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For Simon – ‘solid as a brick’ – like our dad.


PROLOGUE

The current glints and sparkles as she gazes. It has been a good outing: fresh air, camaraderie and fun. Freedom from the house, too. Her whole body a little weightless, she’s contented, relaxed, happy. And high.

The rain-speckled wind strokes her cheeks. Closing her eyes, she breathes in the musky fragrances of the countryside surrounding her – woody pine and damp conifers, rotting moss and wet grass. The pristine and crisp smell of the river too. Save for the hum of falling water in the distance, it’s silent.

She stretches and smiles. In this instant she has everything she wants; it’s a moment to capture.

A sharp gust and she’s teetering, then tumbling down. Oh my God, oh my God, she’s slipped.

Instinctively holding out her arms, she gropes for something solid to protect herself from the fall. Nothing there but empty air, then the slap of the surface and shock of icy water. A powerless plunge into darkness hauls her down and down further. Liquid like bleach stings her nostrils, swamps her mouth, seals her throat.

Raw survival setting in, she pins her lips shut and tries not to inhale. Swim, she needs to swim, get back to the top. Kicking out her legs, she tries, then again. Futile, so fruitless. Boots too heavy, blazer leaden with water.

Weak, unduly weak. Paralysed limbs. Frozen flesh. No air left, no more room. A spasmodic breath and acid deep in her chest. So dark, very dark.

Inescapable tugging, insistent sucking, a swirl of murky depths.

The arms of the dead drag her in.

Pure and transparent, the blackness turns white. With it, realisation, as clear as the river.

She didn’t trip; she was pushed.

Revenge, sweet revenge.

The friendship, the bonding. The smile, the pretence.

Cleverly biding her time.

And finally winning.


Part One
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St Luke’s – September 1988

It drizzled that first September day. Dad nearly missed the turning.

Quickly swerving to the left, he accelerated the Jag up a long and surprisingly modern driveway. ‘Tennis courts, this must be it,’ he said, his first words through the hour and fifteen-minute journey.

Mum was sitting next to Jo in the back. ‘Looks nice, love,’ she said.

Jo’s new boater was still on her knee ‘for safekeeping’. She looked at it doubtfully. What was it for?

Mum didn’t seem to know either. ‘Maybe you should put it on now, love,’ she said.

The elastic snapping her neck, Jo pulled on the straw hat. It restricted her view, but that didn’t matter; she hadn’t been looking through the windows anyway, just at the back of her dad’s black wavy hair and catching his sad eyes in the mirror.

Dad finally pulled up with a deep sigh. The car park was busy, large glossy vehicles lined in neat rows, their boots open. Girls were milling in grey suits or grey coats and grey socks, their hair tied in low bunches. They reminded Jo of the twins at her primary school whom no one could tell apart. The thought made her tummy turn.

Mum patted her knee. ‘Are you ready, love?’ she asked in a wheezy voice. Then Dad opened the door, holding out his rough hand to take hers, which wasn’t like Dad at all.

Grown-ups with umbrellas were standing back from their car boots, watching men lug out brown and grey trunks and drop them on trollies with wheels. But Dad lifted Jo’s trunk himself.

‘I think it’s this way, Stan,’ Mum said, pointing to a sign with an arrow saying, ‘Junior House’.

Jo wanted to stop and breathe. The leather smell of Dad’s new car had made her feel sick all the long journey, and she’d been too hot in the thick coat, but she hadn’t said anything. And suddenly they were here; time was going too fast. Dad was striding up a patchwork path, his rolled shirtsleeves showing the tight muscles in his forearms as he carried the trunk towards glossy black doors.

Feeling peculiar in her suit and grey belted overcoat, she clutched Mum’s hand. Her stiff shirt collar and tie were almost making her gag. The boater felt funny as well, the elastic too tight beneath her chin, but at least it kept her newly blown hair neat and dry, holding off the wild frizzy mass which sprung up every morning.

Mum and Dad stopped. Adjusting her hat, she looked up. Made of dark greenish stone, the building was tall and old, not unlike a spooky Scooby-Doo haunted mansion. A woman with inky hair and a white face was standing at the door. Wearing a lilac jumper and matching cardigan, she was looking down from the top step with closed thin lips and a smile Jo wasn’t sure of.

‘Ah, the Wragg family. Welcome to Junior House,’ she said in a posh, smooth voice. ‘I’m Miss Smyth, Housemistress.’ Her pale eyes rested on Jo and Jo felt them pierce her. ‘You must be Joanna. You’re from Barnsley, in Yorkshire, I believe.’

