a film, like all of them are acting out a play. Burton stands, waiting for his next stage direction.

“We’ll be OK if we do this?” Jess asks.

“This is going to protect all of us. After tonight, we never have to speak of it again. Scout’s honour,” Hugo says.

It seems to calm her so I’m not going to tell Jess that he was never a scout.

“If I may make a suggestion, Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton asks, his gloved hands clasped.

“Of course.” The words come out of me thick, like they’re made of yoghurt.

“If we use the secret passageway, then we won’t need to take her outside and risk being seen,” Burton says.

“Yes!” Hugo says. “Then we put her in the tomb, and no one ever need know. That’s just it. We can put her in with one of the others.”

“Granny’s plot’s empty because she’s in the dog,” I say dully.

Burton starts to move dishes out of the way. He clears the table and wraps Madeline in the cloth.

 “I always knew you were a solutions man, Bertie.” Hugo slaps Burton on the back.

Burton pulls the stag out of Madeline’s head with a squelch. More blood and matter hits us like shrapnel.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t just call the police? I really think this all looks completely normal,” Tim quips, puffing on the cigar. “Hey!”

There’s a bang before the rest of us have registered what’s gone on. Hugo has grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the wall. Tim’s face is neutral but I can see the fear in his eyes, his chest visibly rising and falling under Hugo’s fist.

“You can’t be a wuss about this. I am not – I repeat not – losing my future for Madeline fucking Borges,” Hugo hisses into Tim’s face, his words brushing over his nose and lips.

“It was a joke, mate,” Tim mumbles.

Hugo’s grip tightens. “This is not a joke. Mate.”

I gently put my hand on Hugo’s back, feeling his shoulder blade tensing and contracting under my palm. “Hugs?”

There’s a heat coming off the two of them, their breath like the swirling fog around an island. Tim’s Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, and a bead of sweat forms on his upper lip. Hugo loosens his grip.

“I’m trying to stop us losing everything,” Hugo says, backing away and running his hand through his hair. He looks around, a kind of glossiness behind his eyes. “Some people don’t get the chance to live. We should embrace the chances that we have.”

“Should I remove her, Mademoiselle Evie?” Burton asks, gesturing to Madeline.

I give a brief nod. We have to do this if we’re going to have any kind of life.

Burton takes off his white gloves and reaches into his pocket for a black leather pair, as though he’d been prepared this whole time. “We should get moving before the corpse stiffens,” he says. Tim doesn’t even make a joke about the word ‘stiffens’.

I glimpse the pale, blue-veined skin of Burton’s hands. I’ve never seen him without his gloves on. Something about them exposes just how old he is, in a way that I’ve never noticed from his face, or his slicked back grey hair, or his ears with their long lobes, and his amenable face. I turn away, embarrassed, like I’ve just seen him naked.

“I shall have to ask for some help with the carrying,” Burton says as he adjusts the new gloves. I can’t help wondering if this isn’t the first time he’s done this. I know he worked for Granny and Grandad, but before that … I don’t know exactly how long Burton’s been in the family.

“I’m in,” Hugo says.

“Sure,” Jess says through a mouthful of salami.

“I guess we’ve come this far,” CeCe says.

Hugo stares at Tim until he nods.






Chapter Twenty-One

“Isn’t there another entrance that’s easier to access from outside so we don’t have to rummage around down here?” CeCe asks, holding on to Madeline’s right foot.

“Only if you want to carry her through the woods,” Hugo says, straining to carry Madeline’s head – or what’s left of it – as we progress down the damp, dark tunnel underneath D’olobelle that opens up at the mausoleum.

The mildewy, stale smell of the tunnel makes me feel like I want to sneeze and throw up at the same time. I try not to look around at the space illuminated by the torch on Burton’s head. To be honest, I’m grateful that’s all that’s visible. No one has brought their phone with them. The possibility of accidentally butt-dialling someone while we do this was too horrifying.

“I think the woods are creepier than this,” Tim says, holding Madeline’s left arm.

“Speak for yourself,” Jess says, holding Madeline’s left foot. “At least the woods have air.”

“You didn’t have to come,” Hugo snaps.

I wish I hadn’t had to come. The mausoleum creeps me out enough on a normal day.

Truth be told, I’ve only been down there once, when Granny died. She lay down there for a day before she was cremated and she’d requested that there be a ‘viewing’ of her body. A makeup artist and a stylist had been instructed. She wanted everyone to see her looking fierce for one last time, especially her ex, Sir Maurice, who lived a few miles away and broke up with her for her bridge partner Mary. She was always bitter about the fact that Mary was plain. She told me she would consider it her greatest revenge to make sure that she looked eternally better than Mary in his memory.

Thus, Granny was burned in a Chanel dress and Wonderbra with a pair of Louboutins, wearing Mac’s Lady Danger lipstick and two million pounds worth of diamonds. Including the one that she’d had cut to resemble Grandad’s penis.

“Oh god I think she’s starting to stiffen,” CeCe says. “Are we nearly there, Burton? We need to have her limbs tucked in close to her body if not, otherwise we’ll never get her in a coffin without snapping something.”

“My patience?” Hugo asks.

I keep catching my bandage on the cheap fabric that Madeline’s wearing.

“It’s just up ahead,” Burton says, and again I can’t help wondering how many times Burton has had cause to go to the mausoleum this way.

This may only be my second visit inside, but I’ve often stood on the other side of the D’olobelle woods and contemplated the generations of my DNA within the tomb. It’s weird to think that there were people before us who made mistakes and bad choices.

When we reach the door, Burton, Hugo, CeCe and Jess rest the body – still wrapped in the bloody tablecloth – on the ground. Burton takes a set of keys out of his pocket. He inserts the biggest one into the stone door and pushes it open with a great creaking sound. When he stands back, I enter the space where two grand coffin-shaped memorials with birds carved into the top dominate the middle of the room. Around them sit carved stone coffins, each one added when a new family member is born. Mine is the most recent. If I don’t have children, then it will be the last.

The air’s crisp, with a sort of incense-y note, rather than the stench of death and decay I expected. It’s cold though, so maybe that keeps the bodies fresh. Or maybe it’s just that they’re all sealed away.

Burton approaches me gently as the others carry the body in behind us. We’ve come to a standstill in front of Granny’s empty coffin and he’s asking my permission to put Madeline in the spot next to my grandfather. I nod wordlessly.

Burton and Hugo begin to slide the slab of stone off the top of the coffin. Hugo seems eager, relaxed, as though none of this has fazed him. The sound of the shifting stone echoes like waves crashing over a beach and I imagine myself in an alternate reality where I chose a beach holiday instead of D’olobelle. Without me here, though, it’s hard to imagine that D’olobelle would even exist. It’s always felt as though it simply materialises into being, the moment that I arrive.

“We’re going to have to heave her up,” Hugo says. “Everyone take your positions.”

We carry Madeline through into her final resting place. I can’t help but imagine her sitting up abruptly now, gasping for life, the whole thing a silly trick. But she doesn’t.

“OK, on the count of three,” Hugo shouts as we approach the edge of the coffin. “One, two … THREE!”

We haul her up, putting all we’ve got into it and grunting with the effort. Suddenly Madeline’s airborne. I’m filled with a relief that turns to dread when I realise we’ve overshot. Without fanfare, Madeline comes crashing down on the stone side of the empty tomb. There are three, sickeningly crisp snapping sounds as her fingers hit the side. When we glance down, I’m unsurprised to see three of Madeline’s digits hanging loose, yet completely rigid. I guess rigor mortis has set in after all.

Even Burton takes a small step back from Madeline’s sorry corpse.

“She’s definitely dead,” CeCe confirms. “In my almost professional opinion.”






Chapter Twenty-Two

I lie in the lukewarm tub in the low light of the bathroom, watching the bathwater turning peach as it washes Madeline’s dried blood from my skin. Hugo walks in, his brow furrowed, blood stains over his shirt and his trousers.

“Thought it was probably time I cleaned myself up,” he says.

“You could join me if you wanted?” I suggest, hating myself for trying to look alluring in the bloody water while not getting my big, bandaged finger wet.

Hugs just heads over to the sink, taking off his stained white shirt and slinging water at his bare chest straight from the tap.

“There’s plenty of room,” I say, my voice shamefully needy.

I just want him to talk to me about RADA. Surely after everything that’s happened tonight, he can’t still be holding on to my lie. He carries on ignoring me, splashing the water at himself with a renewed vigour.

“Hugs?” I don’t understand how he doesn’t need comfort in the same way I do.

The cracks in the mirror form scars across his face, emphasising the gathering thunder. I know I’m in trouble before he’s even spoken.

“You really embarrassed me, Evie,” he says, leaning against the sink with his arms crossed.

I look down at the bloody bath water, feeling uncomfortable and exposed. Wishing I was at least wearing clothes to be told what an embarrassment I am. The tears are starting to gather behind my eyes, a lump forming in my throat.

“It’s embarrassing enough not to get into RADA but to lie about it like a nutter? You present yourself as someone who’s a success, an achiever, like me. But you’re not, are you? You’re a loser,” he says. “A lying loser, at that. Imagine what people would think of me if they knew. Imagine what our friends probably already think of me. Deceived by my own girlfriend!”

My tears cause ripples in the misty red bathwater. “I wanted to tell you, but you were so proud of me. I worried you wouldn’t look at me the same way. Please, Hugo, don’t be cross.”

“You were right,” he replies, his voice cold as he barely glances at me.

By contrast, I can’t tear my eyes away from him. I feel a unique kind of panic washing over me. Like I need to scrabble around to try and keep him with me, stop him from leaving me. I see it all trickling away from me, everything I’ve got, disappearing in a second.

“Please, Hugo?” I whimper. “We need each other, especially after tonight.”

“I don’t need anyone. I’m not weak, not like you.”

As he walks towards the door, I stand up from the bath, my feet slipping against the enamel, water splashing over the sides in my desperation to get to him. I grab a towel and wrap it around me, trying to climb out fast enough to stop him from leaving. “Hugo –”

“Madeline’s gone, we all need to move on,” he says, his hand on the doorknob. “The same with RADA. Have a little dignity.”

I clutch the towel around myself, water dripping from my pathetic body. “Are we going to be OK?” My voice is so small I barely recognise it.

He looks me up and down with disgust. “Pull yourself together,” he says.

He’s robotic; opening the door, walking through it and closing it again, like a full stop on the conversation when I feel like there’s still so much unresolved.

How can he enjoy the rest of the summer after what’s just happened? After what we’ve just done? How was it so easy for him, so clear? What we did with Amber was bad enough, but with Madeline, we buried her, we meddled with her body, we gave her a shallow tomb. And he’s fine. He’s just washing off the blood and carrying on.

I shiver in the dim light of the bathroom, still clutching the moth-eaten towel around myself as the final bit of bloody, rusty bathwater gurgles down the plughole. Wondering how the man I love can be so calm, so cold, so calculated.






Chapter Twenty-Three

Edgar D’olobelle’s portrait starts bubbling, parts of the canvas stretching as though being pushed from the other side until the painting pops from its frame. Madeline Borges saunters through the empty gilt rectangle. Part of her head’s missing, the eyeball that once floated in the gravy boat now fixed to her cheek with masking tape.

“You thought you could get rid of me,” she says, as she glides across the floor of the dining room towards me, moving at twice the pace she could before she died.

The larder beetles start to come, a plague of them pouring from her eye socket. She screams. More beetles spew from her open mouth. They crawl from her nose, but she never stops coming for me. I turn and run, knowing that any moment she’ll catch up with me. I can never outrun her.

I wake with a start, sitting up against the headboard, panting. The sheets are wet, and my nightie’s stuck to my skin. Hugo’s side of the bed is empty, an imprint in the sheets from where his body clearly was at some point but isn’t any more. He hadn’t yet come to bed when I fell asleep, so it’s comforting to know that he was at least there for a short time.

“Hugo?” I ask, squinting through the darkness. “Hugs?”

I go to turn on my lamp, but I’m stopped by the sound of voices outside the window. I tiptoe across the floorboards, pulling the damp nightie away from my skin, and stand a little way back from the glass, not wanting whoever it is to see me up here.

It’s Hugo and someone else wearing a sweater with a hood that’s pulled up. The two of them are huddled together in the darkness, whispering. Something about Hugo’s mannerisms suggests he might be in a better mood. But it’s hard to tell from up here. His voice floats up to me.

“She might have known but she can’t do anything about it now.”

The other voice is quieter. At first, I think it could be CeCe, but then they move, and it looks like Tim. But maybe it could be Jess? I stare so intensely that my eyes blur. Hugo suddenly glances up towards the house and I feel a jolt of adrenaline, jumping back from the window. I’m not afraid of Hugo, though. Am I? I’m starting to worry my brain’s playing tricks on me.

In the bathroom, I stand at the mirror. Big blobs of my face are missing in the reflection, replaced instead by the glass’s cracked imperfections. I look warped, my nose more pronounced and my lips smaller, like I’ve become a different person. The dim brass wall lamp next to my face gives the illusion of a warm orange glow.

Feeling a rush of dizziness, I settle my palms on to the edge of the bath, lowering myself to perch on its curved rim. There’s bubble residue around the plug hole and a burned-out candle; the sides of the tub are still damp. Someone else, maybe CeCe and Jess, must have had a bath before they went to bed because I didn’t use bubbles in mine. It felt crude to mix Madeline’s death with a relaxing scent.

I sit, in near darkness, staring through the divided squares on the large sash window, out on to the lawns and the trees of the D’olobelle woods beyond. It’s not windy, or cloudy. Stars blink back at me from the sky like evidence that there’s life far outside of D’olobelle – and yet here feels like the whole world to me. The newspaper clipping we found last night keeps coming back to me: the curse of D’olobelle. And the feeling that Madeline’s death is just the start of something, not the end.

“Oh sorry.” Tim’s voice startles me as one of the three doors into the bathroom opens. “I didn’t realise there was anyone in here.”

“My fault,” I say. “I assumed the other doors were locked.”

Of the other doors, one leads into an empty bedroom which I haven’t locked, but I definitely locked the one leading out into the hallway.

“When you assume, you make an ass out of me and you,” Tim says. “Are you all right? How’s the finger?”

If Tim’s here, it can’t be him that Hugo’s talking to outside. Was it Jess, or CeCe? Could it have been Burton? I doubt he’d get so close to Burton, so intimate.

“Evie?”

I realise Tim’s still waiting for me to answer his question.

“Yeah, I’m OK. Finger’s fine. Everyone’s just stressed about Madeline,” I say. “I’m guessing you can’t sleep either.”

“I doubt anyone can,” Tim says. “This feels like … with Amber.”

He slumps down next to me on the side of the bath. I can smell the sweat of his own restless night on him.

“You don’t think Madeline told anyone, do you?” he asks.

“No point in her blackmailing us if she’d already let slip,” I say.

“I can’t believe she’s actually dead,” he says. “Like, she was awful, so I wouldn’t expect to feel the same level of sadness I did when Amber died, you know? But I still feel sad, because she didn’t deserve it.”

I want to explain to Tim that what he’s feeling is empathy and it’s something that Hugo seems to have bypassed, but I don’t. I don’t want to talk about Hugo because I might cry.

“I always thought Madeline fancied you, you know,” I say instead.

“Well, she’s got a pulse, so it’s to be expected,” Tim says, a trace of boyish charm in his smile that doesn’t translate to his eyes.

We sit saying nothing for a bit, listening to the creaks of the house.

“Tim? Do you think we’ll be OK?” I feel my eyes welling with tears again, my bottom lip starting to wobble.

“Well, that’s the saddest face I’ve ever seen on Evie D’olobelle,” Tim says, reaching over to stretch my lips into a smile. He puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into him, like we used to when we were kids, and I feel instantly safer. This is all I wanted from Hugo when he rejected me.

“I think, Mademoiselle Evie,” Tim mimics Burton, “that you and I will always be OK. We’ve been best friends since we were five and frankly, I can’t imagine a life without us steering each other to safety.”

“Even after everything that’s happened, and even when you’re at university and I’m not?” I ask.

“Of course you’ll be at university,” he says. “You’ll be at RADA. You will. And I’ll be coming to your campus to scout for girls.”

“I hope so,” I say, feeling a lightness at the thought of a future far away from what’s happened tonight. A future where I might still go to RADA. I lean into him and enjoy the familiar feel of our friendship. Always by each other’s side.

“Do you think we should stay at D’olobelle?” Tim asks out of nowhere.

I pull away in surprise. “Why wouldn’t we stay?”

“Just, after everything that’s happened … don’t tell me you don’t feel the slightest hint of wanting to get away from here?” Tim asks.

The thought makes me feel lost, confused. D’olobelle is the womb and I’m its foetus. I can’t leave until summer’s over, when it might forcibly contract and expel me out into the world.

“We spend every summer here,” I say. “People expect it.”

“You’re right, I know you’re right. But obviously part of me wants to run away from the scene of the crime,” he says. “It feels like human nature. I heard CeCe and Jess discussing it before they went to bed.”

We can’t leave. If anyone ever realised Madeline’s last movements before she went missing were here, it would make us look even more guilty. But maybe we can’t stay either? I hadn’t imagined what tomorrow might be like, or the next day, or the day after that. Just here, in the place where it happened.

“So we’re just going to eat breakfast tomorrow at that table? In that dining room?” Tim asks. “Will Burton lay it out like normal? Shoving a plate of bacon where parts of her insides were scattered?”

The thought of bacon makes me gag and the spinning takes over. I feel as though I might just tumble off the side of the bath. I take a deep breath and put my head down between my legs, gasping for oxygen.

“Evie?” Tim’s just next to me, but his voice sounds further away, like I’m under water. “Evie?”

His hand’s on my back; there’s a prickle where his fingers make contact with my skin. I gasp for breath, pushing back into his hand, but the pins and needles just spread, as though my entire body is buzzing, pushing the air right back out of me.

“Evie?” Tim’s voice comes again, more urgent but somehow even further away. He’s reaching for my face, pulling me up. My vision swirls and blurs but I can make out his face, distorted like a Picasso, his eyes moving as though melting.

“Look at me Evie, breathe in.” Tim places a hand on my chest. “Breathe into my fingers.”

I try to haul my chest out so that it pushes against the tips of his fingers, try to fill it with air despite the blockages in my throat. I’m heavy – my arms, my head, my legs – but I keep trying. The more I push, the easier it gets. His face starts to still in front of me. I can feel the air going in and out, the touch of his hand on my chest no longer like a gentle vice.

“Does Hugs know about your panic attacks?” Tim asks.

I shake my head. I had my first one in Year Seven, when we started the new school, when Hugs and I first met. Tim was the only person I ever told.

