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            For my brother Brian, the Noah to my Sebastian. The best big brother that anyone could wish for!

            BM

            For Jordan, my soon-to-be husband!
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            Chapter 1

            The Big Apple

         

         A screech of brakes confirmed that the plane was finally on the ground. They were in New York at last. Libby had been so disappointed when her aunt’s plans to visit last term had been disrupted by a flood at their school, but it looked like fate had given them a helping hand. If they hadn’t had to stay in Edinburgh, they would never have managed to solve the mystery of the missing paintings at her best friend Connie’s home and saved her family from ruin. It wouldn’t have been the same coming to New York without Connie.

         After what felt like forever, they made it through the baggage-claim area and headed towards the taxi rank by the automatic doors. She was so excited at the thought of travelling in one of New York’s famous yellow taxis. Although it was still dark, she could see a whole fleet of them waiting in line outside the arrivals gate. Libby pointed to show Connie, but she wasn’t paying attention. She’d stopped a few paces behind Libby and her aunt, Miss Mousedale, and was staring straight ahead. Following her stare, Libby saw a man wearing a grey suit and a cap, holding up a piece of paper.

         ‘That’s strange,’ said Connie. ‘Why has that man got a sign with my name on? I thought we were getting a taxi to school.’

         ‘This is most irregular.’ Miss Mousedale looked puzzled. ‘Let me find out what’s going on. I really don’t need any hold ups today!’

         Miss Mousedale didn’t look impressed as she strode off in his direction. Libby watched carefully as they talked. Who was that man, and why had he come to collect Connie? Before she could allow her imagination to get completely carried away, her aunt returned.

         ‘Apparently, your godmother has arranged for us to be collected,’ said Miss Mousedale disapprovingly. ‘I do wish she’d let us know; I do not like surprises.’

         Libby and Connie tried to stifle their giggles. Miss Mousedale got cross at the strangest of things. They followed the man towards the car park where a long black car was waiting.

         ‘Your carriage awaits,’ he said, opening the door.
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         Libby couldn’t believe her eyes: it was an actual real-life limousine! A glamorous lady with almost white blonde hair and the biggest eyelashes Libby had ever seen stepped out and smiled. For once she was lost for words.

         ‘Surprise!’ the lady purred. ‘Connie, look how much you’ve grown; I barely recognised you.’

          ‘Eloise, I can’t believe you’re here.’ Connie’s face lit up and she threw herself into the lady’s arms. ‘This is my best friend in the whole world, Libby. Oh, and her aunt, Miss Mousedale. And this is my godmother, Eloise.’

         ‘I was hardly going to let you go all the way to the city in an awful cab,’ Eloise declared. ‘You must come to my hotel for breakfast. I insist.’

         Libby was confused. Connie had said her godmother was Scottish but there wasn’t a hint of a Scots accent, just a very lilting American one. All that time she had spent in Hollywood had clearly changed her. Libby couldn’t help but feel in awe of such a famous person. She had only ever seen Eloise in movies before, and now she was standing right in front of them. New York was already proving to be very exciting!

         ‘Is that okay, Miss Mousedale?’ Connie asked nervously. ‘I know you wanted to get to school as soon as possible.’

         Libby crossed her fingers hoping that her aunt wouldn’t say no. She really did hate being put on the spot.

         ‘It would be churlish of me to refuse,’ said Miss Mousedale. ‘And I must confess, I’m rather peckish after that long flight.’

         Libby was surprised at her aunt’s reaction, but she jumped in the limousine before she could change her mind, pulling Connie in behind her.

         When everyone was in the limo, the driver pulled away. Eloise gasped and she tapped on the window.

         ‘Could you stop, please?’ she asked the driver.

          Libby spotted a tall man with dark hair that they’d just driven past. He was wearing a charcoal suit and carrying a small bag.

         Eloise pressed a button and the window wound down. She leaned out.

