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For the girls who were born angry.




“But it is the same with man as with the tree. The more he seeks to rise into the height and light, the more vigorously do his roots struggle earthward, downward, into the dark, the deep – into evil.”

– Friedrich Nietzsche
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Every kid has a moment in their childhood when they realise just how terrifying the world can be. A moment when they realise there are far scarier things out there than Big Foot and boogeymen and monsters hiding under beds. For my parents’ generation, it was the Cold War. For my younger cousins, it was the Lockerbie bombing. For my friend Shannon, it was the unconscionable existence of Mr Blobby.

For me, it was when a girl from my hometown died in the North Tower murders.

Janie Kirsopp was a quietly intelligent violinist in her first year at Carvell Academy of the Arts. Her parents had driven her the hundreds of miles from Sevenoaks to rural Northumberland, said tearful goodbyes to their shy, uncertain daughter, and promised they’d have the best Christmas ever to make up for their time apart. Janie had begged them to take her home, said she’d made a mistake and that she didn’t want to be so far away from them, that she’d request a transfer to one of the elite music programmes in London instead. They had kissed her on the forehead and told her to stick it out for a couple of months and see how she felt then.

But before Christmas came, Janie was dead.

Her pretty, hook-nosed face dominated newstands across Sevenoaks. Photos of her on holiday in the Canaries as a child, of her toothless primary school picture, of her performing at the Royal Albert Hall with the National Youth Orchestra. Splashy headlines about hot new leads, about prime suspects and grisly forensic evidence.

Yet the notion of murder was still completely abstract to me until I saw my own parents crying at her funeral. They knew the Kirsopps from church and had attended Janie’s christening eighteen years earlier. They could still remember her white tulle dress, her ivory sandals the size of seashells; her shining, cherubic eyes as she was baptised. And now her body was shattered at the bottom of a cold stone tower hundreds of miles away.

That was my before and after. I was only nine, yet my whole understanding of reality shifted on its axis.

Janie’s death was the second in a string of unsolved murders that ultimately lead to Carvell’s closure. So my parents understandably had reservations when I announced, during my last Michaelmas term of sixth form, that the soon-to-reopen arts academy would be my first choice of university.

Well, ‘reservations’ is putting it mildly. My mother threatened to saw my legs off if I so much as mentioned it again.

At first they thought I was winding them up; playing the kind of cruel joke only teenagers have the genuine apathy to execute. Then, when I was invited to interview, they flatly refused to drive me up. I’d always been bloody-minded, so I caught two or three trains until I was within throwing distance of the campus, then got a taxi the rest of the way.

A shiver had run down my spine as the North Tower came into view from the end of the sweeping driveway, its spires and crenellations silhouetted against a grey autumn sky. There was something so alive about the old convent building; something that swooped and pulsed like a murmuration of starlings. I’d always romanticised the place, despite its history; it brought to mind old parchment and knee-deep piles of crunchy red leaves, cellos and dark windowpanes and snow.

The thing that made me truly fall in love with the campus, swiftly and irrevocably, was the immortal cat. Salem wasn’t immortal in the traditional sense – her body changed with each reincarnation, from scrubby ginger to slender Siamese – but her soul was said to be the same as it was hundreds of years ago, back when the convent was still in operation. She stalked the same route around the priory every day, visited the same wooded glade every afternoon to bathe on the sun-dappled branches, and curled up in front of the same log fire every evening after a little nip of brandy and milk. When I saw her slinking along the windowsill of the chapel on my campus tour – she had been a sleek Bombay black for the last few years – I felt as though I was witnessing something ancient and sacred, something tapped into a supernatural pulse. I wanted to be part of that more than anything.

Be careful what you wish for, as my beloved Goosebumps books used to say.

Almost a year later, I could practically feel Dad’s apprehension as we pulled up that same sweeping driveway on my first day as a Carvell student. His knuckles gripped the stitched-leather steering wheel so tightly they turned white. I knew he was thinking of Janie – tulle dress, tiny sandals, cherubic eyes, dead body. I knew he was thinking of how he would never survive if that was me. I knew he was wondering if it was too late to fetch my mum’s hacksaw.

After I was offered a place, my parents had eventually come around to the idea of me attending Carvell. They weren’t happy about it, exactly, but nor were they expressly forbidding it. Despite a ten-year closure, Carvell still offered one of the most prestigious and competitive English literature programmes in the country, with published novelists and internationally acclaimed academics among the glittering faculty. There was one eccentric lecturer, Professor Sanderson, who taught a Gothic literature seminar that was rumoured to send students mad. I didn’t tell Mum and Dad about that one.

Plus, the nightlife was practically non-existent – there was just one students’ union and a couple of old-fashioned parlours on the campus – so the chances of me choking on my own vomit or drowning in a river were slim. Then the hockey scholarship sealed the deal.

Still, now that we were actually here, traipsing around Willowood Hall in search of my dorm, I could tell Dad was having second, third and ninth thoughts.

‘Are you sure about this, kiddo?’ he asked, hands gripped tightly around a box of books.

He looked up at the North Tower, squinting against the late September sun, teeth working at the corner of his mouth like they always did when he was nervous. He’d worked in construction for decades, so was no stranger to physical risk of his own, but it was different when it came to me. He couldn’t even stomach watching me play hockey. So now, to be leaving me on the site of Janie’s death, on the day of my nineteenth birthday – the same age she was when she died – was a little too much for him to handle.

I grinned, hoisting my hockey bag further up my shoulder. ‘Of course I’m sure, you goof.’