“I haven’t had one for years,” I gasp, my voice and limbs still shaky while I breathe into his hand. I look up at him. “Thank you for being here.”

“We’ll be OK, Evie,” Tim says. “I promise, we’ll be OK.”

Outside the bathroom there’s the sound of tiptoeing against the hallway floor. We immediately drop our hands and sit in silence, listening to two sets of feet scuttling along the corridor. The first set stops, but the second continues down the hallway. The second door creaks open and closes, and I know I need to go.

“Evie,” Tim says, eyeing me. “There’s something weird about Hugo. The way he’s behaving, the way he’s acted around Madeline’s death, the way he was around Amber’s too. It’s not right.”

I know what he’s saying because of course I’ve noticed it too. But I can’t face talking about it. Not now.

“I should get back to bed. Before Hugo wonders where I’ve got to,” I say.

“I saw him earlier, standing in front of the stag. Like he was meddling with it or something,” Tim says.

“I’m sure he was just looking at it,” I say. I can’t listen to this. “He loves that old stag. Calls him Maurice. I really should get back to bed. You too. We can talk about all this again in the morning.”

I stand up and walk towards the door that leads out into the hallway. Tim stands too, heading over to the door for his bedroom. His hand hovers over the doorknob as he looks back at me.

“Text me if you need me,” he says. “Or just come find me. You know where I am.”

In the hallway, damp dewy footprints litter the wood. I follow them, occasionally planting my feet inside one and feeling the cool of the moisture. I pause at our bedroom door, listening for a moment, wondering if Hugo’s curious at all about where I am. Maybe he saw I wasn’t there and might be nervous that I saw him outside? Then I look back at the damp footprints outside Jess and CeCe’s door. But if they were there, they’ve already dried and disappeared from the wood. I shake my head. Was Hugo even with someone else? I’m stressed, I’ve not slept. I can’t trust my own eyes.

I twist the doorknob, eager to get back into bed, to feel Hugo’s warmth next to me, the one thing I can definitely be sure of.

“Hey,” I say, seeing Hugo’s still form, a lump under the covers, huddled up at the edge of the mattress on his side of the bed. “I needed the loo. When I woke up you were gone. Where did you go?”

He says nothing, just lies there. The longer the silence stretches between us, the more panicked I become.






D’olobelle, 8th July 1965

Roger thought that by inviting Augustus in for the night the problem would be solved. Now none of us will ever be the same again. D’olobelle has Augustus, but it has us too. I fear the Coterie curse has come, and I am powerless to stop it.






Chapter Twenty-Four

Morning sun speckles the walls of the dining room as I teeter on the threshold with my bandaged finger. Flecks of light dance alongside shadows from the tree branches outside. The gash in my portrait is now so wide it gives the impression of my face flapping open.

Last night all hell broke loose in this room, and this morning there’s sun streaming through crystal window panes on to a crisp, unblemished tablecloth. Where there had been a torrent of blood and chunks, the origin of which I’ve no desire to contemplate for too long, this morning there is sliced fruit laid out in patterns, faces made from bacon and eggs on silver warming trays, and cheerful looking pains au chocolat. The stag’s head has returned to its position on the wall, no trace of murderous intent in its eyes. A wild animal, all cleaned up after slaying its prey.

“You’re up.” Hugo’s voice comes from behind me, his arm stretching around the inch of bare stomach between my T-shirt and shorts. It’s jarring after last night, makes me think I imagined our conversation: the distance, the coldness. Despite the confusion it’s a relief to feel his skin against mine.

A loud cheer comes from one of the other rooms across the hall.

“We’re all in the sitting room, I got you some breakfast already. Didn’t think you’d want to go in there,” Hugo says, guiding me to where the noise of the TV blares from the open door.

“Let’s spin the Wheel and make a Deal!” Tim is on the floor in front of the TV on one of the old shaggy rugs. He’s got his legs crossed like a child during story time, and he’s wearing Daddy’s smoking jacket. “Spin it!!!! Dum dum dum SPINNN ITTTTT …”

“Spinnnn ittttt!” CeCe joins in.

Jess is on the sofa, swinging her legs and singing along too, rapt with the garishly coloured gameshow. The audience cheers and Tim joins in. It’s as though we didn’t bury one of our classmates just last night. Maybe I imagined Madeline’s death the way I wondered if I imagined Hugo’s coldness? Except I know I didn’t. All of it was real, all of it happened.

I wonder if even death isn’t quite as bad as this feeling. Death is, after all, a fleeting end. I will have to live with this darkness in my bones for the rest of my life. Until death comes for me too.

“Spin the thingy, Maureen!! You can do it!! Make the deal and win that car, girl!!” Tim cheers again at the old lady whose face is now stretched across the screen.

Hugo guides me over to the sofa, his arm around my shoulders. It’s exactly what I want, exactly how I want him to behave, but it unsettles me. We haven’t resolved anything, he’s just gone back to normal.

“Morning, sweet cheeks,” Tim says as I take a seat.

I can see from Tim’s eyes that he hasn’t slept a wink. He’s throwing himself into the gameshow like he throws himself into a bottle of vodka, a sexual experience or a spliff, desperately clinging to it to keep himself out of the darkness. I don’t know how no one else can see it. But maybe the others are disassociating just as much. Maybe I should do the same. On the TV Maureen has spun the wheel, and is asking the wheel’s question of a woman wearing a name tag that says Janice.

“We’ll do lunch in the dining room,” Hugo says with grandiosity. “We can’t just not go in there ever again. The more we do it, the easier it’ll get.”

“Oh my god, I can’t watch,” Jess says, too engrossed in the TV to respond. “Janice is going to fuck it up for Maureen and their friendship’s never going to recover … I knew it, she fucked it!”

On the screen Maureen sits with her head in her hands, after being failed by her dizzy, nauseous looking partner, who got the answer wrong.

“Fucksake Janice!” CeCe shouts. “You’ve ruined Maureen’s life. I hope you never forgive yourself!”

My friends have more compassion for two strangers on a gameshow than they did for the person killed in this house yesterday. I search for proof on their faces that they have been taken over by monsters.

“I think I might take my breakfast by the pool,” Tim announces, now it’s all over, and Maureen’s dreams have officially been crushed. “It’s a gorgeous day out there.”

He strides out of the French windows into the garden. Jess follows him. I decide to follow too. For the first time in my life, D’olobelle feels too close, suffocating, as though Edgar D’olobelle himself is strangling the breath from my throat every time I try to speak. But the moment we settle on the sun loungers, a dark cloud gathers above us, and within minutes, it’s as if the sun never existed. The rain comes hard and fast, drenching us all in seconds. It’s as though the moment things feel lighter, D’olobelle grows darker.

 Is this the Coterie curse? Will it always rain on us now?






Chapter Twenty-Five

“Do you feel like maybe we should do something for her?” Jess’s voice punctures the silence that’s hung between us all morning, sprawled across sofas in the sitting room, as we watch the rain lashing down outside like a true English summer.

“For who?” Hugo asks, lying across the chaise longue with his foot propped on me again. His thumb’s tapping across his phone screen, and he doesn’t even look at Jess.

“Madeline,” I say. The word tastes like lead on my tongue. “Her family are going to start to wonder where she’s gone.”

“I just think, I mean she was a bitch –” Jess chews on beef jerky thoughtfully. “And she pissed on Evie’s netball skirt and everything else she did, but she didn’t deserve to die.”

“Let me ask you this, Jessica. If she hadn’t died, what do you think Madeline would be doing? Like, right now?” Tim asks, but doesn’t wait for Jess’s response. “If she was still alive, she’d be using those precious living breaths to destroy us.”

“She was hellbent on making our lives a misery,” Hugo agrees. “It was her or us. Would you rather it was us?”

“God, obviously not. Like it was the best outcome for everyone,” Jess says, chewing on the beef jerky like it’s strawberry laces. “But I also don’t want to go to prison for unaliving someone, or have bad karma for the rest of my life. I was just thinking, doing something for her might you know … realign some stuff. I’m trying to protect my peace.”

“One, it was a freak accident. And two, no one’s ever going to find out about it,” CeCe says. “No one even knew she was here.”

“Burton drove her phone out to the cliffs in Sussex in the middle of the night, put up the post about her going away to think about what she’d done, deleted all our messages and then threw it in the sea,” Hugo says. “People might think she threw herself in the sea after ruining her own life – and that’s only if they find her phone. Frankly, if I saw a phone in the sea, I’d just assume it was none of my business and move on. Wouldn’t you?”

“I guess I would throw myself in the sea if I were her,” Jess mutters, clearly forgetting about karma for a second.

“We just need to stop talking about it now,” says Hugo. There’s been hardly any more touching between us, aside from his boot propped on me. I’m his footrest, not his girlfriend. “Honestly, that’s what’ll get us caught. Incessant wanging on.”

Tim nods. “Yeah. Stop the wanging, guys.”

“No one cares where she is,” says Hugo darkly. “Her little entourage haven’t spoken to her since snort-gate. Her parents are about as present as mine – so not very. Her mum only watched the graduation through the lens of her Instagram account and then posted a blog about it five minutes after the ceremony finished. Her dad was too busy to even show. No one liked her. She was irrelevant.”

“You seem to know a lot about her, though,” I say, almost involuntarily.

Hugo chuckles. “I just think that stuff’s funny. People doing blogs, like what is this?1990? Lord knows, if she ever figures out her daughter’s dead, her blog about it would be insufferable.”

There’s a popping noise over by the door. Tim jumps slightly and shouts, “Ouch!”

“Shit are you OK?”

I jump up, but he swats me away, pointing at the brass light switch by his hand. “I’m fine. Just got a shock off that. I think it might be the one that Burton always told us not to use as kids. My fault! Carry on!”

“What happens at Christmas when she doesn’t come home? Or in a few years, when people realise she’s disappeared?” I ask.

“Then it becomes an international problem,” Tim says. “I swear she was bragging about how she was going to LA for the whole summer anyway.”

“Exactly. People will assume something happened to her out there. Not in Surrey,” Hugo says. “The plan’s foolproof.” He raises his phone. “NOW SMILE! We need to post some content of us being normal on our socials! SMILE! SMILE LIKE YOU’RE HAVING A GOOD TIME!”

As Hugo takes pictures, I observe the faces of my friends. The darkness has lifted from them. They think they’ve got away with it.

“Every day we have to post,” Hugo says as we smile maniacally. “We need people to see we’re having fun and we’re being normal!”

Outside the rain slows, and the sun starts to peer through the clouds, a rainbow just visible through the spattered glass.

“Hugo’s right. We need to try and live,” CeCe says. “We can’t waste our lives. Anyone fancy pool polo?”

“Granny and her Coterie used to have these salons,” I say. “They’d share their art with each other. But doesn’t it feel without Ma—”

No one is listening. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since Madeline died, and they’re all behaving more like they’ve cheated on an exam than unlawfully buried a body and concealed a death.

“LAST ONE IN THE POOL’S A LOSER!” Tim shouts, ripping his T-shirt off as he heads towards the newly sunny, damp garden.

Hugo rips off the cumbersome boot to enable himself a dip in the pool. I walk over to the French windows as the others race each other across the lawns, breathing in the petrichor, wondering if they’ve always been so absorbed in their own lives that they can’t summon it within themselves to care for another no-longer-living soul.

“No one’s even going to question how the stag’s head just fell off the wall like that,” I whisper.

I’ve spent my whole life convincing myself that my friends are OK, that we’re all good people. What if we’re not? What if we’re all terrible? The ease with which they’re moving on from Madeline is unsettling. Is it possible they could do what they did to Madeline, and to Amber, to anyone? Could they turn on me? Am I always to worry about staying on their good side? I could find myself dead and forgotten like Madeline too.

In the distance Tim bombs into the pool, like he hasn’t got a care in the world. I remember all the good times we’ve had together, all the kind things they’ve done for me in my life, and try to translate it to the people in front of me. It’s a struggle, especially with Hugo.

With Amber, recovering took much longer. Could it really be as straightforward as they didn’t like Madeline, so they don’t care as much? Or is it simply that the second time holds less meaning than the first? Although that would imply my friends are getting a taste for death, which is something I really don’t want to contemplate.






D’olobelle, 9th July 1965

Trying to keep my chin up for the group, but morale has been desperately low since Augustus. I’m attempting a sort of ‘grit my teeth and bear it’ Blitz spirit, but I can’t help wondering if I’d be better off giving in to the glumness of the group. Rufus feels like he’s slipping further and further from me. Him and Daisy were in the sitting room earlier and when I walked in they became quiet. The same with him and Roger. He’ll talk to everyone else, but not me. No matter how hard I try. I’m attempting to keep my faith in D’olobelle, though everything feels so bleak. It’s all I have left, all that’s stopping me from succumbing to the darkness.






Eight Months Earlier

It’s been a month since Amber died. The school went into mourning the moment that her body was found in the pool. Of course, as Amber’s closest friends, we were all questioned but none of us knew anything. There was no trace of us in that pool with her, and because we gave each other alibis there was no way anyone was ever going to question us further.

I look out of my dorm-room window from my desk, watching the snow start to fall over the beautiful grounds of St Hilda’s. It’ll be Christmas in a few weeks and then we’ll be on to our final term before the exams. The last year of school’s passing in a blink. It’ll be over before I’ve really appreciated it.

The past month has felt like a nightmare for me, but some of my friends have been more able to get on with their lives, as if everything’s normal. I tried to raise how I was feeling with Hugo, but he just shouted at me, told me that we could never talk about it again.

The coroner’s report into her death is still being prepared but they think the initial cause of death was her knocking herself out. They found so many drugs in her system that no one was surprised. No one apart from us, that is. We knew she liked to party and she was getting wasted that night. But even Tim was shocked at the quantities they allegedly found in her bloodstream.

The six of us went back to five quite quickly, I guess. People around school still talk and point occasionally when we enter a room. But mostly, with my Head Girl speech about it, I managed to instil a sense of empathy and get through to people that gossip wasn’t tasteful.

There was talk of the teachers postponing mocks at first, and getting extended deadlines for coursework, but eventually they decided against it. Which is why I’m studying rather than going out in the snow. Ever since Amber died it’s been harder to focus on things. I need all the prep time I can get for these mocks. But the more I sit here, the sillier it feels to miss the fun. If Amber were here, she’d force us out into the snow.

I grab my coat, hat, scarf and gloves, put on my boots and head along the corridor to Jess’s room. I knock and let myself in. “Hey, nerd!”

Jess jumps at her desk, slamming her laptop shut. I’m pretty sure she was just looking at something pornographic so I gloss over it.

“What are you doing holed up in here when it’s snowing outside?” I ask.

Jess looks out of the window in surprise. “I didn’t even notice! Sorry was just working, besides, don’t you think we’re a bit old for that? Surely it’s just the year sevens and eights out there?”

“No way! We need to be out there embracing it, seizing life,” I say, grabbing her coat from the hook and passing it to her. “Amber’s never going to get to play in the snow again. We owe it to her to enjoy it.”

“Completely fair,” Jess says, gratefully accepting her coat.

I grab her scarf and hat from the peg, only just noticing what’s underneath them. The Hermès scarf I gifted to Amber on our last night together. The one I thought she was wearing in the pool.






Chapter Twenty-Six

“There you are!” I say, finding Hugo at Daddy’s desk in the study. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

He doesn’t so much as raise an eyebrow at me, just continues scrolling intently, hunched under the light of Daddy’s glass desk lamp. I take a seat on the edge of the desk, the sounds of CeCe playing the piano and Tim singing along wafting through the open door.

We’ve been getting along today. I hoped we’d turned a corner. That was why I came to find him. I sit close, leaning my bare thigh against his forearm, hoping that the feel of my skin against his will pique his interest. But he doesn’t seem to notice.

“I thought you might have gone to bed already,” I say, stretching and taking my hair down from its bun, letting it fall in auburn waves over my shoulders as I run my fingers through it, tossing it in his direction. He’s always loved my hair. “I’m pretty tired myself, was just thinking I might head up if you wanted to come.”

My voice is breezy, and I place a finger on the inside of his wrist, running it along his veins.

“I could … if you wanted … I could …” I run my finger down his arm to his chest, indicating that I could maybe do something alluring to his penis, but he seems entirely unmoved. I don’t know why I’m doing this, why I’m trying to get him to talk to me, notice me, deign to let me blow him – literally anything – when it’s clear I’m still being punished.

I spent this whole year looking forward to the summer when we’d be able to share a bed and hang out. I didn’t realise that we could spend so much time together and yet I could feel lonelier than I ever do by myself.

I remember the first summer we slept in bed together at this house a couple of years ago. How grown up it felt, like we were a proper couple. We were so in love. He hugged me all of that first night. We woke up giggling and tangled together, like one person, not two slabs of meat with the whole world between us. I can’t remember the last time Hugo fell asleep without his phone in front of his face, or even facing in my direction. In fact, I can’t remember the last time he looked at me, and not the phone.

I’m suddenly overcome with rage.

“Hugo, I can’t carry on with you being nice to me in front of the others and then shitty with me in private!”

Hugo’s head snaps up. “Would you rather I was shitty with you in public too? You’ve embarrassed me, and you’ve embarrassed yourself.”

How much longer is he going to go on about this? “I promise I’ve got a plan!”

Hugo finally makes eye contact. “Of course you’ve got a plan, Evie, you’re smart.” His mouth twitches into an almost smile, his hand reaching up to touch my face. “You’re so smart, that’s the problem. And beautiful …” His face grows closer to mine and I think for a second that he might kiss me, until he pulls back. “But you’ve fucked up. What are we telling people when you don’t go to RADA? How are we explaining it? I don’t want to be associated with that.”

“I’m going to audition again next year on my gap year and this time I’m going to get in.”

“Or you’ll be a loser who doesn’t get in twice.” Hugo stares at me with an unkind, mocking focus.

I feel my cheeks burn. “I will get in,” I say firmly. “And everything will be OK!”

“We’ll just have to wait and see won’t we,” Hugo says, coldly. “Until then, we’ll keep up appearances. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves by doing anything silly, like breaking up before university. At university at least we can let it peter out and if needs be, I can distance myself from you.”

His words cut into me like a slap. He’s talking about me as though I’m a strategy. He stands abruptly and walks out of the room, leaving me reeling at the desk.






Chapter Twenty-Seven

I pull the covers over me, hoping that I can swaddle myself, maybe feel some kind of relief or comfort. But they’re stiff and hot, scratchy against my skin. I’ve been lying in the dark listening to Hugo’s breaths, waiting for the shallow, slow exhales that signal he’s so deeply asleep he won’t notice what I’m about to do.

Hearing the little grunt of a snore, I slide out of bed and tiptoe around to his side. His phone lies next to his hand on the mattress. I lift it gently, use his face to open it, and take it with me. Over at the vanity, I sit in front of the mirror, reassured by his gentle snores, and stare at his home screen, trying to work out where to look first.