         ‘Count Alvarez, is that you?’
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         The man smiled. ‘Eloise, what a charming coincidence. What are you doing here?’

         ‘I’m just picking up my goddaughter and her friends; they’re visiting from the UK! Are you waiting for someone?’

         ‘Unfortunately, yes. I was meant to meet my driver here but he has a flat tyre, so he’s running late. I guess I’ll just go back to arrivals and take a taxi.’

         ‘Oh no. I can’t possibly let you do that. You must come with us; I insist,’ Eloise said. ‘We have plenty of room.’

         The Count hesitated and looked around as if he was trying to see if his driver was going to appear after all. ‘Well, if you insist. I would hate to offend.’

          ‘I’m glad to hear it. Where’s the rest of your luggage?’ Eloise asked. ‘Do you need to collect it?’

         ‘It was just a short trip, so I only have this.’ He held up his bag.

         The driver opened the boot and made room for the Count’s bag. Count Alvarez handed over a card with an address to the driver, who nodded and drove off.

         
            ***

         

         Libby stared out of the window. She was expecting New York to be full of towering skyscrapers, but all she could see as they whizzed along in the limo was ordinary neighbourhoods. Then, as they crossed over a bridge, Libby got her first glimpse of a skyline that looked familiar. She’d seen pictures in one of her mum’s travel guides. Finally: this was the New York she was expecting. The buildings reached up and seemed to almost touch the clouds. Behind them the sun was just rising, giving the city an orange glow.

         ‘Connie, look,’ pointed Libby. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

         Connie grinned. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. It’s so breath-taking.’

         ‘And loud, no doubt,’ said Miss Mousedale, clutching her bag close to her. ‘It makes Edinburgh look positively rural. I hope you’re both ready for all the noise and chaos.’
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         ‘Let’s hope New York is ready for us,’ Libby laughed. She was completely captivated by the sight. She had spent years travelling the world with her mum because of her work as a photographer, but this was her first trip to New York, and she was determined to enjoy every minute.

         Even though it was early in the morning, the city wasn’t asleep. Shops were beginning to open. Shutters were being rolled up; a sign proclaiming ‘the best coffee and bagel in NYC’ sat alongside buckets of fresh flowers that were being put out on the pavement. Horns blared as their driver zipped in and out of the traffic, and the sirens of police cars rang out somewhere in the distance.

         ‘I think we’re in Times Square,’ shouted Connie. ‘Everything is so … bright and loud.’

         Most of the buildings were covered with screens flashing adverts for shows. It was a multitude of colours and lights. Libby gazed up at the buildings in wonder; they were so enormous you couldn’t even see the tops of them.

         ‘What d’ya think?’ asked their driver. ‘Pretty impressive, right? I bet you don’t have all this in your fancy London town.’

         Libby loved her home city, but she couldn’t help but agree. New York was something else. ‘It’s incredible.’  She felt a tingle of excitement. Hopefully New York would turn out to be as exciting as it looked.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Chapter 2

            Over the Bridge

         

         ‘I thought you might like to see a few sights before I drop your friend in Brooklyn,’ said the driver, disturbing Libby from her thoughts. ‘I guess we should get on.’

         The limousine suddenly swung around causing a flurry of beeps from oncoming vehicles. Libby and Connie sat in silence as their car wove through the traffic; tiredness was starting to catch up with them. Soon they were crossing a large bridge with stone towers.

         ‘I didn’t realise you were staying in Brooklyn,’ said Eloise. ‘Isn’t that a little far from the city?’

         ‘I’m staying at the hotel as usual. This is just where my office is based,’ said the Count. ‘I have some urgent business to get done.’

         Libby wasn’t expecting to see Brooklyn so soon. This trip was full of surprises.

         ‘How did you two meet?’ she asked. She was curious to know how you managed to befriend a movie star, even if you were a count.

         ‘It’s the funniest story,’ laughed Eloise. ‘It was almost by accident.’