In truth I was nervous too, but I didn’t want to show it.

The apprehension wasn’t just about the school’s bloody past, or what would happen if old demons came back to haunt it. I was also afraid that I would fail under the lofty academic pressure. Because the reality was that I’d lived in the same small house in the same small town all my life.

What if I didn’t rise to whatever challenges were in store for me at Carvell? What if I was only a great hockey player – and a great writer – in the small world of Sevenoaks?
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Within fifteen minutes of arriving at Carvell, I already wanted to slit someone’s throat.

The tweed-clad woman in front of me glared at her clipboard as though it had personally wronged her. ‘Name?’

I shifted on the heels of my Doc Martens. They squeaked conspicuously on the chequerboard floor of the cavernous entrance hall. ‘Alice Wolfe. Philosophy.’

Judging by her disdainful expression, I got the feeling she’d been roped into these tedious welcome greetings in the absence of any student volunteers. Which made sense, because I was one of the first students to walk through the doors in ten years.

Her watery-blue eyes scanned a list. ‘You’re not on here. Did you submit your enrolment paperwork before the deadline?’

Through gritted teeth, I replied, ‘Yes.’

She gave a terse schoolmarm tut, pushing her half-moon glasses further up her nose. ‘You mustn’t have, because you’re not on here.’

Anger snapped across my chest like an elastic band; a hot, familiar sting. I couldn’t keep it from my voice. ‘Well, I definitely did. So it must be a cock-up on your end.’

At this the women inhaled sharply, as though the unsavoury word had caused her physical pain. Eyelids fluttering with distaste, she replied quietly, ‘There’s simply no need to be so rude. I assure you this is no fault of our administrative staff. I’m afraid you’ll have to resubmit your paperwork.’

I’d spent hours on that godforsaken paperwork the first time.

Deep in my blazer pocket the obnoxious Nokia ringtone blared, echoing around the cold stone entrance hall. The queue behind me was growing restless.

Breathe. Just breathe.

I lowered my voice and said, ‘I’ve already done the paperwork. Please would you check again?’

She issued a tight grimace. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to step aside and complete another set of forms. There are a lot more students I have to see.’

She looked down her nose at me, smug with self-importance, and the dam holding back my anger crumbled.

‘For fuck’s sake!’ I snapped. ‘Would it kill you to check one more time?’

She blinked sharply, as though a loud bang had gone off. Then, lips curling, she disappeared into a small office behind her welcome desk.

As usual, there was a soft ebb of pleasure as I let the anger out, followed by the cold tide of guilt and self-loathing; a deep undertow of shame.

Then came the acute sensation of being watched.

Following the paranoid tug, my gaze landed on a tall, bespectacled man in a walnut-coloured corduroy suit who was staring impenetrably at me. I recognised him as head of philosophy; his headshot had been in the prospectus. And he’d witnessed my outburst.

Hands folded over his sloping stomach, he gave me a chastising head shake, like a disappointed grandfather.

‘Such wrath isn’t very becoming of a young woman, you know,’ he said in a crisp academic tone. He adjusted his mustard-yellow tie. ‘And I would prefer you not to speak to our faculty members in such an unpleasant manner.’

I glared at him, momentarily speechless.

Did he actually just play the ‘unbecoming of a young woman’ card?

Before I could sling a low and dirty retort in his direction, the woman reappeared from the office, cowed. Without meeting my eye, she said, ‘We found your paperwork. Accommodation office is in the Jerningham building. Inauguration speech is at four p.m. in the chapel. Attendance is mandatory.’

The victory felt hollow. She handed me a dark green lanyard that cheerfully proclaimed ‘I’m a new student!’ and I scurried out of the entrance hall, head down to avoid the cold glares of the other students.

The campus was built in concentric semicircles around the grounds of a former convent; a proud stone building of stained-glass windows and ribbed vaults, flying buttresses and pointed arches, spires and towers and intricate tracery. The cobbled walkways were lined with black Victorian street lamps and gnarled trees with branches like crooked bones.

Outside the entrance hall was a statue of Sister Maria, one of the last nuns to live in the convent before it was converted into an academic institution. Her stone hands were clasped in prayer as she stood vigil. The folds of her habit draped down to her ankles in rough-hewn ripples, and her chiselled features bowed in a way that made her eyes sink into shadows. The beads of the rosaries snaking around her wrists were fat, glimmering rubies, surrounded by shallow scratches where many a desperate thief had taken a chisel to the precious jewels. The attempts were fruitless; they may have been worth a fortune, but the rubies were embedded in the stone as though by some greater force.

Sister Maria had been the original North Tower victim, falling to her death a little over a hundred years ago. Whether she jumped or was pushed, nobody has ever known.

Laying down my briefcase on the cobbled forecourt, I stood against the statue for a few minutes, taking in great gulps of the late September air and trying to gather my emotions.

Northumberland had always been home for me, and yet being here already felt all wrong.

I’d applied to the elite philosophy programme as soon as Carvell had reopened – if I was going to practice law one day and be a judge, if I was going to play God in the fates of murderers and victims alike – where better to cut my teeth than a place so famously steeped in death?

Plus, it was less than twenty miles from the town I grew up in; where my parents and brothers still lived. My mum had suffered from lupus since I was twelve, and it was getting worse every year. Even the prestigious universities in Edinburgh and Durham felt too far away. What if she took a turn for the worse and it took me hours to get home? What if . . .?

I tried not to think like that.