I always promised myself I’d never be this girl, but after our conversation in daddy’s study earlier, I haven’t been able to sleep. I know what I did – lying about RADA – was bad, but Hugo won’t even try to understand why I did it. It’s like he’s already moved on, like he was just looking for an excuse to end it, and I can’t help wondering if there’s more going on. That’s why I’m looking at his phone. I need to convince myself that there’s some kind of hope with the man I’m sleeping next to, that this isn’t as bad as my brain currently thinks it is.

There’s nothing on his Notes app to suggest anything: a couple of lines about football and rugby, and an email address for someone. Not sure what I was expecting, a draft break-up speech? Plans for leaving me, prepared in minute detail? The next app’s Snapchat. I hit the ghost icon, praying I won’t find anything there. Only to be greeted by five unread messages in his inbox.

The bright red notification dot is too much for me to resist. I click on the little inbox icon and read the five unread message previews in bold at the top of the feed. They’re all from girls, some I recognise, some I don’t. And there’s more underneath that, older ones that have been read, that I can click into without alerting him that someone else has been snooping. They’re mostly from today, or yesterday, the majority time-sensitive images that are now deleted, but as I scroll I find some written messages. I read them, feverishly, and quickly get the gist that these are all girls going to Cambridge with him next year. I keep scrolling, reading snippets of conversations he’s had with these women suggesting they ‘hook up’ when they arrive, that they should ‘get coffee’. Not one of the messages mentions me. Unsurprisingly.

I keep scrolling the inbox but stop dead when one name catches my attention. Madeline Borges.

There are hundreds of messages going back months; years, even. But I can’t focus on them. There are too many, they just scroll past in a blur. I head back to the top of the chain to the most recent ones.


Hugo: I’m done Madeline. You’ve gone too far. It’s over.




Madeline: I don’t know what you mean. You know she’s invited me to yours tonight?




Hugo: Of course I know. It was my suggestion.




Hugo: E doesn’t do anything without me telling her it’s a good idea.




Madeline: Think you know her so well huh?




Hugo: I do




Madeline: I know something you don’t know.




Hugo: Unlikely.




Madeline: I do. And I also know something that she doesn’t know about you.




Madeline: So really I’m the one holding the cards right now.




Madeline: How do you think she’d feel if she found out that me and you had been sleeping together since Yr 11 until just last week?




Hugo: She’d never believe you. She believes anything I say and I’ll just tell her it’s another one of your stupid schemes and lies to try and destroy her. She’d kill you for trying to come between us.



The last message is from the day that Madeline died.

I close the phone, my eyes blurring. The seat under me feels like it’s swaying. Hugo’s been cheating on me for years. He had a go at me for embarrassing him, for embarrassing us, when he’s been doing that for years.

I wonder what he’d say if I confronted him. If he’d even care.

I remind myself that I watched Madeline being sealed into a coffin. She can’t get to Hugo now. But what about the other girls? All these other messages. There’s so many of them and that’s just on one app.

Deep down I think I’ve known Hugo’s been cheating on me for years. I’ve seen his name on the phones of other girls at school before and pretended I’d misread. I heard whispers and ignored them. I asked Jess about it once, but she said it was just people being jealous of me and Hugo, and that it couldn’t possibly be true because we were meant for each other, supposed to be.

I’ve tricked myself so many times that I’m almost as complicit in his lies as he is.

Behind me there’s a dark shadow in the mirror. I spin around but there’s nothing there, just another trick of the light. Maybe this whole thing has been a trick of the light.

The first day I met Hugo, I had this all-consuming urge to make him happy. Making him laugh or smile felt like being bathed in a golden light. I assumed that was love. He made me feel special those first few years, more beautiful than I’d ever felt in my life. Not just an external beauty, but the kind of internal warmth that convinced me for the first time in my life that I was all right. He was so big – his voice, his personality, his stories. He was all I needed to protect me from anyone seeing the cracks that have run through me since birth. I knew I could never go back to a world without him, and feel whole.

But now I find myself here, the rot I’ve managed to stave off all this time swirling around my sinuses. It’s a stench, a taste, a foetid splinter in my decaying heart. Of course I was never going to be enough for Hugo. Someone like me? Someone like him? I’m nothing.

Could I still be me, alone? Is what I am not half of Hugo? I’ve been Evie-and-Hugo for so long.

Behind me in the mirror the shadow appears again, though more solid this time. I stare, my eyes narrowing as it forms a picture. There’s hair, dark eyes, a face. It’s Madeline, and she’s gliding towards Hugo. I go to scream but no noise comes out. I spin round to confront her but she’s gone. When I turn back to look in the mirror, it’s just me.

Maybe I’m starting to lose it. Maybe I’m just what Hugo made me.






Chapter Twenty-Eight

I feel a breeze hitting my bare legs and realise the front door is open. I pad down the stairs and across the hall – then stop at the sound of voices outside when I reach Granny the dog. I hover at Granny’s side table, resting my hand on its cool surface, listening to the sounds of intense chatter. I’d woken up lonely after only about an hour or so of fitful sleep, and seeing the time – three a.m. – I decided to go in search of company. D’olobelle always provides, even if Hugo doesn’t.

“She needs to know what’s going on.” CeCe’s voice is a whisper on the nighttime breeze.

I peer through the gap in the door. They are talking to Tim, leaning against one of the two stone dogs with gargoyle faces that guard the house.

“I tried to tell her last night,” Tim says. “But she brushed me off.”

“Does he know that you know?” CeCe asks.

“Sure. But I don’t think he even cares any more. He’s got so cocky with it all.”

“God, I know you’re his friend –”

Tim cuts them off. “So are you.”

“But this can’t carry on,” CeCe says. “You need to do something. You’re closer to Evie. You’ve known her far longer.”

I feel the air getting stuck in the back of my throat, choking me. They’re talking about me and Hugo. They must know everything that I’ve just found out. Does everybody know? Is everybody just laughing at me?

“I think that’s going to make it worse,” Tim says. “That I’ve known all this time –”

“He’s out of control. He has been for ages. I’m done. I’m going to uni and I’m severing ties,” CeCe says, their words more hurried than Tim’s.

“But what about Evie?” Tim sounds aghast. “I could never leave Evie.”

“If she stays with him, we might have no choice,” CeCe says.

The breeze chills the tears on my cheeks. They would sever ties? They would just go? I want to run out and ask them to tell me everything, tell me how I can leave him when he’s been part of so much of my life. But I feel paralysed, stuck on the outside of their conversation and yet somehow intruding as well.

‘It’s not just about what he’s doing to her,” CeCe says. “It’s what he’s doing to all of us. Amber? Madeline? You know what I found. I showed you. He’s so controlling. It’s all right for him with all his money and his media daddy. But do you think any of us are getting away with it that easy if we’re found out? Best friend or not, do you really think he wouldn’t throw you under the bus at the first opportunity and leave you for dead?”

Tim leans against the statue, thoughtful for a bit. “I know you’re right, but … he’s been with me through a lot,” he says.

“We all have,” CeCe says. “But he’s controlling the narrative of our entire lives. He’s getting us into situations, and one day we won’t get out of them.”

“It’s not all down to him,” Tim says. “We were all there when Amber died. We were all here when Madeline died.”

“Yeah, and he was fucking both of them,” CeCe says.

I have to stifle my gasp with my own fist. What the fuck? I should leave before I hear any more.

A scream rips through the stillness of D’olobelle. It’s coming from deep inside the house and not, in fact, from the inside of my head as I listen to my world falling apart.

I race to the bottom of the stairs, hoping to make it look as though I’ve just sleepily run down to see what the screaming is – when Tim and CeCe burst back through the front door. Neither of them even seems to notice me. By the time the three of us make it to the kitchen, Jess’s screams have turned to cries for help.

Burton’s already on the scene. “Mademoiselle Jessica is trapped under the game rack,” he informs us. “The hooks almost impaled her. Missed her by a hare’s whisker! I tried to lift it up with the pulley strings, but they’ve snapped. It’s so heavy, I can’t lift it by myself.”

“I’m trapped in a meat prison,” Jess wails, rattling at the hooks that scratch the floor with an almighty ear-penetrating squeal.

Tim, CeCe and I each take a corner of the big steel frame, trying not to get nicked by the hooks as they lift from the floor, while trying not to catch Jess with them either.

“Technically it’s a game rack,” Tim corrects her. “How is it so fucking heavy?”

“It had to hold game for the entire household, especially on the weekends when Mr D’olobelle was entertaining. The house could have up to fifty guests when all twenty-five bedrooms were occupied,” Burton says, barely breaking a sweat while the rest of us groan under the weight of the steel structure.

Finally, it lifts enough for Jess to dive out. She throws herself into CeCe’s arms.

Tim holds up the severed ends of the pulley-system ropes. “A clean break on one rope’s weird enough, but on two? That feels fishy.”

“Tim’s right, the ropes have been cut rather than snapping naturally. There’d be fraying if they had,” CeCe says, examining them. “Jess, was there anyone else in here with you?”

“No! I mean …” Jess stops and thinks. “I don’t think so. It was dark. I couldn’t see anyone.”

I look around the kitchen with its old-style terracotta floor tiles and the Aga that’s been there for longer than any of us have been alive. The last time this kitchen was decorated was probably around the time I was born, when Mummy was nesting. It’s servants’ quarters, we’ve never really been in here.

“What were you doing down here?” Tim asks.

“I was hungry, I was just going to the freezer for some ice cream,” Jess says.

A carton of full dairy, non-vegan Ben and Jerry’s lies on the floor of the big walk-in freezer, next to a dropped spoon. Tim raises his eyebrow.

“OH MY GOD TIM DON’T JUDGE ME!” Jess wails. “I’m so stressed, what if the meat cage falling on me was karma? What if I’m being punished? You’d think after Madeline’s brain actually, like, splattered on me yesterday, I wouldn’t be able to stomach any animal products again, but I can’t help myself!”

“Where’s Hugo?” CeCe asks. “Evie, was he still in bed?”

“Not when I woke up,” I say. I gaze at an inscription on the meat rack: crudely scrawled letters that look as though they were carved with a compass or something. Allegra <3s Rufus.

“What’s going on?” Hugo stands by the door, shirtless in his boxer shorts, sleepy and scratching his head. My heart still leaps at the sight of him, like a muscle memory I can’t turn off.

“The game rack fell on her,” Tim says.

“We lifted it off,” I say but he doesn’t look at me, or behave as if he’s even heard me.

“The pulley’s been sliced in half,” CeCe says.

“Who by? We’re the only people here,” Hugo says.

“Where were you, Hugo?” I ask, surprising myself.

“In bed,” Hugo says.

“You weren’t in bed when I woke up,” I say.

Hugo scoffs. “Maybe you just didn’t see me in the dark.”

“Someone’s done this,” CeCe says. “And it wasn’t Madeline from beyond the grave.”

Jess opens and closes her mouth like a fish, staring at her bare, melted-cow’s-milk-ice-cream-covered foot on the floor.

“And you think it’s me,” Hugo says, his voice sharp, as though he might be about to turn.

“We’ve all had things happen to us, things that we had no control over,” CeCe points out. “Evie’s had her finger almost sliced clean off because of her lie. I got bitten by a snake over the whole RADA debacle. Jess got put in a cage of meat hooks and attacked by clay pigeons because of her rampant carnivorism and pigeon murder. Tim’s had his penis burned, for god’s sake!”

Tim holds up a slightly crispy looking finger. “And I got electrocuted earlier.”

“I did have an accident. I mean, hello! It was fairly dramatic.” Hugo points to his boot but CeCe shakes their head.

“You literally drove your quad bike into a tree, drunk,’ they say. “Burton had the mechanics check the bike over, no one had tampered with it. How do we know you didn’t do that on purpose just to make sure we didn’t suspect you?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Hugo asks. “Evie! Surely you don’t believe this?”

I don’t say anything.

“Tim! Mate!” Hugo says. “You can’t believe this! Jess?”

Tim shrugs and Jess stares at her foot even more intently than she was before.

“Why would I do it?” Hugo asks.

Burton starts clattering around, pointedly filling the awkward silence with the cracks and clangs of pots. Outside, the sun’s starting to rise, an orange glow bathing the estate. The trees are shimmering, basking in the golden light. “Because you want to control us,” CeCe says at last. “Just like when Amber died. Just like when Madeline died.”

“Unbelievable,” Hugo says. “I’m going back to bed. I’ll talk to you all when you’ve regained some common sense.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine

The forest floor’s glinting with dew, but the skies are blue again and the sun’s already as bright and hot as ever. I walk through the trees, enjoying the shade that the canopy of leaves above my head provides and the feeling of space and relief, away from Hugo. Inside the house this morning felt oppressive, as though D’olobelle’s shrinking. And it’s not just the hell of being in the same room as Hugo, or CeCe and Tim, knowing what they know. Madeline’s face is everywhere, on every reflective surface and round every corner. Reminding me of what we did.

This morning, I walked into the dining room, sure that the stag’s head had morphed into Madeline. I thought I saw her in the reflections in the windows of the sunroom, in the glass of the grandfather clock, and in a teaspoon. She’s everywhere but she’s nowhere. She’s in the mausoleum. She’s dead. I saw her brain spatter against the tablecloth, her eyeball bobbing around the Royal Doulton gravy boat. Yet I can feel her with me all the time, waiting to jump me, to wreak her revenge. I wonder if the others are feeling her too? Jess definitely is, after last night.

Fallen branches crackle under my sandals. The big storm briefly cooled the air but today as the sun gets higher, I can feel spots hitting my skin, burning through the breaks in the trees, threatening another stifling day. I look back through the woods to the house. Despite everything else that’s fallen apart, at least D’olobelle remains.

There’s a noise behind me to my right, and I spin around. But there’s nothing there, except perhaps a whiff of the Chanel No 5 that Madeline used to wear. Her scent is omnipresent, like petrichor. Why won’t she go?

I start walking again, trying to breathe in the woody scent of bark on the trees, the leaves tumbling to the ground around me, anything but Chanel No 5. The scent of my granny, of my mum, of Madeline.

“Leave me alone!” I whisper it into the trees, the leaves rustling as a single magpie lands next to my feet pecking at the ground. “Go!” I whisper louder, but another lands, then another, then another; more come, and then there are seven. Seven magpies.

Seven, for a secret never to be told.

More appear, one by one, landing together. They peck at the ground, foraging through the leaves at my feet, ravenously picking apart the earth. A murder of magpies. Thirteen, to be exact.

Thirteen, beware of the Devil himself.

 “GO!!” I scream.

I feel them closing in and start running, racing through the woods. My knees keep pushing further and faster, my feet slamming against the forest floor, snapping twigs and kicking stones. I keep going – and I see him, Hugo, crouched in a clearing, digging.

I take cover behind one of the huge old oak trees, peering out from behind its wide trunk, watching him bury something in the ground. He stands, stomping down the ground, and walks away. Back towards D’olobelle.

I wait until I’m sure he’s gone. Then I go to the spot where his shoe print scars the ground and dig with my own hands, failing to keep my bandaged finger out of the dirt. I can change the dressing, I can bathe it afterwards. I just need to know what he was doing out here, what he’s buried.

My hand hits something solid. Whatever it is feels plastic, smooth. I clear the earth away from it with my hands until I can see it clearly. Immediate chills shoot down my spine as I uncover two headless dolls.

There are more of his footprints, stamped into the soil. I start digging the same at each footprint, finding more dolls. Five in total. All headless.

I grab them all, clutching their little plastic hands, arms, feet, and race back towards the house, feeling the wind rush through my hair, in my ears, joining the whooshing sound of my brain. Reaching the edge of the trees, powered purely by adrenaline, I can hear Hugo talking to CeCe. I already know CeCe’ll take my side, especially as it looks like they’re having their own argument with Hugo, making wild, angry, gestures to large pieces of paper in their hand.

“WHAT THE FUCK HAVE YOU DONE?” I shout, throwing the headless dolls at him.

I’ve ambushed him. He’s standing back, blinking at me, shocked and confused.

“Evie?” CeCe asks. They stare at the dolls, clutching the parchment in their hand. “Where did you get those?

“In the woods. Where I just saw him bury them,” I snarl.

Hugo pales. “I don’t know where they came from. Someone put them in my bag! Someone’s setting me up, I promise!”

“And what about these?” CeCe asks. They hold up the parchment, words scrawled in Edgar D’olobelle’s signature loopy hand.

“What about them?” Hugo asks warily.

“They were hidden under the desk blotter where you were sitting for most of yesterday,” CeCe says. “They’re plans that show you how to operate the stag’s head, to make it fall off the wall with a hydraulic lift. And guess where the button is to activate that lift? It’s right where you were sitting when Madeline came for dinner.”

“What’s going on?” Tim asks, as he and Jess join us, summoned by our raised voices.

“It was all you, wasn’t it, Hugo?” CeCe hisses. “The heads at graduation, the stag’s head, all of it makes sense.”

Jess and Tim study the stag mechanism plans.

“Look see, the head was on a hydraulic lift system, operated by a button where Hugo was sitting,” CeCe reiterates for them. “All he needed to do was press that and the head would fall down and kill her. It was no accident. He sat there deliberately, he made it happen.”

“Hugo killed Madeline?” Jess whispers, eyes wide.

“Did you put chilli in my lube?” Tim asks.

“Right before he had an ‘accident’ playing the hero, very convenient,” CeCe says.

“You knew already about RADA?” I say. If he’d done all the other things, he must have done. And to think, I could have lost a finger! “You made me feel so bad!”

“You did the clay pigeons too,” Jess gasps. “And you weren’t there last night. Evie said you weren’t in bed. You were downstairs, I know you were. It was you. You crept into the kitchen after me, and you dropped the meat hooks on me. Why?”

“And I know you were sleeping with Madeline and Amber!” I say, knowing that if I don’t say it now, I’ll never get the chance.

“Dude, what?” Tim asks as Jess puts a comforting hand on my arm.

“I should have known,” CeCe mutters. “Once a dog always a dog.”

I don’t know if Tim and CeCe are pretending, or if this is them just reacting to the other stuff. I feel like I can only focus on one thing at a time right now.

“I don’t know what any of you are talking about,” Hugo protests. “I’ve never seen those plans in my life. And I was burying the dolls because I know whoever put them in my bag is trying to frame me.”

“You shagged Madeline,” Jess cries, looking disturbed. I guess she didn’t know. She can’t have.

Hugo holds up his hands. “Fine, I shagged Madeline. But I didn’t do the other stuff. I swear it!”