The woman’s face was thin, nothing like Mrs Brown’s nice, friendly dimples. In fact, she looked remarkably like the wicked housekeeper from an old black-and-white film Jo had watched with Mum only last week. Wondering how on earth the woman knew who they were, she turned to Dad, but his face was tight, his eyes fixed on the trunk.

Miss Smyth stood back and wafted an arm inside the building. ‘Come through and see Joanna’s dormitory and then quickly say your goodbyes.’

The woman said it in a sweet voice, but Jo thought it was crispy underneath. Still holding the trunk, Dad lifted his head and opened his mouth, but Miss Smyth interrupted. ‘Thank you, Mr Wragg, but leave it there. The porters will deal with it.’

The boater at an angle, Jo followed, climbing the steps into what Mum would call a ‘busy’ room. An old piano stood at one end, a tall cupboard at the other; one wall had two small windows with orange curtains inside, the opposite was lined with rows of books. They were higgledy-piggledy, she noticed. At least she liked that.

‘These are my rooms,’ Miss Smyth said, gesturing to an opaque glass door on her left. Then, with her thin smile, she nodded to the hardbacks. ‘This is the library, Joanna. I hear you like reading and we cater for all sorts, I’m sure you’ll find something suitable and spend many enjoyable hours here.’ She peered again at Jo. Her face was all powdery but the talcum didn’t hide the funny lump at the side of her nose.

Dad’s hands were in his pockets, surveying the room. Mum briefly took Jo’s and gave it a squeeze. Jo just knew her mum wanted to mention the long list of classics she had already read, albeit the abridged versions, but it didn’t do to brag and Miss Smyth was hurrying them along.

‘This way, please.’ Then, looking back with a sigh, ‘Mr Wragg? This way, please. Joanna will sleep upstairs. To begin with at least.’

She led them along a musty corridor lined with wellington boots and large hooks. ‘This is where we leave our cloaks,’ she said. She picked one off and spread it out. Jo hoped hers was safely in her trunk. Ben had claimed it for this year’s Halloween. (‘All I need now is a broomstick and a hat!’ he’d said with a suitable cackle.)

‘Joanna? Are you listening?’ Miss Smyth’s gaze was still on her. ‘I was explaining to your parents that we have the plain hoods for Junior House.’ She leaned forward and showed Jo the hood buttons. She smelled of mothballs and a flowery aroma Jo couldn’t quite place. ‘Do you see? When you go into senior school, you just buy a new coloured hood. Depending on which House you choose.’ Her eyes flicked to Mum, looking apologetic. ‘Unless Joanna grows very tall, of course. But perhaps you could buy second-hand.’ She gave Jo a little shove to the left. ‘Up the stairs, dear, then your mother and father can bid you goodbye.’

Miss Smyth on her heels, Jo climbed the stairs.

‘Here we are, Joanna,’ she said with that smile when they reached the top. ‘Home sweet home.’

Still worrying whether Ben had stolen her cloak, and what would happen if she grew very tall, Jo followed Miss Smyth into a cold and empty bedroom. She turned to her parents who hovered at the door, as though they were waiting for an invitation to come in.

The request didn’t come, so Jo stepped out, dread slowly spreading from her chest, down her skinny legs to the tips of her toes.

‘Time for goodbye, dear,’ Miss Smyth said.

Dad wrapped her in his thick arms and held her ever so tightly. ‘Bye then, love. Be a brave lass, just like your brothers.’ He began to pull away, but Jo held on, suddenly realising she needed to remember his smell. Seeming to understand, he reached in his pocket and slipped his folded hanky in her palm.

Then Mum handed over the brown bag she’d been carrying, cupped Jo’s face and kissed her cheeks several times. Her eyes were like pebbles just plucked from the river. ‘I’ll write as soon as I’m home, love. It’ll fly by. Just you see.’

Miss Smyth cleared her throat. Jo had forgotten she was there. ‘The next new girl will be due any minute, Mrs Wragg. Let me show you down to the back entrance. You’ll soon find your way to the car park.’ She gave Jo a small push towards the bedroom. ‘Off you go now, dear. Matron will be along soon.’

Alone in the room, Jo took off her hat, stared at the narrow bed, then rushed back to the landing. But Mum and Dad had gone, down the rickety stairs to the world outside, or to freedom, as she soon came to name it.