After composing myself by Sister Maria’s statue, I headed back to the car park and yanked my suitcase out of my beat–up Ford. I frowned down at the campus map. Willowood Hall, where I’d be living for the next year, was adjacent to the central priory. Right opposite the North Tower, with its turrets and crenellations and dark, dark past.

Nerves writhed in the pit of my stomach like adders, but not because of the proximity to the site of the murders. I’d been on edge about my new roommate all summer – about what it would be like to share a bedroom with another person after eighteen years of my own space. Another person who could well be the devil, or worse, a snorer.

Friendship, for me, was a long game. Something that could not be rushed or fast-tracked. My affections were not the quick flint of a forest fire, but rather grew like ivy; a slow creep over many years, difficult to destroy with a barbed comment or a careless joke.

Ever since my best friend Noémie moved away, the thought of getting to know new people felt overwhelming. Noémie and I had known each other since primary school, and become properly close in sixth form. She’d moved back to Canada to study in Toronto, and I was already daunted by the crater she’d left behind. There had been an almost-romantic layer to our relationship. Limbs tangled as we slept, though we never kissed. Love-yous exchanged with a kind of fake casualness. I’d never entirely unpacked what I felt for Noémie, and I was a little afraid to.

Anyway, now it was too late. She was gone, and we didn’t talk any more, so what was even the point of it all?

Back in high school, I never felt like I belonged. It was cool to look like you hadn’t tried, like you’d just tossed on whatever novelty tee and dirty Converse you had lying around. I was scorned for trying too hard, for being too serious, for thinking too highly of myself. So I hoped my new roommate would be like me. I wanted someone I could discuss Sartre and Foucault and Nietzsche with, while drinking red wine and whisky. To speculate about the afterlife and the occult, and exchange beloved books and films. Someone who would make Northumberland feel so much larger than it was. Because if I couldn’t go and study at Edinburgh or Harvard or Cambridge, Carvell had to be the next best thing.

When I found the room, it was still empty; no sign of my roommate yet. There were two single cabin beds bracketing a central arched window, each with a little roll-top desk tucked beneath the bunk. The carpet was a dark green tartan and the walls were high and white. The window was open a sliver, and the smell of moss and rosemary and wild garlic drifted in on the breeze. It was at once achingly familiar and achingly sad. A connection to the Alice who used to make dens in the woods with Aidan and Max, before Mum was diagnosed, before Max left for London.

It smelled of home, and yet I was not home. Not any more.
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Just as I hoisted my suitcase on to the bare, rust-springed mattress, there was a pop of laughter from the corridor as someone fumbled with a key. The door lurched free of its frame, and behind it stood my new roommate and a man I assumed was her father.

She was tall and tanned, with long blonde hair in French plaits. Fine-freckled and make-up free, with a neat ski-slope nose and wide-set blue eyes. Denim shorts, despite the chilly Northumbrian breeze, and a tight black tank top. Slung over her shoulder was a Grays’ hockey stick bag. All in all, she looked like a Sports Illustrated cover, and made me feel instantly dumpy and odd.

‘Hi!’ Her voice was light and mellifluous. Around her grinning mouth was something that looked a lot like sugar. ‘I’m Charlotte, but everyone calls me Lottie. This is my dad, Dominic.’

Dominic stepped forward eagerly, extending a broad hand. He was shorter than Lottie by an inch and wore a faded rugby shirt over pale blue dad jeans, with the pink-cheeked look of the shamelessly outdoorsy.

‘Hi! Dom! Great to meet you!’

Everything inside me groaned.

My new roommate was cheerful. From a family of cheerfuls.

‘This is so cute,’ Lottie chirped, taking in the room with wide, wondrous eyes. ‘Oh my god, just adorable. I’m in love.’ Then, jabbing her thumb behind her, ‘Is that your car parked outside?’

Tucking a lock of hair behind my ear, I turned away. ‘Yeah. But I’m not going to IKEA with you.’

I didn’t know where the needless snark came from. I think she reminded me too much of the perky, popular girls who had spread vicious rumours about me in school.

She blinked in surprise. ‘Oh. I didn’t –’

‘No, I know,’ I interjected. ‘But it seems like that’s the kind of thing you’d want me to do, so I just wanted to manage your expectations. The only Swedish things I care about are meatballs and Greta Garbo.’

Stop being such a pretentious dick, I screamed internally, but it was no good. I was in full defence mode, performing myself so fiercely that she couldn’t make me feel small for it.

‘They have meatballs at IKEA,’ Dominic pointed out. He slung an expensive-looking weekend bag on to the spare bed, then tucked his hands into his jean pockets. ‘Though I have no idea who Greta Garbo is.’

Lottie, who looked embarrassed by his admission, changed the subject. ‘I’m just so excited to be here. It’s surreal. I can’t wait for hockey training to start. And oh my god, the Refectory! Have you ever seen a cooler students’ union?’ She laid her hockey stick bag down on the desk with a clatter of wood. When I didn’t reply to her almost offensive enthusiasm, she forced my hand with another question. ‘So where are you from?’

‘Here,’ I answered, arranging a stack of books on my own little desk. ‘Northumberland.’

Say something else, I urged myself, frustration ebbing like a current. Stop being a joyless twat.

‘Nice!’ Lottie smiled. ‘It’s such an amazing part of the world.’ She paused, waiting for me to reciprocate the question. When I didn’t, she glanced uncertainly at Dominic.

‘We’re from Kent,’ he said, still grinning that golden retriever grin, but there was a pointedness to his tone. ‘Maybe you can show Lottie around?’ He tossed an arm over her shoulders; a bear-like act of reassurance that made me want to cry.