“How can we believe anything you say?” I ask. My throat feels raw. “You didn’t just have the gall to do all this, you kept souvenirs. We thought we knew you. I thought you loved me.” Outraged tears are falling down my face now at speed.

“Tim, mate, you believe me, don’t you?” Hugo gives him puppy dog eyes that would have once sent me swooning. But not now. Our whole relationship’s been a lie.

“I think you should go,” Tim says, looking down at his feet.

“Think about it! Why would I do it? Why would I troll myself? Even if the quad bike wasn’t tampered with –”

“You were unscathed, you knew you could roll off. Besides, it’s more suspicious to leave yourself out of the running, isn’t it? By ticking yourself off the list first you avoid suspicion,” CeCe says, methodically.

“Why would I do that?!” Hugo asks. “That’s mental!”

“Why would you do any of it?” Jess screams.

“Tim’s right,” I say, a sudden calm and togetherness washing over me. “You should go.”

Hugo storms away towards the house, stopping Burton who’s cheerfully maintaining the lawn’s stripes on his ride-on lawnmower, the red tractor-like contraption sputtering to a stop. Hugo shouts something to him and Burton steps off the lawnmower. They have an exchange, but none of us hears what’s said. I presume Hugo’s telling him that he’s leaving. Hugo walks away – hopefully to pack – and Burton walks to the edge of the lawn to his roses.

The rest of us stand by, shaken and fractured. I can barely look CeCe and Tim in the eye. Jess attempts to put an arm around me.

Without warning the old red, rusted sit-on mower suddenly starts moving, despite the fact that Burton’s still across the lawn, still tending to his roses. It gathers pace quickly, rolling down the hill towards Hugo. He must not hear it, maybe he’s too caught up in his own thoughts, and the rest of us are too far away to do anything that might help. The mower reaches him swiftly, with its blades turning as fast as its wheels, devouring Hugo with gusto. He falls, disappearing into its metal teeth.

The blood of Hugo Wildersteine spatters across the green candy-striped lawns of D’olobelle, painting over the life I’ve always known, once and for all. My legs buckle. My mouth forms a noiseless scream. My heart shatters into millions of irreparable shards. As I fall to my knees, I wonder if there’s any way he could survive – or if D’olobelle simply wouldn’t let him leave.






D’olobelle, 10th July 1965

Rufus is gone and my heart is shattered. A terrible accident over by the tennis courts. He’s nowhere, and yet everywhere. Now more than ever I am convinced of the power of the curse. It has me in its grip, it has cracked me open and feasted on my soul. I only hope that the stench of death will one day be cleansed from my being. Today it feels as though it will follow me everywhere for the rest of my life. The curse of D’olobelle is truly upon us and now none of us can leave. For as the curse states: ‘to leave is to never come back to D’olobelle, nor go anywhere else.’

All ye who try to run, shall perish. And my love did, perish.






Chapter Thirty

“Should we call an ambulance?” Tim asks.

He’s the first to speak. I don’t really take in his words. They’re more like sounds in the distance. My head feels like it’s been stuffed inside a cushion. I put a hand up to my cheek, but it’s bone dry. Perhaps I’m too shocked to cry.

Burton’s walking to Hugo – or at least, what’s left of Hugo – white towel hanging on his arm, fruitlessly prepared to help. But it’s like approaching a decapitation with a plaster. Even as Hugo’s body lies scattered in clumps across the D’olobelle lawns like the rust-red strokes of a Monet painting, my immediate thought is that I need to tell him what’s happened because he’ll know what to do. Part of me expects him to come out of the house, waving to us all and telling us how to dispose of his body without getting into trouble.

“We have to help him,” Jess whispers.

“I don’t think there’s anything to be done,” CeCe says gently, rubbing Jess’s shoulder. “His head’s … gone.”

The words bounce off my eardrums. I wonder what’s more painful: Hugo existing in the world and no longer being a part of mine, or him simply no longer existing at all. It’s a choose your own adventure book with only the most brutal options available.

“Mademoiselle Evie, my condolences. I’m afraid he’s definitely passed,” Burton says as we cautiously approach. “Let me know your chosen course of action and I will make it so.”

Why aren’t I crying? Throwing myself at the floor trying to gather up the pieces of the love of my life while howling and raging to the skies?

Tim puts his arm around me, but I can’t feel it. Maybe without Hugo, I’m dead too.

“What do we do?” Jess whispers.

The magpies are pecking at the grass. I’m afraid of what they’re feasting on.

“Hugo wouldn’t have called anyone. He wouldn’t have told a soul,” CeCe says.

We face them, incredulous.

“What?” they object. “He wouldn’t have. He certainly wouldn’t have risked the police coming here and noticing signs of Madeline’s demise. He’d say he wasn’t going to prison for someone who’s dead already. He made us all run out of the pool after what happened to Amber. We just left her there because he was so afraid of the consequences, and we were too afraid to argue with him. He was a bully. I’m not going to prison for him.”

 “He was my friend but even I can’t disagree with that,” Tim says.

“Evie, tell us what to do!” Jess is hysterical enough for all of us, gripping my shoulders and screaming in my face.

My newly ex-boyfriend’s in pieces on the lawn. I’m sick of always being the one who’s supposed to know what to do. Why can’t someone else know for a change?

“We have to do what we did with Madeline,” Tim says, probably sensing my rage. “It’s what Hugo would do with any one of us, and you know it. Let’s not forget what Evie found in the woods, and what CeCe found in the study. He killed Madeline, he’s been fucking with the rest of us all summer, trying to control us. Even me, his best friend.”

Before I realise what’s coming, I’m bent over spewing on to the grass. Jess holds my hair back, her tears landing on the back of my neck. Finally, I feel empty, physically and mentally. I stand, wiping my mouth. The only thing to break through the weird, vacant, fuzzy feeling is anger. I want to stamp what’s left of Hugo into the earth.

“Hugo doesn’t deserve anything more than what he would do to someone else,” I say, pure and cold. “He’d give any one of us a shallow grave if it meant saving his own skin. We’d be stupid to think otherwise.”

Jess stares at me, alarmed.

“Maybe he was going to kill us too,” CeCe says. “We just need to make sure that no one notices he’s missing. We need to be smart.”

“He was trying to get a place at Yale or Harvard,” Tim says. “He wanted to go over to the US and study there.” He makes a face at me. “Sorry, Evie, he wouldn’t let me tell you.”

“Ok so we say to all our classmates he’s over there,” CeCe says. “And we do exactly what he told us to do after Madeline died. We post, every day. Looking happy, having a great time.”

“Without him?” Tim asks. “People will notice he’s not with us. Maybe we need to close ranks, not post anything. What about his phone and his bank accounts?”

“Oh my god, you’re monsters,” Jess stares at us all, horrified. “How can you be so callous? He’s just died. What about his parents? They’ll notice he’s gone.”

“His parents barely know where he is most of the time. The only time his dad would question his whereabouts would be if he stopped spending money. So we need to make it look like he has a life over in the US, miles away from any of us, and then eventually stop posting,” Tim says.

“So we just need to spend his money?” CeCe asks. “Let’s call it penance.”

They start discussing how Hugo’s money needs to be spent in New York, and how Tim has someone out there who could do that for us and pretend to be Hugo. Mentions of The Talented Mr Ripley get thrown around as CeCe queries whether plans like this ever work outside of post-war thrillers. I listen but I can’t join in. Maybe if I imagine Hugo’s gone to the US for long enough, I can really believe it’s true.

“Stop it,” Jess sniffles. “Stop talking about him like this, like he’s just logistics. He’s right here!” She gestures to the bloody lawn hysterically.

“Mademoiselle Evie, I think it would be best if we clean the area swiftly,” Burton says, as CeCe puts an apologetic arm around Jess.

I manage a nod, afraid I’ll vomit again if I open my mouth. Burton’s always right.

“He really was an awful person,” CeCe whispers into Jess’s ear as she weeps. “He probably did far more than we can ever really know about.”

I stand with Tim, watching CeCe, wondering what else they might know about Hugo that they’re not telling anyone, and why. Hugo’s dead, he won’t face the consequences now. And I can’t ignore the niggling question of the lawnmower. Could it really have simply rolled away and killed Hugo by itself?

After all, the ground here is flat.






Chapter Thirty-One

I don’t know when it became nighttime, the day both disappeared in a blur and felt endless. I don’t even know how long I’ve been in the sitting room, in this armchair, staring at the wall. Tim might have popped me here while Burton sorted everything outside but that must have been hours ago now. People have moved around me but I’ve stayed still. I wonder if there are parts of Hugo still out there in the darkness, embedded in the grass. Maybe he’ll forever be in the lawns of D’olobelle, his blood fertilising the soil.

At the piano, CeCe’s poised, head bowed over the keys, in a black sequinned cocktail dress. They throw their shoulders back before bringing their fingers down on the instrument with conviction, bashing out the first, angst-ridden chords of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

“Can we not?” Tim mutters. “Things feel apocalyptic enough already.”

Jess shoots him a look from her spot curled up in Grandad’s old armchair next to the piano, her knees hugged tight to her chest, her face red and tear-stained. She’s been so concerned with her own grief it’s as though she’s barely noticed mine. She glares at Tim.

“What? I’m just saying.” Tim takes a sip of whisky with his chino-clad leg crossed over his knee. “I don’t think Hugo would be this mournful about one of us if he were alive.”

CeCe stops playing, slamming the lid down on the grand piano with an angry crash. “There’s a lot of things Hugo would do that I wouldn’t,” they snap.

Burton enters the room. “Dinner is served in the dining room, Mademoiselle Evie.”

“Thank you, Burton,” I say. “I think Madame Evie now. I feel like a widow.”

Jess sulks. “I’m not hungry.”

“No one’s fucking hungry,” Tim snaps. “But we have to try and be normal.”

“Don’t snap at her!” CeCe shouts.

“Sorry but it’s almost as if she wants us to get caught!” Tim returns. “Posting fucking sad girl lyrics on Instagram this afternoon like a simp. We’re supposed to be having the summer of dreams. Make it fucking look like it, or you’ll take us all down.”

He sounds like Hugo. But then I see his face. Hugo didn’t show fear, or sadness.

“Oh god, stop fighting,” I say, gliding towards the door, barely aware of my feet hitting the floor. “Hugo wanted to break us apart. Now he’s gone, we have to stay together.”

No one sits at the head of the table, despite Hugo’s death somehow making Madeline’s feel smaller. It still feels creepy to sit in the seat where she was impaled. I’m grateful for Tim taking Hugo’s seat next to me, so I don’t feel like I’m alone. The void where Hugo was is still there, but Tim is a plaster.

Burton dishes things on to our plates with a repetitive slap. It is reminiscent of the noise Hugo made as the pieces of him hit the lawn. Tim pours port – Granny’s favourite – into my glass, and I throw it down like a shot, feeling it warm my throat. My gulp breaks the slap-filled silence.

“It feels wrong that we’re just moving on,” Jess whispers.

“I understand,” CeCe says, “but you know why we have to?”

“It just feels so … brutal.” Jess weeps and throws back a glass of red wine. “Shouldn’t we do something?”

“What, like some kind of memorial, you mean?” Tim snorts.

“That could be beautiful,” Jess says.

“He doesn’t deserve beauty.” The words feel like acid on my tongue. “He was an ugly person inside.”

Burton approaches me. “Gravy?” he asks, raising the gravy boat.

Each of us mutely shakes our head, not even wanting to look at it. Jess looks a little green around the cheeks.

“A ceremony could help us process his death,” Jess says eventually, trying again.

“Maybe we should consider it,” CeCe surprises us.

Tim looks thoughtful. “When my mum passed, I guess the funeral felt like an end point. And it might give you a chance to express your feelings, Evie.”

I’m surprised by this change of heart, especially from Tim, but I shouldn’t be. Underneath it all, he’s always been sensitive. And he’s right, maybe it would provide some kind of closure? Something for us all to focus on?

“Can we do it in a few days?” I say. “Out by the reeds, maybe. Not too close to the house.”

“I’ll do the decorations,” Jess says.

“Then I think we should leave,” CeCe says. “There’ve been so many little accidents and it just doesn’t feel … safe.”

“Hugo has gone now. We can have the rest of the summer together,” I say, feeling anxious. “We need each other.”

“But what if it wasn’t him?” CeCe asks. “Why did the lawnmower run him over when no one was driving it?”

“It was old, the brakes failed and it lost control and got him,” says Tim. “There was nothing anyone could have done. What’s Evie supposed to do if you go? This is her house. More to the point, where are you planning on going? You seem to have thought this through.”

“But what if it wasn’t an accident?” CeCe persists. Jess stands slowly and walks over to the sideboard. “Me and Jess were talking about going to Italy for the rest of the summer. Maybe to Rome or Tuscany.”

“So you’d just leave Evie and me here with the maimed dead bodies and the fucking stag and waltz off to eat pasta?” Tim says.

I feel reassured that Tim’s not going to leave, at least. But I can’t believe CeCe and Jess.

 “Maybe we should think about it a bit more,” Jess says timidly.

“We saw how he died,” Tim says. “We all watched it with our own eyes.”

“Something’s going on,” CeCe says stubbornly.

“Guys, has anyone ever noticed this picture before?” Jess turns around a black and white picture in a thick black frame that she’s just picked up from the sideboard. “It’s one of the guys from your gran’s Coterie, I think, Evie. He’s on the lawnmower.”

“Never seen it before,” Tim says.

“It’s not normally there,” I say slowly, and lean in trying to get a better look at it.

“Has anyone else noticed that when the accidents happen, there’s always a picture related to the Coterie around?” Jess asks. “Maybe they’re trying to tell us something. What was that curse of the Coterie thing we found a few days back? Could that be real?”

We all stare at Jess. She’s right. I even saw Granny’s name carved into the game rack.

“If we leave, then what?” asks Tim, eager to carry on fighting. “They follow us? Or they frame us for the bodies of Madeline and Hugo in the mausoleum? I’d say, if someone’s after us, we need to stay and keep an eye on this fucked-up situation, until we figure out who they are and make sure they can’t fuck us up any more. Wouldn’t you?”

“We can’t go,” Jess says, her voice haunted as she stares down at her phone. “Look.”

There’s been a post from Madeline’s entourage. They can’t find which rehab she’s in. They suspect she’s not in one at all. They’re worried that no one knows where she is.

“That’s it then, we need to stay here,” Tim confirms. “If we leave, it might draw attention to us or look like we have something to hide. We have to have a normal summer at D’olobelle.”

I’m about to concur when Jess starts screaming. I look over at her, eyes bulging wide out of her head, a constant high-pitched thread of noise being pulled out of her by some horror. I follow her eyeline down to her plate, where at least thirty cockroaches are crawling over each other, jostling to escape the confines of her dinner.

Slowly, I look down, despite knowing what I’ll find. A plague of cockroaches are crawling out of the artichoke heart in the centre of my plate, just as they are on everyone else’s. They swarm over the table, pulsing and throbbing.

Everyone pushes back from the table as one. I stay where I am, mesmerised by the curse of the Coterie, thinking of the pieces of Hugo still embedded in the soil outside, pieces so minced they couldn’t be picked up; now food for insects, foxes, the night, maybe these cockroaches too.






D’olobelle, 10th July 1965

The grief consumes me. I’m no stranger to it. But the Coterie curse has made it all feel so much more isolating. I feel so utterly alone.






Chapter Thirty-Two

In the darkness of the bedroom, sometimes I think I can see Hugo’s outline on the mattress next to me or hear his breathing. Then I realise it’s Jess. She didn’t want to leave me alone, so slept in here with me. The fact that she’s not Hugo hits me with a fresh wave of grief. I’ll never roll over and put my hand on his back again, or feel his skin against mine, clammy and warm.

I feel like a passive observer of my own life. I haven’t slept, but I also don’t know how long I’ve been just lying in the dark. The world’s turned on its head and yet everything just keeps going. Even while I’m lying here, life continues.

My phone says it’s 3 a.m. The linen curtains blow into the bedroom, driven by the nighttime breeze whistling around D’olobelle, cleansing its corridors of the day’s events. I get up and walk to the gap between the open French windows, positioning myself in a stream of moonlight. I feel clammy, goosebumps littering my arms while sweat beads on my back. I pull my hair off my face where it’s sticking against my cheeks, maybe I’m coming down with something. I stare out into the peace of the darkness, wondering if Hugo knows he’s still out there, if Hugo knows anything at all.

D’olobelle is quiet, but I know there’s at least one person who will be awake. I might as well go and find them.


So many things make Tim unapologetically Tim. The way his forehead wrinkles as he reads, the book propped in one hand, while the other holds a cigarette. The glasses perched on his nose, round, gold, wire-rimmed; magnifying his beautiful dark eyes. His short, sandy curls shimmering in the light of the candle he’s reading by. He’s wearing Daddy’s burned-red silk smoking jacket again, tied together with a long, mustard coloured tassel rope, the sleeves slightly wide and dramatic against his wrists, the lapel turned up, sophisticated with a little rumple. He sits behind Daddy’s desk in Daddy’s chair, his ankle propped on his knee as he turns a page and brings the cigarette to his lips. The filter presses against his bottom lip making an indent like a cushion that’ll ping back into shape long after the cigarette’s departed.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Tim asks, but doesn’t look up at where I’m standing in the doorway. He just continues reading.

“No,” I sigh, walking further into the room. “You neither?”

“I think it’s a fairly safe bet that while everyone else is asleep I will be awake.” Tim finally looks up at me as I sit myself on the edge of Daddy’s desk; the cold of the green leather feels refreshing through my nightie. He puts down a leather-bound first edition of Little Women.

“When Mum died, I hated people asking how I was. So I’m not going to ask,” Tim says. “But I want you to know I’m here.”

“Thank you,” I say, straightening the lapel on his smoking jacket. I leave my hand there for a bit, my palm against the fabric, enjoying the comforting feel of silk against my skin.

Tim turns his body in the chair. The movement is so slight, almost imperceptible, but it puts us face to face. His hand is hesitant before he wipes my cheek with his thumb. I realise I’m crying, but don’t remember when I started.

Slowly his thumb glides over my skin to my lips before resting in the middle of them and applying the lightest of pressure. They part, and I’m filled with wanting, my toes clenched with a hungry anticipation. I mirror his movements, pressing my own index finger against the cushion of his lower lip, where I’d seen the cigarette before. I want to leave a dent. I want him to feel it.

His eyes dip briefly as he moves his other hand towards my right knee. With the same deft touch that he used to part my lips, he wriggles his hand up between my thighs. I gasp, the warmth of my breath mixing with his as he leans his forehead against mine. There’s a deep pant coming from my chest, and my legs tingle as he levers them apart, fingers burrowing between the warm and sticky flesh of my thighs. I’m begging him to speed up and slow down, all at once just as footsteps sound in the hallway outside. We separate like pieces of land, cracked apart in an earthquake.