         ‘I’m sure they don’t want to hear about it,’ Count Alvarez grumbled.

         Eloise put her hand on the Count’s arm. ‘You’ve nothing to be embarrassed about; it was my fault entirely.’

         ‘Oh, do tell us,’ said Connie. ‘We’d love to know.’

         ‘Well, we were both attending a fundraising dinner and I handed him my glass thinking he was a waiter,’ Eloise reminisced. ‘Then I realised he was actually a guest.’

         ‘It was an easy mistake to make,’ said Count Alvarez. The event was a white-tie occasion and I was wearing black-tie. So you can see why Eloise was confused.’

         ‘Now most men would have been furious at being insulted in such a way,’ Eloise continued. ‘But he was so forgiving of my mistake and not at all cross.’

         ‘How could I be cross with you?’ said Count Alvarez.

         ‘We’ve been inseparable ever since,’ Eloise explained. ‘It’s been so refreshing being friends with someone who doesn’t have a massive ego.’

         ‘What a charming story,’ said Miss Mousedale. ‘You really are a true gentleman, Count Alvarez.’

         Libby tried to smile in agreement. She thought it all sounded very soppy but she knew she’d be in big trouble if she said so.

         It wasn’t long before they pulled into what looked like an ordinary street, Libby was confused. Why would a real-life count have an office here? She’d expected somewhere grander.

         The driver stopped the car. ‘Are ya sure this is the place?’

         ‘Perfectly sure,’ Count Alvarez snapped, then he smiled. ‘It’s the ideal location for me to be close to my charitable interests.’

         Eloise smiled. ‘You must tell me more about them someday; it all sounds very interesting.’
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         Libby got out of the car to stretch her legs. It had been a long day and, after sitting down for the eight-hour flight, she was starting to feel restless. She grabbed her camera out of her rucksack, eager to capture her surroundings. The buildings on the street were mostly red brick, but one stood out. It was a darker colour than the rest, and it looked like the windows were blacked out. She quickly took some photos of the building and then looked around the street in case she had missed something interesting. It was then she noticed a car parked on the opposite side. A lady with straight blonde hair and sunglasses sat in the car. If Libby wasn’t mistaken, she was watching them. As subtly as she could, she snapped a photo and then crossed the road to get a closer look, but as she got near the car sped away.

         ‘Hey, Libby. What are you doing?’ asked Count Alvarez. He dashed over and looked at her camera. ‘They seem interesting; can I take a closer look?’

         ‘Just taking some photos,’ said Libby, handing over her camera. ‘It’s cool to see a different side to New York, that’s all.’ It made a nice change for an adult who wasn’t her mum to take an interest in her photography.

         ‘Why are the windows all black?’ asked Connie. She had appeared behind Libby and was staring up at the unimposing building.

         ‘Err, excellent question,’ said the Count. He hesitated. ‘I like my privacy. I don’t want anyone just walking by and peering in.’

         Libby was about to reply when she heard Eloise trying to get their attention.

         ‘Come on, girls. Time for the next stop,’ said Eloise. ‘I hope you don’t mind, Miss Mousedale, but I’ve booked you some rooms at my hotel. Just while you recover from your journey.’

         ‘You’re too kind,’ Miss Mousedale said. ‘It’s fine by me, if the girls are happy?’

         Libby threw her arms around her aunt. ‘Yes, of course we are; that would be amazing.’

         They said their goodbyes to Count Alvarez. As they drove away Libby noticed he still stood on the steps waving at them. How strange he’s hanging around; didn’t he say he had something urgent to do? thought Libby. He must really like Eloise!

         After a short while the car came to a halt and Libby stared up at the building in front of her. The gold sign sparkled in the sunshine and the stars and stripes flag fluttered in the breeze. A doorman wearing a smart uniform with gold-trimmed epaulettes walked over and opened the car door.