I did that. I made him feel like he needed to reassure her.

With a hot flash of shame, I suddenly couldn’t bear to be there a second longer, so I excused myself to go to the library.

‘But we don’t even have any classes yet . . .’ Lottie whispered, when she thought I was out of earshot.

‘Don’t worry, kiddo,’ Dominic replied. ‘You’ll win her around. You always do.’

Disappointment weighed heavy on me as I left the building. Lottie was nothing like Noémie. Noémie was deep brown skin and cashmere sweaters, serious conversations and foreign films, the wistful smell of blue ink and old books, laughter as soft and smooth as butter. She was so much like me that it often felt like talking to myself. There was a unique kind of comfort in that.

And yet there was something eminently human about Lottie; an easy zeal I sorely lacked. Winding through the cobbled streets to the main convent, I continued the conversation with her in my head, imagining how a confrontation might play out. I always did this, always argued fiercely with people in my mind, mentally sparring with words like a boxer might practise punching.

The Sisters of Mercy library was housed in the original convent, climbing in split levels up all three storeys of the building. The upper floors were wrap-around mezzanines, so from the centre of the ground floor you could see all the way to the proud domed ceiling. There were wrought-iron spiral staircases connecting different levels, and a hodgepodge of reading nooks with wingback armchairs and moth-eaten velvet footstools. All along one wall was a row of antique writing desks and little green bankers’ lamps; beyond them, through arched windows, were acres and acres of gorse-pocked crags beneath a faded grey sky.

It was beautiful, but I could barely enjoy it. My jaw was tensed, my temples pulsing, every muscle and sinew taut and ready for a fight that wasn’t coming. The exhausting anger is what pushed Noémie away, in the end.

I should have known it would follow me here.
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My new roommate did nothing to alleviate the fear that I wasn’t good enough to be at Carvell.

When I first met Alice Wolfe, she was stacking leather-bound editions of Sartre and Foucault and Nietzsche on her desk, wine-red hair flipped over her face in a defiant wave. She wore a silver septum piercing and an unreasonable quantity of winged eyeliner. She was almost insultingly beautiful, albeit in a satanic sort of way.

Shortly after our scratchy first exchange, Alice left to go to the library, despite the fact classes hadn’t even started yet. I fought back tears; I was already so out of my depth.

As I hugged my dad goodbye, I felt an overwhelming tug towards home; an inexplicable franticness. I didn’t want to be left here. I was suddenly very, very afraid, although I couldn’t say of what, exactly. Something about the place felt innately hostile. The air was too cold and dry in my lungs, and that supernatural pulse was suddenly more unsettling than intriguing; a shadowy presence in the middle distance that vanished whenever I tried to look at it head-on.

It seemed completely impossible that just this morning, I was sitting having a birthday breakfast in my favourite Sevenoaks greasy spoon before Mum had to go to work. She’d been to the jewellery shop on the high street and bought me a new charm for my bracelet: a little silver bumblebee. That’s what they’d always called me. Their little bumblebee.

Now it dangled against my wrist, warm to the touch.

It had always been the three of us, and things would never be like that again. Sure, they’d always be my parents, and Sevenoaks would always be there for me to return to. But I had loved my friends, my school, walking my dog, having breakfast with my mum and dad every morning. It had all been so easy, so safe, and now it was gone. The thought was so profoundly sad that it knocked the breath out of me.

‘Dad,’ I mumbled into his broad chest. He smelled of home, and of our grey-bearded labrador. ‘I . . .’

He gripped my shoulders and pushed me up off his chest, a certain ferocity in his gaze. ‘Just say the words, Lottie. Just say the words and we’ll go home.’

From the look on his face, I could tell he was thinking of Janie, of how she’d pleaded with her parents to come home, and how they’d forced her to stay. He wouldn’t let history repeat in the same way.

I was tempted. God, I was tempted. But Carvell is what I’d been building to every moment of the last year. Every gruelling hockey practice, every hour of mind-numbing exam revision. Every tear-filled fight with my parents about this decision.

Swallowing every irrational fear lodged in the back of my throat, I convinced myself that I was just being childish. There was no such thing as a supernatural pulse, and a place couldn’t be innately hostile. My university experience would be what I made of it. All I had to do was approach my time here with the same passion and positivity I did everything else. My mum had taught me that raw enthusiasm can make up for almost any other deficit.

‘Dad, it’s okay.’ I smiled. ‘I promise.’

Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, I could tell my dad wanted to say something but didn’t know how. I busied myself lifting books out of the box and on to the little writing desk. They suddenly seemed horribly juvenile compared to Alice’s neat leather-bound stack.

‘Kiddo, I . . . I found your scrapbook,’ he said, trying and failing to sound casual. My stomach tilted to one side. ‘The one with all of Janie’s newspaper clippings. Is that why you’re really here?’

Stacking my Raymond Carver paperback collection beside a deep groove in the wood, I decided on a half-truth. ‘Kind of. I mean, I heard about Carvell because of her. But it’s not why I’m here. It’s an amazing university. One of the best –’

‘- in the world for literature. I know.’ He sighed. ‘Please, just . . . I know you, Lottie. You’re braver than I’ll ever be. But don’t go looking for trouble, okay? Don’t go digging around in old mysteries. Keep your head down, focus on your work. Try to forget about Janie.’

From the pain on his face, I knew he was thinking about her. I think he always was, in a way. And now it was all too easy to imagine me meeting the same fate.