Tim stands immediately. I find myself unable to move, my head swimming, heart battering me from inside. I take a few steadying breaths before walking over to a bookcase on the other side of the room, clinging to solid objects while the world tilts under my feet.






Chapter Thirty-Three

My reflection in the bedroom’s gilt-edged mirror reminds me of Mummy at Granny’s funeral. Probably because I’m wearing the Óscar de la Renta dress that she wore for it, and she pays thousands every year for her youthful complexion. I remember Daddy berating her for spending so much money on a dress for the funeral of a woman she didn’t even like, and her saying she wanted to look good as she waved the old bitch off to the grave and it was up to her what she spent his alimony on.

“We should give her some time,” CeCe says, tapping Jess gently on the shoulder.

“We’ll see you down there,” Jess says, leaning down and kissing the top of my head.

“You look fierce,” CeCe says, squeezing my hand over my shoulder.

They leave me alone to stare at myself in the mirror. I’ve barely been alone since he died. Jess, CeCe and Tim have been by my side constantly these last few days. It reminded me of the summer my parents separated, when my friends rallied round me. And there have been no more incidents since Hugo’s death. Even CeCe has started to relax.

I reach for my bronzer. My cheeks are still pale, and Hugo hated it when I was pale. I open the gold compact, ready to dust some on to my ghostly cheeks – and spot a small round circle of paper over the powder. I peel it from the case, reading the words written in its centre.

I see you x

“Madam Evie, the ritual is afoot.” Burton’s voice stirs me from my thoughts. “May I say, that dress is very becoming on you.”

The house has never felt more unsettled, making constant groans and creaks. Burton discovered a family of mice have moved into the pantry, and the mould dotted around the walls feels somehow more present than it did before. It spreads like a rot, stretching its spores deep into the walls. Maybe I just hadn’t noticed it when Hugo was taking up all of my attention. He was all I thought about some days. But my grief for him isn’t new or fresh. It’s been quietly simmering; waiting. Now it’s finally acceptable to mourn, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t grieved for months already, maybe even years. I haven’t just lost Hugo in his physical form. I’ve lost any good memory of us I ever had.

Burton and I are the last to get to the reeds. My friends are lined up on the edge of the water, Tim in a black suit and Ray-bans, Jess in another of Mummy’s black dresses and CeCe wearing a Dior jumpsuit. Jess squeezes my hand in a show of solidarity, the way that we’ve faced difficult things since we were children.

Tim comes to stand the other side of me. I try to meet his eye but he stares straight ahead, fidgeting in his pockets. Maybe he wants to take my hand but feels like it would be inappropriate.

Jess nods towards a weird type of construction made from lollypop sticks, with a printed-out picture of Hugo’s head placed on top and some roses taken from the garden stuck around it, waiting to be launched into the water. “We thought we’d need something to represent Hugo, considering there’s not really … anything else,” she said.

“I love it.” My words come out thick and wobbly. I feel a little nauseous, and I think for a second that I can feel bile rising, but it turns out to just be a tiny burp of bitter air coming up my trachea.

CeCe places a small candle in the middle of the ramshackle float and lights it. I wonder if CeCe and Jess still plan to leave me here in my house with my grief. I remember reading Granny’s diary, about the summer her first love died. The way she was left alone here afterwards, days blending into each other as she sank into the darkness.

“We thought you would like to push it away on the water,” CeCe suggests. “It could sort of symbolise Hugo setting sail for his next phase.”

I can’t help imagining Hugo in the afterlife, slutting it about and having a great time. I wonder if he’s with Madeline again. The thought makes me jealous, and my tears fall faster than they did before.

“That’s so beautiful. Thank you,” I say.

I place the float into the pond, wobbling slightly so that Tim has to steady me, and give it a small push. We watch the float drifting for a moment on the sun-speckled water, but the reeds hamper its progress, and it stalls. The wooden sticks start to marinate in some algae on the pond’s surface before a gust of wind blows it further onwards again.

“Do you want to say a few words, Evie?” Jess asks.

I shake my head, watching the float as it rocks uselessly in the water, as stuck as our relationship had become. I couldn’t speak fondly of Hugo now.

Tim clears his throat. “Hugo and I met when we were in Year Seven. He was the first bloke I ever actually became friends with. He’d do anything for you, anything you needed. He was always there for me. He was fun, he was kind, he was a legend.”

CeCe narrows their eyes in Tim’s direction, probably because everything Tim’s just said is absolute bullshit.

“I’d like to say something too,” Jess says, sniffling slightly. “Hugo loved Evie. She was his everything. I’m so grateful to him for loving my best friend.”

Tears overwhelm me. I remember Jess, Tim and I playing here when we were little – the reeds almost as tall as us. We’d spend our days singing, making nests and daisy chains.

“Rest in peace, darling Hugo,” I say, more because I feel I must.

“Rest in peace, big guy,” Tim says, kissing his fingertips and waving to the miniature funeral pyre.

“RIP,” CeCe whispers.

“Rest …” Jess begins but has to stifle a sob.

I kiss my shaking fingers and raise them towards the float just as it judders to a halt next to another patch of dried reeds. The flame of the candle on the small float sends the reeds up like a Primark dress on a bonfire. We all stare in horror as the flames lick around Hugo’s face. Burton rushes forward with a portable fire extinguisher. But it’s too late. All that’s left are a few charred remains, a rogue bit of ear, a tiny bit of chin.

Just like real life.






Chapter Thirty-Four

The heavens open just as Burton pours the last paloma, the drinks becoming diluted with acidic rain as we race towards the sitting-room doors. Jess grabs my hand, the soaked skin of our fingers slipping against each other as we run together into the house. We’ve been drinking all day in Hugo’s honour, trying our best to remember nice things about him while simultaneously realising how much he fucked us all over at one time or another. In a lot of ways, Jess and I now feel closer than ever.

We stand, sopping, in the sitting room, dinner jackets and dresses slick with rain, dripping over centuries-old vintage furniture. Burton’s already lit the fire, as though he’d anticipated the rain and cold snap that followed the moment the sun sank below the woods. Jess shakes, pulling the drenched stole from around her shoulders, and places it on the fireguard in front of the flames to dry. Over by the record player CeCe’s selecting one of Daddy’s old jazz LPs, lifting the needle and placing the black vinyl on to the old turntable. A tinkling of the music starts, and mixes with the rain, the sound of the fat drops hitting the gravel outside on the offbeat.

Across the room, Tim sits on one of the old armchairs, his left ankle propped on his right knee, a glass of whisky in his right hand. It’s a pose that exudes confidence. Sometimes I wonder if I’m the only person that sees the vulnerability underneath. I’ve barely been able to look at him all day. I avert my eyes again, watching Jess run her hand along CeCe’s arm as they fiddle with the settings on the record player’s speakers, and settle myself on the chaise longue.

“I’m starving,” CeCe says, clearly now satisfied with the sound. “I’ll go down to the kitchen to ask about dinner.”

“You could always send up some snacks in the old dumbwaiter,” I suggest, pointing to the tiny old lift hatch in the corner of the dining room that was installed in the 1880s and has always been a source of great fascination to Tim.

“OH YES!!!” Tim says, clapping his hands, his eyes lighting up. “We haven’t used that thing all summer!”

“On it!” CeCe gleefully skips out of the room.

The light in the sitting room is soft, pooling underneath warm, fringed lampshades and over blue-and-white porcelain lamps on mahogany side tables marked with years of tea stains and coffee rings. The rain’s washing away the clouds, an orange hint of sun starting to glow through their depleting edges. I take a sip from the cocktail in my hand, the sides of the glass spackled with static beads of water. There’s no chatter, aside from the crackles coming from the fire.

The dumbwaiter bangs and creaks into life. I hear CeCe’s feet against the stone stairs from the kitchen, then across the hallway floor, racing the noisy old lift to the sitting room.

“It’s here!” Tim squeals, the dumbwaiter arriving with a thump at exactly the same time as a panting CeCe bursts through the door.

Tim tries to yank the lift open but doesn’t have the knack.

“Here,” I say, jiggling the wooden doors until they seamlessly slide apart only to reveal a sight that makes us all recoil.

Inside the lift, alongside the snacks that CeCe has scavenged from the kitchen, is a piece of flesh. Unmistakably Hugo’s: etched with the matching tattoo that Tim gave to Hugo and himself last year.

There’s a scattering sound as Jess clutches the string of pearls at her neck too tightly, snapping it and sending them scattering. Tim gasps, goes green and promptly faints on to the chaise longue I just vacated. I race towards him fanning him with an old copy of Debrett’s Modern Manners, trying hard not to look at the contents of the dumbwaiter.

“What?!” CeCe pants, peering over our shoulders before recoiling in horror.

It takes us all several minutes to recover. Tim regaining consciousness as dramatically as he lost it, by vomiting into a champagne bucket the moment his eyes open.

“That wasn’t in there when I sent it up!” CeCe exclaims.

Tim narrows his eyes at them. “Then how else did it get there? We all heard the dumbwaiter coming up at the same time you ran up the stairs. There wouldn’t have been time for anyone else to have medalled with it.”

“What are you suggesting?!” CeCe looks furious.

“Exactly what I said,” Tim sits up, ignoring my fanning efforts. “You were the one who loaded it.”

I feel like I should intervene, but my stomach’s still churning.

“You think I kept a piece of Hugo’s skin and I’ve just been waiting to freak you all out by putting it in the dumbwaiter?” CeCe’s starting to raise their voice. “Why on earth would I do that?”

I see Jess reaching into the small lift hatch, but feel too nervous about what’s going on with CeCe and Tim to take my eyes off them.

“I don’t know,” Tim says. “But if we’re saying that everything that happened before was Hugo, then why has this happened now? And what does it mean?!”

I go to speak and get cut off by CeCe.

“What, so you think I was responsible for the other stuff now too?” they shout.

“If the cap fits!” Tim shouts. “Wait a minute, weren’t you the one who found the plans for the stag’s head?”

CeCe glares at him silently for a while, composing themself. “Do you know what, I think it’s time Jess and I leave.”

Jess spins around, away from the dumbwaiter, clearly taken unawares by this announcement.

Tim stands from the sofa and walks towards CeCe. “Leave? That’s convenient. Leaving just as you start to look suspicious!”

“Or, leaving just as more bad stuff happens so I don’t get caught up in it. Clearly whoever did this wants you to think it was me, but it wasn’t. And you’re too stupid not to walk into their trap!” CeCe shouts. “I’m not leaving because I’m avoiding suspicion, I’m leaving to save my skin – quite literally.” They gesture to the open hatch.

“Oh my god, it’s you isn’t it? I’ve just questioned my best friend, and blamed him for a load of stuff you did?” Tim puts his head in his hands.

“You were questioning your ‘best friend’ long before he died! You hated him for what he was doing to Evie because you loved her! Some ‘best friend’ you are. If anyone should be suspected of anything here, it’s you!”

I stare up at the pattern of black mould on the sitting-room ceiling, at the way that the spores connect. They almost make a scowling face, if I squint. For a second I think it looks like Madeline, until the black dots fuzz back together in a blur. I’m so tired.

“ME?” Tim roars. “WHY ME?”

“Jess, we need to leave!” CeCe insists. “Something weird’s going on in this house, we need to get out. If we stay, we all might end up like Hugo!” They pick up a picture of the old Coterie out by the reeds with a massive dead fish. “Dead flesh! See?” They point at the picture and then to the dumbwaiter. “Dead flesh! The curse of the Coterie is real!”

“Poppycock!” Tim shouts. “Interesting that you were too ‘sensible’ to believe in ghosts before but now you’re starting to look suspect you believe in it, because the finger’s being pointed at you!”

“It’s a LOT of consequences!” CeCe returns, before simmering a little. “Look, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the texts stopped after Madeline. The incidents keep happening, but the texts are not. Tim, I’m saying this for your good as much as ours, we need to leave.”

“But Hugo was doing it all,” I say. My voice doesn’t come out as loudly as Tim’s or CeCe’s. “Jess? You don’t want to leave, do you?”

“Of course not!” Jess says, much to CeCe’s exasperation. “Sorry CeCe, obviously I don’t think you did it! But I also don’t want to leave Evie alone! Not when she needs us, she needs her friends!”

Tim throws his hands up in the air. “Finally, she shows backbone!”

CeCe slams their glass on to a coaster on the piano lid. “You’re all so infuriating! I’m trying to save your lives!”

“If you go now, I hope you have a long and happy life, because you won’t hear from me again after bailing on us,” Tim says.

“Suits me,” CeCe says, turning to Jess. “Come with me, Jess, we could have such a nice time, join a painting class in Italy. It’d be so good for you!”

“I don’t understand what’s going on, why would anyone leave?” I cry. “You don’t need to go to Italy to paint, Jess. You can paint here.”

CeCe lets out a snort of laughter that I find hurtful and unnecessary.

“I’m staying,” Jess says, to CeCe’s rage. “Evie needs me. I can’t leave her like this. I never have and I never will. We’re best friends.”

I know she’s looking at me, but the world’s moving too fast for me to respond.

“I can’t go without you! But I’m telling you we need to leave!” CeCe takes her hand and pleads with her.

“Please,” Jess says. “Just stay a couple of days longer CeCe? It’ll be ok, you’ll see.”

 “At least consider what I’ve said!” CeCe begs. “None of these things are accidents.”

“When that lift came up, we were all right here. We could see each other,” Tim insists. “You were the only one who wasn’t and you’re the only one now trying to leave and saying it’s some kind of woo-woo curse.”

“I’m Evie’s best friend,” Jess repeats. “I protect her, I always have and I always will.”

“Argh! We’re fucking sitting ducks!!!”

CeCe storms out of the room.

I expect Jess to follow them but instead she just sits, silently in the armchair by the piano, sipping her drink. The glass CeCe left on the side is dripping condensation on to the wood of the piano, so I pick it up. But the moisture’s made it stick to the coaster. As I lift it away, I spot another round piece of paper under the glass, just like the one in my compact.

I know you x






D’olobelle, 13th July 1965

Without Rufus I wonder who I can trust. You see I’ve started to see my friends in a new light, started to notice their little secrets and betrayals. I wonder if any of these people really cared for me, or if it was all an illusion and without him the truth is starting to rear itself to the surface. There’s a constant disquiet in the air, even at night, even when the breeze runs through the darkened corridors, even when I can hear my ancestors laughing from behind the suits of armour and urns of ashes. The unease follows me, day and night. I can feel disaster taking hold and it will strangle all who are left in its grip.






Chapter Thirty-Five

It’s hard to explain why I came down to the mausoleum. I guess I wanted to be close to Hugo again. I know it’s a weird thing to want when he was so controlling and deceptive. Maybe it’s muscle memory or maybe it’s that despite everything, I can’t seem to help but miss him. I’m only human.

After CeCe stormed out and we all dispersed, I lay on the bed, staring at the notes. I didn’t tell anyone else about them. They feel so specifically for me that I wonder if it could be Granny or Hugo, even Madeline, from the grave and people might think that silly, or poo poo it straight away, when it’s a comfort, and stranger things have happened this week.

“I see you,” is what Hugo used to say to me all the time.

I’m not even at the mausoleum yet, just in the passageway, but the air down here already feels lighter, more breathable than upstairs. When I reach the stone door, I find it open, and discover Tim’s already in there, sat on the rectangular stone tomb that’s already been assigned for my death.

“Hey,” I say gently.

The only lights down here are hung on the stone walls and several of the bulbs have gone so it’s quite dark. Even in the low light I can see a wet glisten to Tim’s eyes. I place an arm around his shoulders, and he draws me in for a hug. The two of us are locked together, his wet face soaking through my dress. I feel his hand starting to move along my spine, his fingers brushing the bare warm skin of my back just above the line of my dress. I nuzzle my face into his neck, feeling the thump of his pulse against my cheek. My lips brush against the hollow of his collarbone, his skin like velvet against them. And suddenly I’m hungry for him, kissing his neck with an urgency I’ve suppressed for years. But Tim pulls away, staring into my eyes.

“I don’t think we should do this,” he says. The tears are falling down his cheeks now, unashamedly. “What would Hugo think?”

“Hugo was cheating on me with at least three other girls before his death.”

It comes out sharp and snappy, and Tim looks shocked.

“How long have you known?” he asks. “Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you do anything?”

Is he victim-blaming me?

“You knew?” It comes out as a question, even though I’ve known for days. I want to hear him say it to my face, and what excuse he might have for betraying me. Of all the betrayals, Tim’s feels like the worst.

He at least has the decency to stiffen and look sheepish. “I’m sorry.”

“I thought we were friends. I thought you would have told me something like that if you knew.” I’ve got him on the backfoot. He’s flustered. “Who else knew?”

“I mean …” Tim starts but I cut him off.

“You all knew didn’t you? All of you. Were you just laughing at me?”

He’s silent for such a long time that I almost feel like I should apologise, just to smooth things over. Like maybe I’m in the wrong here, even though I know I’m not. Then his hand reaches over to me. I feel his fingers, tracing my back again, moving upwards this time. Slowly travelling up my neck, to my jaw. Gently, with his finger resting under my chin, he guides my face up to his.

“Evie, no.” He looks at me with a tenderness I don’t think anyone’s ever shown me before. “Jess didn’t know.”

I can’t tell if he notices that I’m not feeling the relief he probably expects me to.

“No one was laughing at you. You deserved so much better than him. I hate to say it because he was my best friend but at least now he’s dead, you’ll get it. You’re perfect, he never realised how lucky he was. I wanted to tell you the other night in the bathroom, but when I tried, I just couldn’t bear to be the one who brought your world crashing down.”

I am stunned for a second. Someone’s just said the thing that I’ve needed to hear all these years. I didn’t do anything wrong. I was the perfect girlfriend; he was lucky to have me. I’m the good one. I feel myself getting a little taller, freer. I feel a glimmer of myself as the person I used to be, before Hugo started making me crazy, like I wasn’t worthy of anything.

“Please don’t hate me,” Tim says, taking hold of my shoulders. “I couldn’t bear it. I care about you, I didn’t want to hurt you.”

He’s mistaken my silence for anger.

“Please, Evie, say something?”

He sounds desperate. I look up, making eye contact. In his vulnerability, the bare bones of him, he’s the hottest he’s ever been. I reach out, my fingers twisting through his curls, stroking his soft hair before letting my fingertips drift over his cheek, leaning closer. Our lips meet, and it’s as if we’ve both finally got the thing we wanted our whole lives.

His hand snakes up my thigh, my mouth again hungry for that soft bit of flesh between his collarbone and neck. I want to wrap myself in his warmth, danger, vulnerability. My fingers run over the tattoo that matches Hugo’s and for a second I wonder if I can really trust him. But he presses his lips next to my ear, his breath tickling me, a grumble of pleasure coming from his throat before he whispers, “will you read to me from Little Women after?”