‘Hello, I’m Catherine Bayden-Jones, but you can call me Kate. I’m from Barton in the Beans. That’s in Leicestershire and I have two older sisters, Clare and Annabelle who are both in senior school. We each have a pony. Oh, and Daddy’s much older than Mummy and his hair’s growing thin. He was married before, but she died. Oh, don’t you have strange hair?’

Still wearing her boater, they were Kate’s first words to Jo in the small dormitory. She had arrived before Jo, emerging from the upstairs bathroom with a pink nose and a handkerchief (embroidered with tiny hearts, Jo noticed) not long after Jo’s mum and dad had left.

Jo supposed that was how introductions were made and the room fell silent, Jo trying but failing to think of something to say, anything that would remotely match the splendour of Catherine Bayden-Jones’s name, let alone her words and the way she pronounced them.

Kate and Jo had been allocated adjacent lockers in the cramped room, but the other girls hadn’t arrived yet, so they sat dumbly at the end of their beds, their suit jackets still fastened. Kate kicked her (slightly) chubby legs against the thin mattress and Jo glanced around, wondering what they were supposed to do now. (Wait for Matron, Miss Smyth had said, though why they’d need a nurse, she had no idea. St Luke’s was meant to give her ‘the best education’, not teach her how to wrap bandages. Besides, she knew how to do that already.)

Giving a little sniff as she peered, she tried to identify the smell. The pong of old things, she supposed. Which wasn’t surprising. The room was pretty ancient, the white walls like painted sandpaper. Limp brown curtains hung each side of the old-fashioned windows. (Sash, Mrs Brown used to call them, a gentle word which sounded wrong for the monstrosity she now stared at. The prettier ones at her old school were ‘painted shut’. She wondered if these would open; a vague notion of escape already there, despite the horizontal rods at the bottom.)

Feeling a shiver, Jo turned to her bed, wondering whether to put the grey overcoat back on. Like the one in her old classroom, there was a yellowing slatted radiator and a thick pipe up the wall, but she doubted they would be almost too hot to touch without gloves. This room was freezing, colder than outside. And yes, the smell was definitely fusty, nothing remotely like her modern warm bedroom at home.

From the alarming stories of boarding-school life told by her brothers in the holidays, Jo had expected military commands from Miss Smyth, but she’d only mentioned Matron. (Jo had the bossy Matron from an old film firmly in her mind. She’d watched it with Dad one Sunday afternoon and he’d chuckled the whole way through.) Were she and Catherine Bayden-Jones allowed to move, to look out of the barred window, let alone explore the garden outside? (Assuming there was one.) And what about their trunks? Could they go astray? Auntie Barbara had travelled to Torremolinos with two suitcases and come back with only one (and a Spanish man with too many teeth). Jo had preferred the suitcase.

She eyed up Kate. She was still kicking her heels silently and her slightly upturned nose made her look as posh as she sounded, but she seemed nice. Her boater had slipped to the back of her head like the hat of a friendly cowboy and there was no doubt in Jo’s mind that she was pretty. She was plump (in a good way), had neat small teeth (not even approaching her tombstones) and dimples (like Mrs Brown – anything like Mrs Brown was a good thing); she had freckles and long golden hair in two plaits.

Jo looked down at her own scrawny frame. Her new school shoes were already scuffed (how had that happened? Mum had kept them off until the car), her knee-length socks were gathering at the ankle, and the thin legs protruding were bruised and brown from playing outside all summer. Noticing Kate’s continued glances at her hair, she patted it. It had been cut too short and was waving in all the wrong directions already. She willed it to grow as long and as shiny as Kate’s, preferably overnight.

‘It’s because my mum cut it yesterday,’ she stated, picturing the dark chunks of hair on the kitchen lino. ‘It gets all knotty, so Mum cuts it short.’

Kate leaned forward, her hands on her knees as she inspected the offending tresses at close quarters. ‘How funny!’ she said, suddenly brightening again. ‘Mine gets a little knotty too but Mummy, whose name is Hilary by the way, sprays mine with a conditioner. It’s called “No More Tears” and you squirt it on when it’s wet and it works like magic!’ She nodded, her face pinking with pleasure. ‘I’ve brought some with me. It’s in my trunk. I’ll share it with you if you like.’

It was a defining moment for Joanna Wragg. Not only did Kate look and speak like a princess, she was friendly and kind and she was willing to be her friend. Jo didn’t make close friends particularly easily, but once made, it was a friendship for life and she never let go.