But that was why I wanted answers. To give him and my mum – and Janie’s family – the peace they’d been robbed of for so long. I was doing it for them. For Dad. To take some of that pain away. And call it hero complex, call it main character syndrome, call it whatever, but I genuinely believed I could do it.

‘I’ll be safe,’ I said, but I knew from the worry in his eyes that he didn’t believe me in the slightest.

The tears didn’t come in full force until he left, and I was alone in the bedroom I’d be sharing with a girl who had loathed me on sight. I hated to admit it, especially when I’d stubbornly told my dad I was absolutely fine, but this all felt wrong – not because of the historic murders or my capricious roommate or the strange, too-dry air, but because of me. I wasn’t cellos and dark windowpanes, I wasn’t leather-bound Sartre and wine-red hair, I wasn’t Carvell. Everyone was going to sneer at me like Alice had.

Just as I was about to call my dad on the cheap Nokia he’d panic-loaded £100 of credit on to, to tell him to come back, come back, I’ve changed my mind, I noticed the view from our dorm-room window for the first time.

My breath hitched in my chest.

We were directly opposite the North Tower.
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Dean Mordue stood behind a polished walnut lectern in a tailored blue dress. She was shorter and thinner than I expected her to be, but her shoulders were squared proudly, her chin tilted to the ceiling of the old chapel. Behind her was a vast rose window, glazed with cherry-red and forest-green stained glass, the whole thing divided into floral segments by intricate stone mullions. A black cat sat on the windowsill, peering in with vague interest.

Hands clasped tightly around the sides of the lectern, Mordue addressed the several hundred students packed into the pews.

‘Many of you know of my own rich history with this school.’ Her accent was crisp and neutral, but there was a subtle Scottish rumble to it if you listened closely. ‘It was my very first faculty job, in its very first year of opening – back in the early sixties, which must be an inconceivably long time ago to your young minds. I had just received my doctorate in English literature from the University of Oxford, having been taught at undergraduate level by none other than J.R.R. Tolkien.’

There was an audible gasp. I looked around at my peers, at the two stunned strangers flanking me in the pews, amazed they didn’t know this already. It was almost as though they hadn’t spent the whole summer researching Carvell and its faculty in immense detail. Weird.

She smiled warmly. ‘I arrived at Carvell bright-eyed and stuffed with wonder, ready to impart everything I’d learned. Shaping young minds was nothing short of magic, to me. I still feel that way today, even after a long decade away from the place that has always felt like my home – both academically and spiritually. But, as they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder, and it is with immense gratitude that I welcome you all back here today.’

At the mention of the school’s closure, the cold air was pulled taut.

A few pews over, I saw Lottie sit up straighter. By the look of things, she’d already made friends with a couple of other girls. They were wedged tightly together in the pews, as though close physical proximity would cement their relationship faster. Something bitter curled in my stomach. People like Lottie would always make friends easily. It was my own fault I wasn’t one of them.

I turned my attention back to Dean Mordue, who had let a misty silence settle around the chapel.

‘The North Tower victims are with us today,’ she said firmly, but with a kind of defiant tenderness. ‘They will always be with us. Sam Bowey, Janie Kirsopp, Fiona Taylor, Dawn Middlemiss. I think of them every day. I pray for their families every night.’ She lifted a hand to the dainty cross necklace hanging at her throat. ‘They came . . . Sorry.’ She took a quiet moment to compose herself, as though the emotion threatened to spill over. ‘They came to this university to give themselves better lives, and instead they lost them. This tragedy should never be shied away from, never be swept under the rug. May they never be forgotten.’

She shifted on the stage, and it creaked beneath her pointed ankle boots. An old brown radiator sighed nearby. ‘That said, tragedy tourism will never be welcome on this campus. There will be no press interviews. There will be no photographs sold to the media. There will be no rumour-mongering, no childish speculation, no dishonouring the victims in either life or death. No putting their families through even more pain than they’ve already suffered. And finally, the North Tower is permanently out of bounds. Any student found breaching this rule will be expelled on the spot.’

A murmur spread through the students like wind through rushes, but Mordue simply talked over it.

‘First and foremost, we are here to learn. To grow. To think.’ She spread her arms wide. ‘We must never lose our thirst for knowledge, for understanding, for wisdom. So too must we strive for kindness, for sincerity, for collective purpose. And we must always look inward. We must study ourselves with rigour, and interrogate our flaws. We must become better, in all the ways it is possible to be so. We must not leave this school the same people we were upon arrival.’

I shivered underneath my black wool turtleneck. A bat’s gossamer wings fluttered in the rafters. As I peered upward, my gaze snagged on someone else’s. The professor who’d witnessed my outburst this morning was watching me carefully. When I caught him staring, he didn’t even have the good grace to look embarrassed. He simply smiled mildly and turned away.

Although the undertow of shame had mostly subsided, it rippled at the split-second interaction. A brilliant academic I had so badly wanted to impress already thought me awful. And who could blame him? My sharp edges were already snagging on the world around me.

Mordue clasped her hands together with an air of finality. ‘As I stand here, I am exceedingly hopeful and optimistic about the future of this school. How can I not be optimistic when I see the future in front of me? You are the future; the future is yours. Now go and claim it.’

It was a rousing sentiment; one that brought to mind gusty autumn winds and choral music and black graduation caps tossed in the air.