He slowly lowers my zip to the top of my butt, and as I mount him on top of the stone tomb, Mummy’s Óscar De La Renta goes tumbling to the floor.

“Evie,” Tim says, stopping. “Before we do this, I have to tell you something. I don’t want to keep secrets from you, I never have. But if I tell you this, I need to know that you won’t tell anyone else.”

“Of course,” I say.

Tim inhales sharply. “I need you to know I only kept this from you because I had to, I only did this for my mum. But I’m worried you’re going to hate me.”

If it has something to do with his mum it has to be serious.

“I could never hate you,” I say.

“That’s good, that’s good,” Tim says. “Because my mum’s not dead. She didn’t die in the accident; she wasn’t in that car. I helped her to fake her death.”






Chapter Thirty-Six

I run the bath so hot that the steam fills the room, and I can no longer see my reflection in the mirror. I hadn’t known what to say to Tim when he told me, so I ran away. Fast, down the passage with him shouting after me until I emerged out into the house again, and then I simply came up here to bathe. I turn on the little radio that sits on the ledge next to the bath in an attempt to soothe myself. Though the Brahms that comes out isn’t necessarily relaxing with its aggressive string runs, it feels apt.

I dip my toes in, the hot water burning and stinging my skin, but I proceed anyway, watching the redness spreading up my flesh like a warning. The scalding feels like a relief, at least I’m feeling something. I slide all the way in until I’m fully submerged, just my head popping out, my chin bobbing on the surface.

I lie there, listening to the cranks and creaks of the old plumbing, and the way that they sigh with relief when I turn the taps off with my feet, the strings of the Brahms perfectly weaving in and out between the noises.

“Evie?” Tim’s voice comes through the door followed by the light knock of his knuckles against its wood. “Evie, can I come in?”

The Brahms reaches a crescendo, an orchestra kicking in with pointed, crashing runs of notes, a musical chaos. I swish my fingers under the water, watching their red and angry tips through the ripples, but say nothing.

“Evie please! Can I explain?”

I stay silent. He continues anyway.

“Mum was embarrassed. The girl Dad dumped her for was so much younger, she knew everyone was talking about her. She was sick of people looking at her with pity, she didn’t want to be the scorned wife for the rest of her life. So she got a facelift and a boob job. The surgeon botched it. It was bad. She decided the only way forward was to move to LA, where she could start again under a different name and get help from a specialist surgeon out there.”

“She could have just done that,” I say. “She didn’t need to fake her own death.”

“She wanted – ironically – to save face. Plus she’s always had a flare for the dramatic … I went along with it because she’s my mum and she was distraught and that’s what she wanted from me.”

“We had a funeral,” I say, my voice rising. “We cared for you, you grieved!” My voice sticks when I think about exactly how well Tim grieved.

“I just did what my mum wanted me to do,” Tim says. “I did it because I love her. Think of all the things you did for Hugo because you loved him.”

I did do things for Hugo. Buried bodies, incriminated myself, turned a blind eye. I did so many things, all for love. Maybe I should give Tim more of a chance. Maybe we’re all flawed, and none of us have done perfect things (certainly in this house) and what matters is that he’s trusted me to tell me the truth now.

I’ve already got one leg out of the bath when I hear a popping sound over on the ledge at the side of the bath. The last thing I see is the radio launching towards me. There’s a clatter and a splash. Sparks fill the bath, electric currents shooting through the water like fish fleeing a shark, and D’olobelle falls dark.






Chapter Thirty-Seven

Tim bursts through the door and finds me on the bathmat. The bath has fallen still, the house dark. In the distance, Jess and CeCe are still screaming at each other about leaving, CeCe shouting that they said this would happen. I can hear everything.

What? You thought I’d be dead? I mean, it was a close call.

“What happened?” Tim asks, passing me a towel and turning on his phone torch as I shiver. I had literally pulled my foot out of the bath a second before the radio made contact with the water.

He stares at the radio in the bath, then follows the cord to the wall.

“Don’t touch it!” I say.

“I’m not an idiot, Evie,” he says. “Was the radio here?” He points to a ledge on the side of the bath. I nod. “Well this bit of the side is on a spring, look.”

I follow the beam of his phone over to the ledge. He’s right, the wooden shelf has popped away where the radio was. Almost as though it were a jack in the box, designed to project things into the bath.

“This must be one of Edgar’s tricks,” I say, my voice wobbling with fear because I remember now, Tim knows this trick, he’s just behaved like he doesn’t but he’s put things on there before to scare me when I’m in the bath. Never anything electric, more like toys that he’d catapult at Jess and I.

“Another ‘accident’,” Tim says. “Are you ok?”

I stay quiet, watching him. Unsure how I hadn’t seen it before now, because it’s Tim. He knows the house, he knows me, he wanted me, he lied about his mum. If he can do all that, if he can have me right after Hugo died, if he can fake his own mum’s death and cry like that …

“We need to find out who’s doing this,” Tim starts pacing, scratching his chin.

“I think we both know this was no accident,” I say looking him in the eye. “And I think you’d better leave.”

“What?” Tim looks lost and confused but he’s looked that way for months, all the while pretending to be some faux orphan. “Why? What are you talking about? Evie?”

“I’d like you to leave,” I repeat. “I’ll ask Burton to help you pack.”






Chapter Thirty-Eight

“Dinner is served,” Burton announces from the doorway to the sitting room.

“Thank you, Burton,” I say from the chaise longue where I’m drinking a martini in the dim candlelight the estate has been reduced to after the bath incident.

“I still can’t believe you think it was Tim,” CeCe says from the record player where they’re turning over an old Beethoven LP. “All this time? That’s why he was so keen to pin it all on me though isn’t it!”

Jess doesn’t look up from the 1950s copy of Vogue that she found in the toilet earlier, just murmurs a noncommittal agreement. She turns the page with such vigour that it makes a sound like tearing. I can tell things are still frosty between her and CeCe after all their shouting earlier. But my ejection of Tim from the house does at least seem to have made CeCe a little more relaxed. Jovial even.

“He did all that, and he didn’t even say goodbye,” Jess mutters, chewing her thumbnail while looking at petticoats.

“I mean, I think I was ok without one. He was probably about to try and kill us all from the sounds of things, especially Evie,” CeCe says flippantly. “How do we know he won’t come back?!”

“Burton’s locked us in, he can’t come back,” I say, sipping at my drink, trying to still the racing thoughts of betrayal swirling around my head.

Jess looks up. “Do you really think it was Tim though? All that stuff with the lift? That he killed Hugo and Madeline? Chopped the end off Evie’s finger? Tim? Like it couldn’t have been the old Coterie? Didn’t there used to be a conjurer or something who lived here? It was probably his ghost doing his tricks. And didn’t you say that you found a Victorian rubber duck next to the radio, Evie? That’s clearly a sign from them.”

The duck was there, but the duck’s always been there. A heavy, Victorian stone of a thing that, when put in the bath, simply sinks. If the Coterie really were trying to kill me, they could have just brained me with that.

“I mean, the evidence stacks up. It’s like CeCe said, Tim was quick to pin the blame on them earlier for the dumbwaiter,” I say. “He knew about that ledge, remember he used to use it to trick us when we were younger? And he was outside the bathroom door when the radio fell, like he knew it was going to happen.”

“I think you might need to get over the whole ghost of the Coterie theory, babe,” CeCe says, lightly.

A painting of Great Granny Enid – two Coteries before us – immediately drops from the wall, landing on their foot with a crash. They yell with pain.

Jess puts down the magazine. “See?” she says, walking past us on her way to the dining room. “Don’t fuck with the old Coteries, they’ll get you too. At least you’re not trying to get us to leave any more though, I suppose.”

CeCe and I follow her.

“I’m not, but only because I think there’s strength in numbers. We need to work out what we do about the fact that Tim did all this. That our friend might potentially be dangerous,” CeCe says. “Surely we can’t just leave him roaming around out there, knowing all he knows, with all he’s capable of?”

The corridors of D’olobelle are creaking and whispering with the losses from the last few days. Two men I trusted have now betrayed me and I feel raw. At least the dark candlelight masks the black mould and damp that’s been spreading down the ceiling and walls in the storms, though the smell is still present. A mustiness, an old stench. In the dining room, the gash across my portrait has frayed further, rendering my entire face a gaping black void, consumed by darkness.

“I don’t really feel hungry,” Jess sighs, taking her seat at the table.

“You’ll feel better if you eat,” I say. “We’ve all been through a lot. But it’s just the three of us now, we need to take care of each other.”

I take the seat at the head of the table for once. It’s the seat where Madeline’s life came to a splattering halt, but also the seat where Tim has sat for years. It feels better somehow being in it, rather than staring at its empty form. I need to reclaim my space. Me, CeCe and Jess take up such a tiny part of the grand table but I want to send the message that the Coterie is no less mighty. Even if our Coterie has been condensed to just us three.

Jess pours red wine to the brim of our glasses – a gauche behaviour that Burton would never tolerate.

CeCe raises their glass skyward. “To the Three Musketeers that are left. And to true friendship.”

“To true friendship,” Jess and I parrot.

The three of us clink our glasses, drops of red spotting the white linen in a way that’s reminiscent of Madeline’s blood. I can feel the pain in my strained cheek muscles, my lips stretching into an unnatural smile as I try to look ‘normal’. I feel somehow worse without Tim than I did without Hugo. My movements feel awkward and incorrect without him here. My elbows too pointed, my fingers too clumsy around this glass. I always thought he’d be with me no matter what. To lose Hugo was bad, but to lose Tim too, to think he was trying to kill me with that radio, that he lied to me, it feels like I’ve severed a limb.

“There are storms overnight, but the weather looks like it’s going to be beautiful in the next few days,” says Jess, smiling.

“Keeps the lawns moist but the days festive!” CeCe chirps. “And we must stay busy!”

“We need to keep posting, and think of fun activities to stage,” Jess says. “Business as usual!”

I’m taken aback by their sudden gung-ho attitudes. Before, I’d got the impression that they both thought Hugo’s suggestion callous and awfully immoral. Yet now that he’s gone, they almost seem excited by it.

“We could do a Coterie style show!” CeCe announces, jarring me further. “Evie, what have you to bring to the table?”

On cue, there’s a rumble of thunder outside swiftly followed by a flash of lightning.

“I’ve been working on a monologue for my next RADA audition when I get it,” I say, somewhat uneasy. “I’d love to show you both.”

“That’s the spirit!” CeCe says, and I grit my teeth.” I’ve been composing some new music I’d love to share. Jess? What will you bring to the Coterie table?”

“I’d love to work on a painting of the three of us,” Jess smiles at us both.

She’s almost jovial. Neither of them seems to feel the absence of Tim or Hugo as keenly as I do. Tim’s been here my whole life. He was always here.

“I can’t believe Tim’s gone,” it slips out of my mouth before I can stop it but I’m also pleased. We can’t just pretend nothing’s happened, can we? Why are they both so calm?

“I can’t believe he killed his best friend,” Jess says, staring down at the tablecloth.

“It’s Hugo I feel most badly about,” CeCe says, their voice laced with sorrow. “We blamed him for everything. The last thing he saw was us, angry with him, calling him a murderer.”

I stand, picking up my glass.

“To Hugo,” I say, a little water gathering behind my eyes. “Maybe not the greatest man, but a man who probably wasn’t as bad as we thought.” I look up to the ceiling as if he’s up there, somewhere. “I’m sorry for blaming you, baby.”

 Jess and CeCe join me, raising their glasses to the ceiling. An awkward stillness creeps over the room as we all take a sip of red wine, pondering our mistakes. Jess smiles at me in the way that used to warm me from the inside out but now leaves me cold. I sit down feeling unsettled, out of place. Maybe it’s not the same after all. What if we can’t go back.

Burton trundles in, rolling the squeaking dinner trolley across the carpet and bringing it to a stop next to the table. In the centre is a large silver dome covering a sizeable platter.

“Sausage and mash,” he says, placing his white gloved hand on the dome’s silver handle.

I choke back a sob. “Hugo loved sausage and mash,” I whisper.

With the dramatic flourish of a magician producing doves, Burton pauses, gloved finger curled around the silver ring on top of the dome. The room holds its breath, the air thickening between its wood-panelled walls. And then the dome is lifted.

Tim’s maimed head stares back at us. His eyes open, mouth gaping, stuffed with an apple like that of a spit-roasted pig. Jess starts screaming. CeCe gasps. I put my hand over my mouth, observing my friends’ reactions, assessing them for tells or evidence. You never know what people are capable of. You might think you do, but there’s never truly a way to know what evil lurks within another person. I don’t know what’s truly inside my friends. I only know the evil that lurks within me, and I already knew what was going to be on the platter.

I knew because I put it there.






D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

I’ve had to let another of the Coterie go. They were ruining everything. Now it’s just me, Roger and Daisy. The last three sitting ducks. I wish Daisy would stop crying though, it’s terribly tiresome to hear her high-pitched keening over and over again. I’m surprised Roger hasn’t noticed how intense her grief for Rufus was. Or how utterly obvious it was that the two of them were having an affair. Or perhaps he did, and simply didn’t care. Maybe I am alone in my betrayal. D’olobelle is an island, and soon I am to be its only inhabitant.

D’olobelle: Taken from the Latin for devil ‘Diaboli’ and the French for beautiful, ‘belle’.

Beautiful Devil.






Nine Months Earlier

“Fuck, I left my hair tie by the pool,” I say, stopping and looking down at my wrist while the others run on ahead towards the dorms.

“Can’t you just leave it there?” Hugo stops next to me, breathless and agitated.

“It could be seen as evidence,” I say, the panic in my voice exceptional, even if I do say so myself. RADA were fools. “I’ll just run back in and grab it quickly. No one will have noticed anything yet. You go back to the dorm; I’ll meet you there.”

Hugo looks uneasy but I know he’s going to do as I say because the most important thing to him is saving his own skin. It always has been, and it always will be.

When I walk into the pool area, I see exactly what I expected. Amber sitting on the side of the pool, rubbing her head, looking confused. I told the others she had no pulse when I pulled her out of the water. That she must have passed out and fallen in, drowned without us noticing fast enough. They bought it. The guilt on everyone’s faces was palpable, but they only really cared about protecting themselves.

“There you are,” I say. “We wondered what was taking you so long.”

“Where did you guys go?” Amber asks, scrunching up her face.

“We went back to the dorm, remember? You said you wanted to clean up here and we said we’d meet you there? Jess and I snuck the boys in while everyone’s out. Are you coming?”

“Sure. I must have … passed out or something,” Amber says slowly.

She goes to stand, but stumbles and falls back down again. I rush to her aid.

“Whoa, maybe take a minute. You must have drunk a lot,” I say. “Hey, why don’t we hang here for a bit? Just the two of us?”

“Sure,” Amber says. It’s not like she’s going to go anywhere looking this out of it, anyway.

I sit on the side of the pool and slip off my shoes. “Fancy joining me?” I ask. “I feel like I need a bit of a refresh.”

She dips her feet into the pool without question or hesitation, and the two of us sit swinging our legs in the water.

“So, no pressure, but who do you think you’ll miss most?” I frame my face in my hands to give her a clue.

“Oh, definitely you, babe,” she says, with a little giggle. “Hands down.”

“That’s nice,” I say, smiling. “Not Hugo though? After all, you have been fucking him this whole time.”

Amber’s head practically snaps off her neck as she turns to me with an expression of shock and innocence plastered across her face.

“Don’t bother trying to pretend, babe,” I advise. “I know you’ve been banging my boyfriend. All the while pretending to be my friend.”

“I’m not the only one,” Amber says, her eyebrow arching bitchily in a sudden tell. “He’s banging Madeline too. But you probably knew that already.”

I didn’t know that. It feels like a gut punch but I try to keep my face neutral. I don’t want her knowing that I didn’t know. I only want her to think that I’m entirely in control of this whole shitshow. She looks so defiant that it’s going to make what I have to do next so much easier.

I grab one of her beloved Louboutins, a shoe I think makes her look like a middle-aged businesswoman – it’s straight from the Madeline school of dressing, I guess they have a lot in common after all. Apart from my boyfriend, I mean. With one swing I clock her in the temple with the heel and she topples into the pool like a shitty rag doll.

I drop the shoe in after her, watching as blood pours from her head into the water. It looks suspicious now, but when I’m finished, there won’t be a trace of anything other than the unfortunate accident.

It’s taken weeks of preparation, but my ancestor the great illusionist Edgar D’olobelle would be proud. First, I use an app on my phone to hack the system that controls the pool. Everything’s on there – lighting, pool cleaning – all of it set up and timed. I turn the power to the pool room back on and the lights immediately illuminate the scene. The filters whir away, sucking at the dirt in the water. The large scoreboard for swim meets flashes over the diving board with a zero score.

I override the cleaning system to turn on the chemical clean early, adding more than usual. Enough to burn away any evidence. I walk towards the door, shaking my feet off to make sure they’re dry, popping my shoes back on and grabbing the Hermès scarf I gifted to Amber. As I approach the diving board I pull down on the scoreboard. It’s so shoddily hung – mainly because I’ve been gradually loosening the screws for weeks – that it comes easily. It only takes a small bit of directing as it falls into the pool. The lights go off again, the electric current sparking and crackling through the water. I walk to the door in my rubber-soled shoes, leaving Amber behind after a series of terrible accidents have befallen her. The poor thing. But after everything I had found out – especially what I had found in her room – I didn’t have much choice but to kill her.

I walk back to the dorm the long way, winding around the back of the building, walking off some of my adrenaline. But when I round the corner, the sound of voices stops me.

“We just need to get through summer. Once we’ve done that, we’re free. Free to be together.”

Bile rises instantly in my throat. I peer round the corner just in time to see Hugo and Jess, locked in a sloppy embrace. My boyfriend and my best friend. Ruining my life just when I thought I’d fixed it.






D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

Burton says the blood’s cleaned off, but I can still feel it. I can still feel the way it spattered against my skin. The force with which life spewed from my friends as I stole it from them. The surprise as it hit me. Was I ever in control? Was I ever the one that was in charge? Or was this always how it was going to end up? The only way for us to always be together after all of my friends betrayals is for them to be dead. Here our spirits can lie with one another. Together. Forever. The curse is real, and the curse decreed that I had to kill my friends. It’s plagued all of the D’olobelle heirs since the 1600s, yet I stupidly thought I was above it. The moment we got here this summer I started to realise I wasn’t, but it was too late to stop. It had already been set in motion.