         ‘Welcome. We really hope you enjoy your stay,’ he said. ‘Please go inside. Breakfast is waiting for you in the dining room. Don’t worry about your cases; they will be taken care of.’ He clicked his fingers at a young man who was standing at the other side of the door and who looked as tired as Libby felt.  
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         Libby entered the hotel, walked across the black-and-white marble floor, and gasped. An elaborate crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. It made the one in Connie’s home look positively tiny in comparison. She couldn’t believe they were going to be staying here. Normally, when she travelled with her mum, they stayed in the cheapest places they could find. They had slept in a circus tent, in a zoo in Rome, an old Olympic village in Prague and on a boat in Amsterdam. She looked down at her crumpled dungarees. They were going to be the centre of attention here for all the wrong reasons.
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            Chapter 3

            Back to School

         

         The limousine pulled up in front of a tall brownstone building. Libby was relieved that Eloise had lent them her car. It would have been difficult navigating the subway, especially with all their luggage. She peered out of the window, eager to see their new school. She counted all the windows. It looked like it had seven floors. Surely they didn’t have the whole place to themselves!

         ‘Home at last,’ said Connie. ‘Well, at least for the next term.’ She jumped out of the car quickly, with Libby in close pursuit. There were two minibuses parked outside on the street. Libby and Connie obviously weren’t the first to arrive this time. They’d missed their opportunity to bag the best room.

         ‘You’re late,’ scolded Miss Mousedale. ‘I thought you’d decided to move into the hotel permanently.’ She was standing in the doorway holding a clipboard and ticked them off her list. ‘Nearly everyone else is here. Follow me.’

         The girls were ushered into a large airy room, filled with lots of familiar faces. It had taken two terms, but school was finally starting to feel like home for Libby.

         ‘There’s Noah and Seb,’ said Connie, dragging Libby by the arm across the room. ‘Let’s go say hi.’

         ‘We were wondering where you’d got to!’ said Sebastian. ‘I heard a rumour you’ve been staying with Eloise Fitzwilliam.’

         Noah punched Sebastian playfully on the arm. ‘You must be joking! As if these two know a famous film star. Seb’s winding me up, isn’t he?’

         ‘He’s telling the truth,’ Connie flushed. ‘Eloise is my godmother.’

         Noah opened his mouth to speak but Libby nudged him, keen to spare Connie further embarrassment. ‘Ssshhh, Miss Mousedale’s about to speak.’

         Libby could see her aunt was trying to get everyone’s attention. There was a young woman next to her. She had long black hair, piercing green eyes and was dressed in a bright red jumpsuit and leopard print heels.

         ‘Who’s she?’ whispered Libby. She didn’t want to be told off on her first day. ‘Aunt Aga– Miss Mousedale didn’t mention that someone new was joining the school.’

         ‘Wasn’t she on our plane?’ Sebastian asked Noah. ‘I’m sure I spotted her at the airport.’

         Connie put her finger to her lips. ‘Perhaps if you both keep quiet, we’ll find out.’

         ‘Welcome back, everyone,’ said Miss Mousedale. ‘We finally made it to New York.’ There was a little cheer from all the children. ‘Unfortunately, Miss Wall has had to leave us,’ continued Miss Mousedale. ‘But I’m delighted to introduce Miss Khatun, who will be replacing her. I’m sure you will all give her a warm welcome.’

         Libby was surprised. Why had her aunt not mentioned they were getting a new teacher before? She had spent the whole of the holidays with her and she hadn’t said a word.

         ‘There will be other changes this term,’ Miss Mousedale continued. ‘Our younger students won’t be allowed the same freedoms as they had in Edinburgh. Miss Khatun will need to accompany you at all times.’

         Libby could see the look of annoyance on Noah and Sebastian’s faces.

         ‘No chance of any fun then,’ grumbled Noah.

         Libby sighed. Her excitement at being in New York was beginning to fade.

         
            ***

         

         Libby and Connie dragged their suitcases up the seven flights of stairs.