And yet within weeks, that very future I was supposed to claim would be all but burned to ash.
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Of all the hundreds of new students packed into the chapel for Dean Mordue’s inauguration speech, I was the only one taking notes – and feeling extremely self-conscious as I did so. In my flared jeans, retro Adidas sweater and red beanie, I looked like an off-duty children’s TV presenter. None of this helped the feeling of being completely out of place. It wasn’t cool to make an effort back in Sevenoaks, but I suddenly hated the feeling of being so underdressed. I vowed to go clothes shopping with the student loan that had just landed in my bank account. I didn’t own a single item of black clothing, which suddenly seemed like a grievous oversight.

Dean Mordue was finally talking about the North Tower murders, after twenty minutes of pretentious preamble in which she flexed her academic connections with a shamelessness that seemed too much even for Carvell. My pulse quickened when she said Janie’s name, and I started to bullet point the names of the other victims – even though I’d studied the case for so long I knew them by heart.

‘And finally, the North Tower is permanently out of bounds. Any student found breaching this rule will be expelled on the spot.’

As she left the dais, disappointment crested in my chest. I’m not sure what exactly I was expecting – for the dean to let slip a clue that would allow me to solve Janie’s murder where the police had failed? – but her speech gave absolutely nothing away.

All I knew was that the chances of me staying away from the North Tower were slim to none. The tower was the reason I was here.

My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a text from Dad.

Just got to Wetherby services. If you need me to turn around, speak now or forever hold your peace. (Kidding. I’ll be there with a cup of tea whenever you need me.)

Nerves having settled somewhat since earlier, I popped a sour cherry in my mouth and forced myself to type out a chirpy response.

Thanks, Pops, but I’m ok! Love you! xx

‘Hey, what are you writing?’ asked the girl next to me on the pew, gesturing to my notebook. She wore big tortoiseshell glasses, and had long black hair and more piercings than I’d ever seen on a single human. Floral tattoos crept along the ridges of her shoulders and wound up her neck like wisteria. She wasn’t morbid like Alice, though. Her beaming smile and lilting Mancunian accent were incongruously sunny.

‘Oh, erm, nothing,’ I said, tucking the notebook away into my backpack and adjusting my beanie hat. ‘I’m Lottie, by the way.’

Another wide smile. ‘I’m Nat, and this is my roommate Sara.’ The girl next to her with tight ginger curls and a cream cable-knit cardigan waved theatrically. ‘We’re already obsessed with each other.’

Something childish in me glowered with jealousy. Why couldn’t I have a roommate who described herself as ‘already obsessed’ with me? Why had I been stuck with a literal porcupine?

Come on, Lottie, I told myself. You had about fifteen thousand friends in school. Making new ones shouldn’t be so hard.

‘What are you guys doing after this?’ I asked, forcing the usual pep back into my voice. Carvell would be what I made it, and if I didn’t find a lifelong friend in my roommate, I could easily find more elsewhere. Friends were like Pokémon cards, right? I could just keep collecting them until one was a shiny Charizard?

‘We’re going to get seriously pissed in the Refectory,’ Sara said, smearing garish red lipstick across her mouth using a gemstone-studded pocket mirror covered in smudges. ‘You should come!’

I grinned at her, this little flame-haired Charmander with big potential. ‘I’m in. You can help me round out my birthday in style, yeah?’

‘It’s your birthday?’ shrieked Sara, as though I had just announced my intention to climb Kilimanjaro in the nude. ‘Bitch, why didn’t you say?’

This confused me, on account of the fact I had quite literally just said, but I laughed anyway.

‘Right,’ said Nat, following me up the aisle towards the exit. ‘Let’s meet at seven to get you unbelievably fucked up.’

Their friendliness settled the nerves in my belly to a mere flicker. It was going to be fine. I didn’t need my roommate to love me, as long as other people did.

(This was a complete lie. I’d always wanted to be loved by everyone.)

As I left the chapel, I found myself wondering why I hadn’t told Nat and Sara what I was really writing in my notebook. Perhaps it was Dean Mordue’s cautionary words about tragedy tourism and needless speculation, and it was prudent to keep my cards close to my chest. Perhaps I realised how insanely narcissistic it was to think I could solve a complex series of murders when professional investigators couldn’t.

And yet I kept thinking about an idea from In Cold Blood, one of my favourite books. The fact that imagination was so powerful that it could open any door and let terror walk right in.

The North Tower murders had gripped the nation. They were on the cover of every newspaper, at the start of every news segment. People discussed theories over hushed pints in bustling pubs, speculated over who had done it and why, or even suggested it was the work of a suicide cult. But when several years passed and the deaths remained unsolved, Carvell slipped out of the cultural zeitgeist the same way the Zodiac Killer did stateside. People just . . . moved on. But I never did.

What if it was my imagination that could open this long- sealed door?

What if the fact Janie’s death was so important to me was the key?

And if that key let the terror walk right into my own life, so be it.
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When I got back to my dorm, Lottie was already there. She was tangled in a set of blue floral duvet covers that she was trying to put on the bed. Although she didn’t see me come in, thanks to the linen gimp mask she’d inadvertently fashioned for herself, she must have heard my footsteps.

‘Changing bedsheets is impossible, right?’ she grunted. ‘Like it’s literally not a possible thing to do?’

She emerged from the sheets in a flustered harrumph, blonde flyaways haloing her face. She glanced over at my still unmade bed; I’d spent the whole afternoon meandering around the library instead of unpacking. ‘I think you’re on to something. Just, like, shunning bedsheets altogether. Jail-cell chic.’

I smiled tightly, hating that it was tight, hating that I could feel my skin puckering around my lip scar, hating that there was nothing I could do about it.

‘Yeah,’ I said, laying down my stack of library books on the heavily scratched desk. ‘I’d offer you a hand, but I’m rubbish at that stuff.’