Burton helped me of course. He prepared the tricks that Edgar D’olobelle himself set up centuries ago for his illusions. For the first Coterie, the first curse. Edgar called them tricks, but they were more like traps.

First there was Augustus, I had to get rid of him before I could get rid of anyone from the Coterie. That was easy, the stag’s head fell and severed his artery seamlessly. All of us bore witness to it – my amuse bouche of the season. Then there were the clay pigeons which took Rufus down, flung at him by an old mechanical machine at the tennis courts. He was so far away from the house that no one could help him, in fact no one even knew it had happened until long after the deed was done. Of course, it was Daisy who found him. I watched her heart break just like she and Rufus broke mine. Next it was the remote-control lawnmower that scattered dear Tommy over the lawns like weedkiller – he’d always known what they were up to, and never thought to tell me. Then the meat hooks that dropped from the ceiling and impaled Roger. I would have felt bad for Roger were it not for the way he tricked me out of that portrait scholarship so he could win it himself just months ago. And of course, finally, I put Daisy out of her misery, I’m not heartless. I saved her until last because she was the one I was most disappointed in. It was an axe that landed on her from her own suit of armour, operated by a pulley system. She knew what was going on by the time I got to her. Roger did too. But they weren’t quick enough.

No one’s bigger than the Coterie curse.

Least of all my friends.








“There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart –”

The Fall of the House of Usher

Four Weeks Before the Party

Burton’s waiting for me outside the house, hands clasped in front of him. He and D’olobelle are exactly as they always have been. He’d been waiting for my call as if he knew it was coming. At the end of the day, after all, who’s a girl going to turn to if not her butler, when she finds out that:


	•Her boyfriend is cheating on her with pretty much everyone, including her best friend and her worst enemy.

	•Her best friend left a dead pigeon in her bed. (Though she has already sabotaged the summer painting school that said best friend secretly applied for in Italy this summer by replacing her portfolio with finger paintings from when they were five.)

	•Her other best friend has lied about his mother’s death and has been milking the attention for months.

	•A fourth friend has scuppered her chance to study at RADA because they wanted someone they barely knew to come back from overseas, over wanting her, someone they’ve known for seven years, who has been really generous to them, to get the place.



The Coterie betrayed me. Liars, the lot of them.

“Let us plan the order of things, Mademoiselle Evie,” Burton says, walking with me into the house, carrying the small bag I brought for my overnight stay.

Granny Allegra’s diary had already told me what I needed to do, and Burton was always going to be my willing assistant, using Edgar D’olobelle’s traps and tricks to dispose of my Coterie in exactly the same way that he used them to entertain, then dispose of his own back in the 1600s. You can’t argue with tradition. Once we’ve set them up, they’ll be ready for summer when, as tradition also dictates, I’ll be the only member of the Coterie left standing.

When I first read about the curse in Granny’s diary, it struck me as absurd. And yet, less than a year later, here I am, planning to wipe out my own Coterie just like the curse commands. I’ll never understand why Granny didn’t send me the diary, why I had to find it the way I did instead.

“We’ll start with Daisy because that one involves you,” Burton instructs, walking towards the stairs.

I wave to Granny the dog on the way past and Burton goes ahead.

“Daisy is tricky. The axe is ready. If you stand on the left toe of the suit, the axe and the suit will fall. But you MUST fall to the left, otherwise you’re liable to chop off a finger or something. Though I can of course sew that back on for you in the eventuality,” Burton explains.

“Maybe we should then,” I say. “It looks more realistic, if everyone else is getting maimed, that I get a little maimed too.”

“Then may I suggest you fall towards the suit? That way you’ll only lose the tip of a finger or toe, not the entire appendage,” says Burton. “But I do think you’re correct. No one gets as much sympathy for something that nearly happens.”

Fair point. He leads me back down the stairs. “The lawnmower and the clay pigeons are remote controlled – more modern additions to the set put together by your grandmother,” he says. “Allegra had a marvellous sense of humour. The snake will be driven over by an animal handler next week. The meat rack just needs cutting loose. The radio is set should you want to use it. It might be good for another little red herring if suspicions begin to raise. It will fall towards the bath – remember that you can kill the power before it reaches the water, and put it back on once you know you’re out of danger.”

“And the stag’s head, Mademoiselle Evie – it is terribly messy,” says Burton with a wince. “If you must use it, then the button is underneath the table, masked in the floor at your seat. You simply need to press down with your foot, twist right ninety degrees and then hold for one full minute. It’s linked to the hydraulics for the head, and it sets them moving. Just be sure not to wear anything white that night, because I’ll never get the stains out. There’s a fake button where Hugo will be sitting as you requested, and the plans in the office have been adjusted to reflect this as the trigger. And finally, I’ve spoken to the helicopter pilot. The heads are scheduled to fall in time with your hat toss at the graduation.”

“Thank you,” I say.

Burton smiles. “Any time, Miss D’olobelle. You’ll be my third, and it’s always an honour. I’m quite practised, so I imagine this one should run quite smoothly. Now, tea and cake?”

“Yes please, Bertie,” I say with a carefree keenness that I would never show to anyone else because Bertie’s more than a butler. He’s a friend, a parent, a co-conspirator.






Chapter Thirty-Nine

You probably think I didn’t have to kill anyone. Blame Hugo for that. I guess outwardly people think I’m ‘good’ – but what even is ‘good’? Bit of a grey area, if you ask me. You can do something that’s good for one person, but might screw over another. It’s hard.

You see, sometimes loving someone nourishes you and makes your soul soar. But if you love the wrong person, it can destroy you. Tiny pieces of your essence are taken from you with each passing minute that you love them, until, eventually, there’s not a single trace left of who you once were. Your heart will still beat in your chest, but it becomes a soulless echo under your ribcage, flooding your body with darkness after each contraction.

When you love someone as much as I love(d) Hugo, you want their soul so forever changed that they can never truly leave you behind. I knew, even before I saw Hugo and Jess together, that I’d lost him. But I just couldn’t let him go. Nor could I let him keep taking from my souring heart, making me so tiny I barely existed, leeching my power. And I couldn’t be the passive observer he thinks I’ve been all these years. Seeing them together created a rot that spread into my throat, my lungs, my bones, my blood; consuming every piece of me. Every time my teeth touched, it felt as if grit had been placed between them, scratching at the enamel, unleashing a constant high-pitched sound in my head. So you see, I had to kill him. Now, all anyone will know of Hugo is what he was with me. He’d have hated that.

In the end, it was love, and the curse of the Coterie that did it. Because the curse is real, and the curse decrees that if you don’t kill your Coterie on the final summer before adulthood, then D’olobelle will cease to be. I couldn’t be the person who destroyed D’olobelle. That my friends betrayed me just made it easier.

I first felt the gut-churning knowledge that I was a whisper away from irrelevance to my friends in year seven, the day we met Madeline. So I pissed on my own netball skirt and told Jess that Madeline did it. I didn’t need to kill her or Amber to avoid the curse – although to be fair, both of them were a problem. Amber was even worse than Madeline, conspiring with my friends, taking from me while pretending to be my friend. And Madeline had to go, especially when she looked at me over dinner and said, “I know you killed Amber Gowlett.” She specifically meant she knew I killed her. I could see it in her face. I don’t know how she knew, but she did. I couldn’t have anticipated how iconic the antler through the eye would be.

You probably think I’m a monster. But my tears are real. I ache from the betrayal of my best friend Jess; and of Tim, who I think I could have loved as much as I loved Hugo. Once I’d got over the grief, obviously. Though I think I’m pretty much there.

I hope I was the last thing Hugo saw. That he looked over at me and knew how clever I am. I hope he was consumed by me in his last breathing seconds. That he understood how his actions had consequences – namely, me. I hope he prayed, and silently pleaded with me to stop, just like I did with him and his cheating. Some people say only God can forgive and only God can judge. But that’s not true.

I’m not saying I’m God. I’m not an egotist. I’m just in charge.

Anyway, I hope Hugo rests in peace. He must be exhausted after all that shagging.

Thank you for listening to my monologue. I said I’d been working hard on it, didn’t I? Now it’s just me, Jess and CeCe. I’d planned for it to be me, Jess and Tim – for CeCe to be the next victim – but then the radio happened. And the biggest problem with the radio was that I didn’t do it. I hadn’t set it up to fall. That radio and the notes are the only things that I’ve not been responsible for – and like I said, Tim knew that trick and he knew me. If anyone was going to figure out what I did, it would be him.

He’d set that shelf up before. As a death, it would have been so reminiscent of what happened to Amber – who Tim was pathetically obsessed with – like some kind of noble revenge on her part. It’s probably the only reason he confessed to me about his mum because he thought he was about to kill me. He knew I’d bathe after our tryst in the mausoleum. I’m sure of it. But he didn’t kill me and I couldn’t risk letting him live any longer.

Now it’s just the three of us. Me, Jess and CeCe, and I’ll enjoy giving the two of them their ending. They were the worst.

Whoops, I’m already talking about them in past tense. I’ve always believed in the power of manifestation.






Chapter Forty

Jess’s screams are so loud and high-pitched as to almost be inaudible to the human ear. She could scream herself to an alternate reality. Maybe she’ll do my job for me.

She stops abruptly. “Is he … dead?” she whispers, staring at the severed head on the platter, her hands shaking violently, tears streaming down her face.

I don’t want to be a dick but it’s fairly obvious that Tim’s dead. I mean I didn’t actually sever his head – I’m not an ogre – the rest of him’s under the trolley, but he’s still obviously dead. Poor Tim fell foul of Edgar D’olobelle’s ‘sink hole’ trick in the driveway as he was being kicked out of D’olobelle by Burton and myself – a trapdoor that opens in the gravel leading straight to a sewer. He literally drowned in his own shit. He does smell a bit as a result, but really that adds to the charm. Obviously, I’m sad it had to end like that – I’d considered a more dignified, almost majestic way for him to go – but he started it by trying to kill me first.

“What the fuck?” CeCe whispers.

They lean towards Tim’s head – so brave – CeCe’s outstretched hand creeping towards his cold dead face. Just as they’re about to make contact Burton slams the cover back over the plate, almost slicing CeCe’s fingers off.

Maybe you’re wondering why I went to such pains to make Jess and CeCe think that Tim was responsible? After all, everyone’s going to die. And why show them he’s dead now when they’re about to die anyway. They could just think he trotted off into the sunset. Well, no one’s getting out of here alive, apart from me. So why not have a little fun first?

I make sure to comfort Jess, putting my arm around her. I want her to feel how much love there is in our friendship. I want her to realise how brilliant and caring I am, and that it’s our relationship that’s worth more than literally anything else in the world, and she fucked it by fucking Hugo. I want her to feel so incredibly betrayed when I kill her. She turns to me, eyes filled with tears, a picture of complete devastation. Poor love.

 Jess sobs, burying her head in my shoulder while CeCe’s suddenly overcome with anger.

“Fuck!!!” they shout, shaking their fist at the ceiling. “Poor fucking TIM! THIS FUCKING HOUSE! THIS FUCKING HOUSE CAN FUCKING FUCK OFF!”

They’re one step away from lying down on the floor and having a toddler tantrum.

“That’s it, I’m out,” CeCe shouts. “I said it before, I’ll say it again. We have to go. We have to go before this happens to us too!”

“I can’t leave! This is my home!” I cry.

“We can’t! We can’t leave Evie here with all this!” Jess says, clinging to me. “She’s our friend. And you’re just going to leave her here to face the ghosts alone?”

“Besides, what do we do with this?” I gesture at the platter that Burton stands stoically next to. He’s really desensitised to death after decades of serving the D’olobelles. I’ve no idea how many decades exactly. It’s rude to ask a butler their age.

“Call the police?” CeCe says, like it’s so obvious. “Find out who’s really responsible for this?”

“And what about the bodies in the mausoleum?” I ask. “It wouldn’t take the police two seconds to figure out that far more has gone on here.”

“She’s right,” Jess says, loyal to me to the last, pulling her head off my damp shoulder. “We’re all in this together, we have to fix it.”

 “But Tim’s definitely been murdered! What if we’re next?” CeCe shouts.

Clever CeCe. What gave it away? Was it the head on the platter? Surely with only a few of us here, they can easily work out it was me? Even if it takes Jess longer.

“It’s the Coterie,” Jess says. “We shouldn’t have made fun of them. It’s the only explanation.”

I fear I’ve spent years of my life overestimating her.

“Oh my god, or Madeline’s ghost?” she gasps.

“Don’t be ridiculous! Next you’ll say it’s Hugo’s ghost!” CeCe throws their hands up in the air.

I mean, if they’d seen what Tim and I were up to in the mausoleum they may not consider that entirely unfeasible.

“Don’t call her ridiculous! Whoever it is, Burton won’t let anything bad happen to us,” I lie. Well only half lie actually, he’d never let anything bad happen to me. “Anyway, we’re the Coterie now, we just have to live like the Coterie would want us to.”

“Burton hasn’t stopped bad things happening to Tim, Hugo or Madeline,” CeCe shakes their head. “I’m sorry, this is too much Evie.”

“Oh god, I just thought! What if we get taken over by their evil spirits?? What if they possess us like the little girl in that film!” Jess looks frantic. “CeCe! We can’t just leave Evie here to be taken over by evil!”

“That’s the least of her worries!” CeCe reasons. “Jess, if you don’t go, I’m leaving without you!”

“You can’t go out there at this time of night, especially not alone! It’s not safe!” I plead, wide-eyed. I’m playing a blinder here. “It’s dangerous! You don’t know what might happen to you trying to walk down those country lanes in the dark!”

“Probably no worse than what’s going to happen to me if I stay here!” CeCe sighs.

They leave the table and start walking towards the door which is Burton’s cue.

“I’m afraid no one can leave,” he says calmly, just the way I told him to. “When I was securing the premises for the night, the key for the gates sheared off in the lock. I didn’t want to worry you, Madame Evie, but we’re very much locked in – at least until morning.”

Burton’s bought me time. I’ve got until sunrise to kill these two before I risk them escaping.

CeCe gestures towards the platter where Tim’s head is concealed. “What so we just stay here like sitting ducks, waiting until …” They gag, shoving their hand over their mouth and run from the room, the candles flickering as they rush past.

The noise of them retching makes its way to us even as they run down the hallway to the toilet.

“CeCe?” Jess calls after them but she doesn’t follow.

I look down, trying to keep my solemn expression in check when I have a strong urge to laugh at the situation, but notice something on my plate. There’s a round circle of paper in the centre of it, just like the other two notes.

I destroy you.

It wasn’t there before so must have arrived in the last ten minutes, and – spoiler – I don’t believe in the ghosts of the Coterie. Which means it must be from one of the (living) people in this room. It’s either Jess or CeCe, and if they wrote the note, they probably set up the radio too. Whoops, poor Tim, he could have had a little longer after all I guess. I can’t think about it now though, I need to act fast, work out which one of them left this here, and kill them, before they try and kill me again.

Jess isn’t looking at me, she’s too busy sobbing into a napkin. I nod to Burton.

“I’ll go and check on CeCe,” he says, backing out of the room clutching a candlestick.

“Good idea,” I call after him. “I’ll take care of Jess.”

I look up just in time to see her flopping back on to her seat at the table, her face pale, hands shaking. “I’m feeling awfully faint,” she mumbles.

In this moment, Jess with her pale face and shaking hands certainly doesn’t look capable of leaving notes or setting up a lethal illusion. But then I didn’t think she was capable of shagging my boyfriend either.






D’olobelle, 14th July 1965

You should have seen the way they scrabbled to leave once they realised what was happening. Daisy and Roger, the last surviving members of the Coterie really lost their dignity. No matter what they think they did to me, how they thought they’d won before this, I watched them realise they hadn’t. At the end they were just helpless little mice, trying to scratch their way out of the trap.






Chapter Forty-One

Next to me at the long dining table, Jess is pale and shaking. The curse of the Coterie decrees that I probably only have until sunrise to kill Jess and CeCe, and get the job done. I could just do it now. I could sit Jess in her delicate state underneath the stag’s head and let it fall on to her just like it did with Madeline. But curiosity and a need for originality get the better of me. Also, I want to know whether it was her that tried to kill me, CeCe, or both of them.

I drop my napkin on to my plate to cover the note – as though we’ve just finished dinner, rather than we never started – and rush to Jess’s aid.

“Here, let me get you a glass of water,” I say, pouring it for her from the glass carafe in the centre of the table.

“Thanks,” Jess says with a weak smile, gratefully accepting it.

She sips from it delicately.

“It’s been a big shock,” I say, rubbing her shoulders and nodding to poor dear Tim still under the dinner dome. “I hope CeCe’s ok.”

“How can you be so calm?” she asks, looking up and meeting my eye.

Is this a test?

“I think I’m just still processing,” I reply, going back to my seat. “I just feel numb.”

I observe her carefully, does she know? She seems to trust me and she certainly isn’t afraid of being alone with me. She should be, especially after what she’s done.

“We need to come up with a plan to protect each other, keep each other safe until morning,” Jess says, suddenly surprisingly together. “If we’re going to survive until we can get out of here, we need to defend ourselves.”

“Do you still think it’s the ghosts of the Coterie?” I wonder if I should ham that up a bit. Get Burton to pretend to be granny’s ghost at some point. Maybe I could put on a smutty audiobook and pipe it through the house or something.

“Maybe,” Jess says. “I mean it’s not any of us, is it? And these things keep happening. There’s surely no other explanation.”

Jess looks the same as always, innocent, clueless, not at all like she’s luring me into some kind of trap or tricking me. I genuinely think she’s clueless. Also, the way that CeCe was intent on leaving when she wasn’t, suggests to me that they know something she doesn’t. I rest my hand on the napkin on my plate. I need to drive the two of them apart, get her to turn on them. If I convince her it’s CeCe, then whatever CeCe thinks they can do to me is going to be so much harder. Maybe I could even get her to help me kill CeCe, before I kill her. Sweet revenge.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” I say, pulling the napkin away from my plate. “I’ve been getting these notes.”

Jess leans over reading the small circle of paper on my plate, and gasps.

“It arrived sometime during dinner. It wasn’t there when I sat down. The others have all arrived in similar circumstances, when I was in the room with you and CeCe,” I say.

“It’s CeCe’s handwriting,” Jess says. “I recognise the style of the y.”

I stay silent for a second. I hadn’t imagined this would be so easy but she’s right. In my panic I hadn’t noticed the y. This is brilliant. I hope Burton’s all right though. I’ve just left him with them. We should go and find them, I’d never forgive myself if something happens to Burton. I just need to make sure Jess is completely on side first.

“I can’t believe CeCe would do this,” I say, shaking my head. “Our CeCe.”

“You think CeCe’s doing all of this?” Jess asks, her bottom lip beginning to quiver again. “My CeCe? Why?”