‘What’s in that bag?’ Kate asked politely, her gaze wide with interest.

Jo was surprised her new friend had seen it. Hoping it would be hidden from prying eyes, she had slotted the brown bag between her bed and the wall. It contained the china ornaments she’d selected with her mum’s permission from the glass sideboard at home. She hadn’t been able to decide between the calf and the baby donkey, so her mum had let her bring both.

She took a deep breath. Fearful she’d cry, she didn’t want to peel back the crisp new tissue paper, nor look at her special mementoes of home so soon, but she recognised the need to reciprocate the offer of friendship.

With great care she unravelled her treasure. ‘Oh!’ Kate said, sitting back with surprise. ‘Aren’t they pretty?’ Then, after a moment, with a small frown. ‘Is that like bringing a teddy?’

Relieved she didn’t have to explain, Jo nodded. She thought of letting Kate hold one, but large silent tears had spilt from her eyes, so she stood up and sat next to her, reaching over an arm without really touching. The lump which had clogged Jo’s throat since leaving home seemed to expand unbearably but, even at eight years of age, she knew she needed to be strong for her new friend.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you, I promise. My name is Jo, by the way, short for Joanna.’
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St Luke’s

It was a funny money mix at St Luke’s School, established wealth and nouveau riche.

‘Well, it has to start somewhere, Dad. You wanted what was best for me and I’m doing the same for my lot,’ Stan would argue with his father who’d ‘still got coal in my nails. And in my heart,’ and who fiercely objected to giving his grandchildren, ‘bloody airs and graces’.

Surprising everyone, Stan had abandoned his job as a butcher and set up his own building business. It took several years to make it a success, but once the cash started to roll in from Wragg’s Construction, he’d insisted on providing his sons with the best education that Godspenny could buy. It turned out this was best achieved by sending them to boarding school ‘over the border’. Joyce had gone along with it on the surface, but Jo saw the devastation in her mum’s face when her older brothers were sent away to school in their caps, blazers and short trousers. She was there too, the baby of the family, waving from the back seat of her parents’ departing car, watching the boys until they disappeared from sight, but still picturing their tight faces and knowing how desperately hard it had been for them not to cry.

She understood her turn would come when she turned eight, but had no idea what a steep learning curve there would be once she was there. Her oldest brother Nigel had talked a lot about his school experiences (always doom and gloom, to put it mildly), and her next brother Ben a little (funny stories, mostly about food fights), but like a million other things in life, one couldn’t know until one had experienced it oneself (she was already getting a handle on saying ‘one’).

During the first two weeks at St Luke’s, she had been derided by teachers and pupils alike for her thick Yorkshire accent, for her unusual pronunciation of words and strange use of certain phrases. It didn’t help that her school uniform and clothes were of just slightly inferior quality to those of the other girls (‘Cole Brother’s best, all the way from Sheffield, what’s your problem, lass?’ Granddad said when he heard her complain at half-term), that her hair had been cut short by her mother, or that she had arrived with bruised legs and arms from rough play through the summer.

But Joanna Wragg’s worst mistake those few days was to reveal too much of herself, being overly honest about her roots, her home and her family. The description ‘ragamuffin from Barnsley’ was bad enough (Matron, naturally) but peer pressure was worse. The other girls in her form would point, giggle and whisper, ‘Oh my God! Her daddy was a butcher!’ ‘Her uncle works down a mine!’ ‘She keeps her father’s snotty handkerchief under her pillow!’ ‘Look at her dirty legs, I bet she smells too!’ ‘Can you believe that her own mother cuts her hair?’ ‘I can hardly understand a word she says!’ ‘She’s so unbelievably common!’

Common as muck, Jo might have been, but she was tough, she was clever and she knew to adapt. As young as she was, she understood that if you couldn’t beat them, you joined them; you became one of the twins she’d seen that first day. So in just one short autumn half-term she transformed herself. She learned to speak like the girls from down south, adding an invisible letter ‘r’ after ‘a’, and lifted her nose like they did. (‘Oh, you’ve become very hoity-toity, lass’ – Granddad again.) She no longer called lunch ‘dinner’, nor the sofa a ‘settee’. She ate ‘tea’ at four o’clock and ‘dinner’ at seven. When she was reprimanded by the teachers, she blocked out Mrs Brown’s dimples and gritted her teeth to stop the tears. She brushed her hair ferociously until it grew long enough to tie in bunches and she vowed never, ever to reveal her true self to anyone again.
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