‘What, like laundry? Or being a good person?’ Lottie grinned, then saw my face. ‘I’m kidding! Oh my god, I’m kidding. I’m sure you’re all sunshine and roses deep down.’

I rolled my eyes, and muttered, ‘At least I keep my sharp edges on the surface, where people can see them. Unlike the girls in my high school, who . . .’ I trailed off, realising I didn’t particularly want to share the worst moments of my teenage years with this near stranger.

‘Ohhhh, I get it,’ Lottie said slowly, with a triumphant grin.

‘That’s why you don’t like me?’

‘What?’ I asked, not meeting her eye.

She stuffed a pillow into its creased case. ‘I remind you of the girls who were mean to you?’

‘Don’t psychoanalyse me,’ I practically spat, regretting it the second I did.

That’s when her perky patience seemed to run out, and I didn’t blame her. I knew I was making things difficult. Self-loathing beat in my skull like a pulse.

We continued unpacking for a few long, stony minutes. Watching her out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dazzling array of extra-curricular paraphernalia: cross-country medals and Grade Eight piano certificates; a tennis racket and a trombone; a programme from an amateur production of The Rocky Horror Picture Show which she’d starred in. I felt immediately and completely inferior. That was the kernel of truth at the centre of my anger towards Lottie; I was jealous of girls like her. Girls who moved through the world with joy and ease.

I checked my phone and found a text from my dad. As it always did, my stomach flipped over. Texts from my dad usually meant something had happened with Mum; she was in hospital with kidney failure, or she’d had another seizure, or her vision had taken a nosedive. But today he was just telling me that I’d forgotten Alf, my childhood teddy I slept with every night, and did I want to go home this weekend to get him? He’d make my favourite roast beef, and I could tell them all about my first week. My heart twinged. I didn’t know how to tell him that the decision to leave Alf behind was intentional. I fired off a quick message saying I’d think about it.

Noémie still hadn’t replied to my text from that morning. True, it was still early in Canada, but she usually woke at dawn for a long, slow jog every day. And so for her not to reply to my text meant she really did hate me. A fist of grief opened in my chest, but I clamped it shut as quickly as I could.

Thankfully Lottie was far less stubborn than either me or Noémie, and she broke the silence in the dorm first.

‘Come on,’ she said, with that carefree grin. ‘I don’t want it to be like this. I’m meeting some other girls at the students’ union in twenty minutes.’ She gave a little butt wiggle to indicate dancing. She really was exceptionally tall – at least six foot. Her whole body was long and muscular in a way that made my throat dry up. ‘You should come.’

I knew I should say yes, just in the name of making things less awkward, but the thought of all those sweaty bodies made the belt around my chest tighten.

‘Nah, I’m fine here.’ I gestured to the stack of plastic-bound library books on my desk. ‘I want to get ahead of the course reading.’

Lottie laughed. ‘You’re unbelievable. One drink! You can come for one drink.’

‘I do like to drink.’ I chewed my lip, thinking longingly of the softly lit reading nooks in the library. I could head there just before sunset, let the dusky lavender light drape over me through the arched windows. ‘But I really . . .’

Lottie folded her tanned arms. ‘Alice, come on. I’m not going to beg you. But I am going to guilt trip you. It’s my birthday.’ I looked up at her in surprise, but she held up a palm as if to tell me not to bother addressing it further. ‘And I just left home, and I’m emotional, and I’m terrified that I made a big mistake coming here. So please. One drink.’

The ease with which she shared all of these emotions with me momentarily stunned me. It felt like looking at a bright lamp head-on. It wasn’t how we did things in our family. We skirted around the truth of our feelings, communicated through subtext and passive aggression, never apologised after an argument – just waited for the anger to naturally subside. It was a Northumberland thing.

Despite my involuntary eye-roll, I caved into Lottie’s emotional blackmail. ‘Fine. One drink.’
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The Refectory was a monstrous, magnificent place.

Not many students’ unions were housed in cathedral-style halls, with high, vaulted ceilings and arching stained-glass windows. It was dark outside, but the old Victorian street lamps outside refracted broken light through the stained glass, casting strange kaleidoscopic shapes across the polished parquet dance floor.

It made my drinking spots back home look positively primitive. Flaky memorial park bench, this was not.

By the time I arrived with Alice, the holy space was already thronging with half-cut freshers, and I was desperate for a drink to round off the hard edges of the day. I felt emotionally wrung out from saying goodbye to my family, and from fretting over the fact Alice thought I was tragic, and from finally standing in the shadow of the tower I’d thought about almost every day since I was nine years old.

‘Bar?’ I asked Alice, who was dressed more like an Ivy League professor than a cheap student.

‘Bar,’ she confirmed.

From the grimace-set of her jaw, I guessed she felt as out of place as I did. Which was bonkers, because in her tawny tweed blazer, polished brogues and cigarette trousers, she looked like she was born in a place like this.

I spotted Nat and Sara by the bar, white strobe lighting illuminating the orange frizz on Sara’s curls. The four of us got a booth near the stage, and chatted about where we came from and what we were studying. Nat and Sara were both on the theatrical arts programme and acted accordingly, all big hand gestures and performative laughter and Shakespeare quotes that didn’t seem to make sense in the context.

At first I didn’t find them that annoying – they were easy to talk to, at least, especially once I’d sank three drinks – but as I watched Alice visibly growing in irritation, I began to see them through her eyes. They were try-hards, desperate to make a good impression, forcing friendships on the very first day rather than letting them grow organically.

Probably exactly how she saw me too.