I reach across and take her hand, my co-conspirator. We’re in this together, until the end. Her end, but CeCe’s first.

“I don’t know,” I say, hesitating. “Maybe they knew about … about you and Hugo.”

Jess gasps but I continue. I don’t want to hear her pleading with me trying to excuse herself. “Maybe they were angry, and they wanted revenge and maybe they killed Tim because they thought he knew?”

“You knew about Hugo?” Jess’s voice starts to shake, the tears come fast. Tears of self-pity. She wants me to feel sorry for her.

“I knew,” I say nodding. “But I don’t blame you. Hugo was a bad man. He conned people. He made people think that he loved them when he didn’t. He didn’t even love me. He only loved himself. We were both victims of a terrible man.”

“How can you stand me? Why do you not just hate me?” Jess weeps, blowing her nose into her napkin. “I hate me,” she whispers quietly.

“Oh Jess! I could never hate you. That’s what Hugo wanted. He wanted to drive us apart. But we’ll never be parted. It’s you and me, forever,” I give her hand a squeeze for emphasis. “No boy can change that.”

“Oh Evie,” Jess sobs. “I’m so lucky.”

She leaps up and hugs me and I’ve got a strong urge to slam her head into the table. But I hold back. It’s going to be so much sweeter to follow my plan.

“We can talk more later, but right now we need to do something about CeCe,” I press. “They’re dangerous.”

“Call the police!” Jess cries.

“Ok except we can’t do that,” I narrow my eyes. “Remember we’ve been complicit in killing people too? So, we’ll also go to prison.”

“What do we do then?” Jess asks, her eyes growing wild with panic. “What if they’re planning on hurting us? On killing us? They wouldn’t kill me, would they?”

“I think if they know about Hugo, if that’s why they’re doing all this … they might,” I say. “There’s nothing for it, we’re going to have to kill them.”

Jess gulps and stares at me aghast. She’s bought it, she believes me. Jess is many things, but smart really isn’t one of them. I’m not being a bitch, just stating fact. I can’t believe I ever thought that she could have been the one who figured me out.

“You’re right,” she says, giving me a smile so trusting it almost makes me wonder if she’s faking it. “We’ll do this together.”

My thoughts exactly, Jess. But what is it we’re doing together? Living together? Or dying together?

There’s a crash from the hallway followed by Burton calling my name in a frantic, undignified voice that I’ve never heard him use before. I throw back my chair so fast it hits the wall and race out of the dining room to his aid.






Chapter Forty-Two

“What’s going on? Evie? What’s happened?” Jess’s voice is squeaky behind me as I run from the dining room towards the hallway where Burton is still shouting.

Jess follows me, lighting the way with one of the candlesticks. I knew I shouldn’t have left Burton alone with CeCe for so long, but I had to be sure.

I notice a crack in the hallway wall that wasn’t there before. The house knows how close this all is. It’s watching us, it’s losing faith in me, and it’s starting to crumble.

My legs feel like lead, slowing when I need them to speed up. Burton’s the only person left that I care about now and he’s definitely the only person that truly cares about me. It takes me a moment to spot him, lying on the floor, half underneath the side table that Granny the dog resides on. He’s surrounded by blood, an old, rusted bear trap closed around his leg. His agonised screams feel like nails down a chalkboard. His pain feels like my pain. CeCe’s nowhere to be seen.

I race over to him without thinking, pulling at the trap, trying to yank its metal teeth apart, but it’s so heavy, and closed tight. I’m so focused on getting him out, trying to lever myself against furniture, and come at it from different angles, that I don’t see the other trap until it’s too late. One misstep and it clamps around my ankle with searing pain, rendering me stuck.

I look up and see Jess and CeCe together, holding hands, wolfish smiles spreading across their faces. I’ve been a fool. They knew, and they knew Burton was the way to get me. Of course, I fell for it. If I was Samson, Burton would be my hair. He’s all I truly care about now, all I have left. They know me after all, and now they’ve got me.

“Jess?” I ask, I can feel tears prickling at the backs of my eyes, and I fear they might mostly be from the embarrassment. “You and them? You were in on this the whole time?”

Jess says nothing, just looks smug and superior. Proud of the way she’s betrayed me, her best friend. After everything we’ve been through together.

“You have to at least help Burton!” I shout at them. “After everything he’s done for you in your lives. It’s not his fault.”

Jess sighs. “Well that’s a lie. You two work as a package, from what I can see.”

I should have known, I shouldn’t have been so quick to assume that I was winning. I underestimated her.

“When did you realise?” I ask, defeat starting to take root. I just need to know, I need to know how much of this summer was a farce.

I planted Amber’s Hermès scarf in Jess’s room right after she died, just in case anyone ever came looking for evidence. I wanted to be sure to misdirect them from me. But she never mentioned it. I assumed she’d never noticed, she’s so spaced out. Maybe I should have known then, I shouldn’t have just assumed she was too dizzy to realise what I’d done.

“Ever such a long time,” CeCe says.

They put their arm around Jess’s shoulders. Of course, they’re a unit, working together. There’s no time for the jealousy and betrayal I’m feeling. Burton’s growing quiet at my feet. The pool of blood coming from his leg is spreading. I don’t even care about my ankle, throbbing and bleeding in its own trap, as much as I care about Burton.

“CeCe saw you kill Amber,” Jess says. “We didn’t mind you killing Madeline, to be fair, but the moment you got Hugo we knew we had to act. We let Tim go because he was too in love with you, we couldn’t trust he would believe us, and wouldn’t confront you. We hoped he’d be safe if he left. I guess we should have known you’d never just let him leave. Even if you did practically have sex with him this afternoon on your boyfriend’s grave.”

“Grim by the way,” CeCe judges.

“Why?” I ask. “Why would you do this? Why not just confront me? Or tell the police?”

“The house,” Jess says, smiling. “We always wanted the house. We love it here.”

“This would be the sweetest party house, don’t you think? Once we’ve got rid of all the D’olobelle stuff anyway,” CeCe says.

“I literally don’t know how you found the time to kill Tim,” Jess says. “That was impressive.”

“Being Head Girl, you have to be good at multitasking,” I shrug.

If I can keep them talking, I might find a way out. I can still win. Granny Allegra won after all, and so will I.

“He was a dead man walking the moment he kissed you,” CeCe says. “Jess and I could see how besotted you were with each other. People always thought Tim was clever underneath it all. I guess he wasn’t that smart after all.”

D’olobelle’s mine, my family, my blood. Soon CeCe and Jess will just be a story I pass down to my grandchildren. I just have to believe in myself. Apart they’re weaker, and I know I can still separate them. After all, there’s one thing I bet CeCe doesn’t know.

“I’m surprised you had the time to notice anything, what with how busy you’ve been shagging Hugo, Jess,” I shout, the pain of the trap around my ankle making my voice higher in pitch than usual.

CeCe looks shocked, blindsided. But Jess doesn’t even have the courtesy to look ashamed. What’s she up to? Why isn’t she freaking out?

“Don’t listen to her, CeCe,” she cries, wide eyed with innocence. “I wouldn’t do that, you know I wouldn’t do that.”

There’s barely even a beat before CeCe confirms that they believe her, squeezing her closer to them.

“Of course not,” CeCe says, but I can hear the uncertainty in their voice. There’s a fracture there, it’s a hairline one but it exists. I just need to wedge it open.

“You all lied to each other! You all lied to me!” I say. “Did you know Tim’s mum isn’t even dead? I bet you did, didn’t you CeCe? You and Tim were so close weren’t you?”

“What? How can she not be dead? CeCe?” Jess startles. “Did you know? Why would you keep that from me?”

“Of course I didn’t know! Why would he tell me?”

CeCe’s outraged and I’m thrilled. Maybe they’ll have an argument. This is it, I can find a way out of here while they’re fighting amongst themselves. But they’re both upstaged by a loud rumble from the house. The crack that runs down the hallway wall splits, chunks of plaster fall from the walls and ceiling. They’re like dandruff at first, becoming larger, like flakes of snow or hail.

“Look I need you to help me get out of here!” I shout over the sound of cracking bricks and mortar. “It’s the curse of the Coterie. The house is falling down.”

“The curse isn’t real.” Jess rolls her eyes. “Neither are ghosts!”

“It is!” I shout, as Burton groans next to me. “The curse is real! It’s happening right now! You need to let me out of here so I can fix it, or we’re all going to die.”

I mean, they’re still going to die if they let me out of here. But at least I won’t, and nor will Burton if I can help it.

“Sure sure, and Little Red Riding Hood’s going to come through that door any minute with the three little pigs hiding from a huffing and puffing wolf,” CeCe smirks.

Plaster continues to fall, the cracks in the house growing wider by the second, more rumbling and banging coming from the foundations.

“You can’t just leave me here!” I cry, reaching out my hand to Jess. But she just shakes her head and steps further back.

“I thought you loved me! I thought you were my best friend!”

“I did love you! I was your ‘best friend’! But you spent your whole life trying to control us, thinking we wouldn’t notice!” Jess shouts back at me. “You treated us like we were stupid! Like we were beneath you!”

“Tim loved you!” CeCe shouts, the crack intensifying. “And look where it got him.”

“But Hugo didn’t, did he!” I say, locking eyes with CeCe. “Because he was hooking up with everyone, including Jess. You know I’m right, CeCe. Don’t believe her. Deep down you know what I’m saying is true. You can’t trust Jess, she’s lying to you, but I’m not. I’m trying to tell you the truth.”

For a second I spot doubt in their eyes, like a glimmer of hope. Maybe I can get free. Maybe I can fix this. They can’t leave. The moment they leave it’s over. I’ve lost everything.

 “Look we need to get out of here and away from her,” Jess says to CeCe, taking their hand again.

Jess leans down to Burton and grabs the big circular ring of keys that have been attached to his trousers since I was a child. I used to wonder if he might turn to dust without those keys. But it turns out it wasn’t losing the keys that would take him down. The two of them run straight over to the door and unlock it without looking back.

“Oh look, the key to the gate,” Jess says to CeCe in the open door.

“Doesn’t look snapped to me,” CeCe says.

They’re watching from the doorway as more plaster rains down, cracks spawning from the one larger crack, spreading over the walls like an infestation. Over by the dining room I see larder beetles crawling from the doorway en masse, swarms of them, running along the floor like water. D’olobelle is crumbling, just like Granny’s diary said it would. If you don’t heed the curse, then D’olobelle will crumble. I haven’t done what I was supposed to do. My friends were never supposed to leave D’olobelle. They were supposed to be dead by now. And now the house is falling apart. The crack by the front door spreads just like the gash in my portrait. Everything breaks eventually, friendships, dreams, lives. Everything. Even the D’olobelles, I guess.

“CeCe!” I cry. “What happened to ‘do no harm’? What kind of doctor will you be if you’ve already killed someone? And you know I’m right about Jess, she cheated on you! She’s lying to you!”

“Save it,” CeCe says putting their arm around Jess. “We know exactly who and what you are.”

“I’ll get out of here and I’ll tell the police what you’ve done! The bodies in the mausoleum, all the people you guys have killed. I’ll tell them it was all you!” I shout back to them.

“I mean, you won’t, though,” CeCe shrugs. “Even if you survived this, you’d be incriminated too.”

“Goodbye, Evie,” Jess says.

“Wait! You know that without me the house is gone too right? You won’t get it,” I say, gesturing at the walls. “Look at it. It’s falling apart already. It’s the D’olobelle curse; if I die, it dies too.”

Jess and CeCe look at each other then back at me. I think I’ve got them. They want D’olobelle after all. But then they start laughing.

“This isn’t the curse. The curse is obviously made up,” Jess says. “We put some fireworks we found in the armoury into the foundations. We knew we’d have to be smart to stop you from dragging us down, pinning any of the murders that you committed on us. They’re on a timer. That’s why the house is crumbling. The smaller ones have started already. The larger ones will finish the job.”

“This house, this family, it’s toxic. Better to get rid of all of it,” CeCe says, their arm around Jess as they guide her closer to leaving. “We’d better go before it falls on us too.”

“Consider it a cleansing,” Jess says over her shoulder. “We’re getting rid of the old, blowing it up, making sure no trace remains. And then we’ll rebuild. After all, we’ve got the money to do that. You never did, did you?”

This hits me like a slap, the final blow. They really did know it all.

“Finally, we can get rid of this disgusting colour scheme,” CeCe says, walking through the door.

“Take care, Evie,” Jess says, blowing me a kiss over her shoulder and taking CeCe’s hand as the two of them skip out of the door.

I can’t move. My ankle’s not as bloody as poor Burton’s, my trap must be much blunter, but I still can’t escape. I feel panic taking hold, remembering the words of Granny’s journal. Trying to work out if the wisdom she imparted in there might help me. There has to be a way out. This can’t be the end of me, it can’t be the end for the D’olobelles.

There’s a bang as the house shakes from bottom to top. Then more booming noises, one after the other. The crack in the hallway is a cavern, the walls start to tumble. Chandeliers fall, crushing the plague of beetles. Locusts fly from gaps between the bricks. I reach out to Burton as he slides towards me, dragging his trap against the stone floor, the sound of metal against stone echoing like a scream. On the table above my head I know Granny the dog’s waiting, watching. I reach up to grab her but misjudge it as the house falls around us, centuries of D’olobelle history disintegrating.

The golden weight of Granny the dog careers towards my head, killing me instantly.






Chapter Forty-Three

The scene’s quite poetic from above, really. I watch it unfold from the ceiling as the house falls around my body. Parts of me drift up, into the sky, over the estate. I can see everything from up here. All of it laid out. I can see how little the people I devoted my whole life to really cared about me. No one’s crying. They’re just running, hoping there’ll be nothing left of me, no legacy to trace me by.

I always wanted to be good – the best in fact. That’s why I tried so hard at everything. I’ve wanted to be a good girl my whole life, that’s what Daddy said I was when I was little. I thought if I could be even better, he’d come back. Maybe even value me over the women he left us for. As I float further up, I can see D’olobelle in its entirety, cracked, falling apart, mouldy and musty, large pieces of masonry crashing to the ground. It’s not indestructible. Neither was I, in the end. Was D’olobelle always rotten? Was I? Was it nature or nurture? Did I make my Coterie of liars, or did they make me?

On reflection, I don’t think I’d change much that I did. Maybe fewer murders? But everything was for our own good. For me, for them, for all of us. People often think that the definition of a life well lived is one filled with happiness and love, and achievement. And for me, at least at first, that’s what I had. I just wanted to keep hold of it. I just wanted to be loved.

As the house falls around us and my lifeless body lies in Burton’s arms, he takes the white towel from his arm where it permanently rested and wipes the blood from my face. Keeping me pristine, in death as in life.

I should have had a whole life here, at D’olobelle. I should have died an old lady in Granny Allegra’s bed, with my family around me, children and grandchildren to pass the curse down to. With D’olobelle dying too, maybe I can pretend that still happens, in another universe.

People will judge me posthumously. They will think me monstrous, and inhuman. But can anyone truly say that they haven’t gone a little off-piste in their life? Done something they’re not proud of, for love? For acceptance? I just wanted to be seen. To mean something, to someone, if not everyone. In the end, isn’t that what everyone wants? In fact, I can’t think of anything more human.






Jess

We watch the house falling in the distance for a while, CeCe and I holding each other up. They’ve not asked me about Hugo again, hopefully they never will. I think I was quite convincing after all.

I’m not sure which one of us starts walking first, but we do. We walk out of the open gates of D’olobelle – Evie no longer able to stop us – and keep going down the lane, metaphorically beaten, bruised and confused, plaster dust in our hair. We traipse through fields, slightly lost as to what our next move should be. That’s usually what Evie did, of course, made the decisions. Have I ever truly made a single choice for myself before?

You might think I’m weak, that I’ve lived my whole life in the shadow of someone who pulled my strings, my every movement, every breath, orchestrated for her gain. But I’m stronger than her, I’m stronger than everyone, because I’ve made it out. Now I just have to work out who I can be, and what I’m capable of. After all, how can I know myself when I’ve only ever been what someone else made me? I might be a hero of this tale right now, but I suppose anyone’s got the capacity to turn out just as bad as Evie, given the right circumstances. Unlike her though, I don’t want much in life, so I won’t be tripped up by my own greed. I just want to be loved, to be seen. At the end of the day, isn’t that what everyone wants? I can’t think of anything more human.






D’olobelle, 1st September 1965

The Coterie are still here with me. I can feel them in spirit and touch them every time I walk past the places where I stored their ashes. Rufus, in Daisy the suit of armour – just like he was with the real-life Daisy, after whom I named the suit, ha ha. Daisy’s obviously not in there with him; I scattered her in the garden for the dog to piss on. I spread the ashes of all my friends around the estate or melted them down into objects. I wear Roger in the pendant around my neck every day; it feels like a small fuck you to Daisy that way. I’ve got something of hers. My friends could never leave me, they could never leave D’olobelle. Everything I once had now belongs to the soil and its worms. They eat away at the people who stole my spirit, devouring them in great gulps, because in life those people took and took until my insides were just worms themselves.

I thought that was the curse of D’olobelle. That I had to kill my friends so they couldn’t leave. But I realise now, that’s not the curse. The D’olobelle curse is that we’re all betrayed. All of us. Every single D’olobelle woman gets betrayed, and then every single one of us has to seek our revenge or risk losing D’olobelle forever. And, I can’t think of anything more human than revenge, can you?

With all my love,

Allegra D’olobelle x






D’olobelle, August 2025

My darling Amber,

I cannot tell you what a thrill and a relief it was to meet you. I’m so pleased we had the chance before I die, which won’t be long. I can’t lie; I’ve spent my life worried about Evie becoming the heir to D’olobelle. She’s never seemed quite the right fit to me, always a little … weak. She gets that from her tacky mother. Discovering your existence and your deviousness was a relief. You were so clever, seeking me out, coming all the way from the US, worming your way into Evie’s Coterie to ensure a trip to D’olobelle and a chance to meet me before I died. My dear, you are truly a chip off the old block. And I am so thrilled that you were born three days before Evie which makes you the true heir of D’olobelle.

I’ve amended my will. Burton will come round, I promise you. He serves the D’olobelles, not Evie. And I have faith in you, my sweet. You will win, and once you’ve won, you’ll be the greatest D’olobelle to ever grace these halls. My one request is that you do change your name to D’olobelle, obviously. I’m sure your mother’s lovely – though my son doesn’t always have the best taste I’ll admit – but Gowlett is a terrible name, darling.

The best of luck dear heart, may the other Coterie members be swift in death, and may you triumph over the less deserving D’olobelle. Finally, I feel able to die in peace.

Eternally your proud grandmother,

Allegra D’olobelle xxx
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