         ‘I can’t believe we’re right on the top floor,’ moaned Libby. ‘And of course the elevator is broken! I wish I hadn’t packed so many books.’

         Connie giggled. ‘There are libraries in New York. You didn’t have to bring all of your books with you.’

         ‘I think we’ve been spoilt for the last few days,’ said Libby. ‘I don’t imagine we’ll have comfy beds and our own gigantic bath here.’

         ‘Back to reality.’ Connie rolled her eyes. ‘I got used to the twenty-four-hour room service at the hotel.’

         Libby pushed open the door and smiled. Three small beds were tucked under the eaves and a bookcase sat against the wall under the window. She was relieved they wouldn’t need to share their room with anyone this term; it was the perfect size for two.

         ‘Libby, look at this!’ shouted Connie. She was stood on one of the beds, staring out the window. ‘You can see Central Park from here! It’s huge.’

         ‘I know,’ said Libby, waving her guidebook at Connie. ‘It’s two and a half miles long. It would take over an hour to walk from one end to the other.’

         Connie raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re like a walking guidebook. Can’t you just enjoy it without knowing every single fact?’

         ‘I can’t help it,’ laughed Libby. ‘Let’s hope we get a chance to explore properly, now we have Miss Khatun watching our every move.’

         ‘I bagsy this bed,’ said Connie. ‘It has the best view.’

         ‘Fine,’ laughed Libby. ‘I suppose I’ll let you have your own way, just this once.’

         ‘Shall we unpack?’ asked Connie. ‘I want to get everything sorted.’

         ‘No, that’s boring. Why don’t we find out where Noah and Seb are?’ suggested Libby. ‘I want to ask them what they’ve been up to in the holidays. I didn’t hear from them. Did you?’

         Before Connie could reply, Libby opened the door and rushed out. She almost collided with Miss Mousedale, who was standing there with a girl. The mysterious girl had long, wavy dark hair and olive skin. She was wearing black glasses and her expression was very serious. Where had she come from? Libby hadn’t seen her in the dining room with the other students.

         ‘Libby, must you always rush around?’ Miss Mousedale sighed. She peered into the room. ‘I see you’ve already settled in.’

         The girl stepped forward and looked Libby up and down. ‘I’m Anastasia. Apparently I’m sharing a room with you two.’ Her eyes scanned the room as if she was trying to memorise every tiny detail.

         For once, Libby was lost for words. Did she just say she was sharing a room with them? No, that couldn’t be possible.

          ‘Hi, I’m Connie.’ Libby’s best friend gently nudged Libby out of the way. ‘Why don’t you take the bed nearest the window. It’s got a great view of Central Park.’
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         Libby couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Only moments ago, Connie had insisted that she was having that bed, and now she was giving it to a complete stranger.

         ‘And this is Libby. She isn’t normally so quiet, so enjoy it while you can,’ Connie laughed.

         Libby flushed. And now Connie was making jokes at her expense. This was all she needed. She could feel her aunt staring at her.

         ‘Ha! Connie is hilarious.’ She playfully punched her friend on the arm. ‘Of course, you must have the best bed in the room.’

         Anastasia paid no attention to Libby. She was too busy chatting away to Connie. Telling her about how many times she’d been to New York before and how she knew all the best places to go.

         ‘Right, girls, we’re off out shortly. You can unpack later,’ said Miss Mousedale.

         Anastasia shoved her suitcase under her bed and followed Miss Mousedale, quizzing her about where they were going.

         ‘I thought she was never going to leave,’ moaned Libby. ‘She wouldn’t stop talking.’

         Connie burst out laughing. ‘Does she not remind you of anyone? You need to give her a chance.’ She dashed out of the room leaving Libby on her own.

         This is officially the worst term ever, thought Libby. It was bad enough they had to share a room with a stranger, but now this Anastasia was clearly trying to steal her best friend.
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