‘So what made you choose theatrical arts?’ asked Alice, with a curious twitch of her dark red lips. Her Cupid’s bow was so pronounced that I found my eyes drawn to her slightly mocking half-smile. She had that kind of cruel magnetism to her.

Then, when Nat announced proudly that ‘all the world’s a stage’, Alice mouthed along as though she’d known what her answer would be. She caught my eye as she did so, and I had to bite down on my lower lip to keep from laughing. Even though I knew she was being cruel, it was briefly intoxicating to have a private joke with her.

It wasn’t to last, though, because Alice’s self-professed sharp edges were indiscriminate, and my turn to be on the receiving end rolled around faster than you could say porcupine. I’d been chatting about my hockey scholarship, about how I very nearly missed out due to a knee injury, when she cut me off.

‘I’ve never understood why Carvell offered sports scholarships,’ she said, as though innocently musing aloud. She rolled the ice cubes around in her tumbler. ‘It’s an arts academy. Why does it matter how well people can hit a ball with a wooden stick?’

I was at least half a foot taller than her, but in that moment I’d never felt so small.

The trend of feeling like a philistine compared to Alice continued for the next few hours. I ordered vodka-cranberry; she ordered whisky on the rocks. I passed around a packet of Love Hearts; she looked at me as though I’d assassinated her mother. I leaped up to dance when an Oasis song came on; she cast a disparaging look in the DJ’s direction.

After an hour of loose-limbed dancing, Nat yelled, ‘I’m going to the bathroom!’

‘Me too!’ Sara screamed back, her eyes glassy. She was drunker than I realised, hanging on to Nat for support.

‘I’ll go get us some water,’ I shouted, making a gesture towards the bar. It really was extremely hot; the hairs on the nape of my neck were sodden. Sweat pooled at the base of my spine, soaking through the waistband of my jeans.

As I stood at the crowded bar waiting to be served, I found myself tentatively imagining a future at Carvell with Nat and Sara as my friends. We’d hang out on the grassy lawns in front of the old convent, studying and laughing and sipping from little cans of pear cider. I’d go to watch them in their plays, or help them run lines in the dressing room, while they’d cheer for me at my hockey matches. I allowed myself a private smile.

But the moment of internal peace was not to last.

Nat and Sara came back from the bathroom different people to the ones I’d just been dancing with. They were high on something erratic and jittery, with an owl-eyed intensity I didn’t trust. As they took their places beside me, fingers rapping frantically on the polished oak like concert pianists, I tried to tell myself it was no big deal, but deep down my heart sank.

Then, over the sound of the thudding bass, I heard a nearby commotion.

‘Oh my god!’ Nat shrieked. She was staring somewhere over my left shoulder. ‘Oh my god oh my god oh my god!’ Her voice was a cocaine-addled air-raid siren.

‘What? What happened?’ I winced as she grabbed me too hard by the back of the arm.

‘Your roommate just punched someone.’


OEBPS/images/image-2.jpg
SOCIETY
S G) ULLESS
| RLS\l






OEBPS/images/image-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-6.jpg
CHAPTER TWO

Alice





OEBPS/images/image-8.jpg
CHAPTER FOUR

Lottic





OEBPS/images/image-9.jpg
CHAPTER FIVE

Alice





OEBPS/images/image-12.jpg
CHAPTER EIGHT

Lottic





OEBPS/images/image-10.jpg
CHAPTER SIX

Lottic





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		PART I: ROOTS



		CHAPTER ONE: Lottie



		CHAPTER TWO: Alice



		CHAPTER THREE: Alice



		CHAPTER FOUR: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIVE: Alice



		CHAPTER SIX: Lottie



		CHAPTER SEVEN: Alice



		CHAPTER EIGHT: Lottie



		CHAPTER NINE: Alice



		CHAPTER TEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER ELEVEN: Alice



		CHAPTER TWELVE: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Alice



		CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Alice



		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Alice



		CHAPTER NINETEEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER TWENTY: Alice



		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: Lottie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: Alice



		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: Lottie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Alice



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: Lottie













		PART II: BRANCHES



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: Alice



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: Alice



		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: Alice



		CHAPTER THIRTY: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: Alice



		CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: Alice



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: Alice



		CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT: Alice



		CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY: Lottie



		CHAPTER FORTY-ONE: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY-TWO: Lottie



		CHAPTER FORTY-THREE: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE: Lottie



		CHAPTER FORTY-SIX: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT: Alice



		CHAPTER FORTY-NINE: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIFTY: Alice



		CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE: Alice



		CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE: Alice



		CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR: Alice











		PART III: WOODS



		CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX: Lottie



		CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN: Alice



		CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT: Alice



		CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTY: Alice



		CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO: Alice



		CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR: Alice



		CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX: Alice



		CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN: Lottie



		CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT: Alice



		CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE: Alice











		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/image-11.jpg
CHAPTER SEVEN

Alice





OEBPS/images/image-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-5.jpg
CHAPTER ONE

Lottic





OEBPS/images/image-7.jpg
CHAPTER THREE

Alice





OEBPS/images/image-1.jpg
THE

SOCJET
FOR

SOULLESS

G|RLS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
b, \ RA WY S0 " T
NN SUTRAN D ARG A
~'A twisty, sexy, smart haunting of a book. ¢ -

o ORI LA T\ % \ & LN
X ull of eloquent rage' Kiran Millwood-Hargrave: =~
\ /\ ER Y \ . ‘E‘n\'\\ .o .’:.
o \ \ KRy

AT . ¥






