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            HOW TO SURVIVE A HORROR MOVIE

            “Look over your shoulder – Scarlett Dunmore’s creepy YA novel How To Survive A Horror Movie is a haunting and hilarious debut with oceans of heart and splashes of spine-tingling terror. The book is pacy and stylish with witty razor-sharp dialogue and twists. It had me at the edge of my seat from start to finish. Get ready for jump scares galore, How To Survive A Horror Movie is a real scream.“

            Eibhlis Carcione, author of Welcome to Dead Town Raven McKay 

            “How to Survive a Horror Movie by Scarlett Dunmore is a love letter to slasher films and the horror genre and a real page turner. Laugh out loud funny and heart-in-mouth thrilling!“

            Gabriel Dylan, author of Whiteout 

            “This is a dark and thrilling horror novel, with something for all horror fans, just the right amount of humour and a main character whose obsession with the genre might just keep her alive.”

            Bryony Pearce, author of Cruel Castle 

            “A horrifically good ending! Horror movie geeks will LOVE this book.”

            Tracy Darnton, author of The Truth About Lies

            “Fast-paced and humorous and a homage to classic films like Scream, this is a delightfully fun and creepy read - perfect for reading in one sitting!”

            Ravena Guron, author of This Book Kills and Catch Your Death

            “An enormously fun love-letter to the horror genre, with all the gore, ghosts and gay panic you could ask for, and twists that will leave you desperate for more!”

            Leanne Egan, author of Lover Birds 3

            “I thought it was screamingly good fun – a tongue-in-cheek romp through horror and high school stereotypes with a supernatural twist. Plenty of witty one liners, nods film buffs will love and a killer (literally) setting. I enjoyed it, and I know readers will too. (I also appreciated how female-centred it was, and especially liked the helpful/not helpful ghosts.)”

            Gina Blaxill, author of Love You to Death and You Can Trust Me

            “Scream meets Fear Street. Perfect for slasher fans, this book is packed with horror movie references, scares and witty dialogue. It kept me guessing all the way to the end!”

            Amy McCaw, author of Mina and the Undead series and curator of A Taste of Darkness 

            “A fast, funny, twisty and best of all fright-filled adventure. Feisty, flawed heroine Charley is perfect – I loved it!”

            Sharon Gosling, author of Fir

            “Packed full of laughs and gore in equal measure, this exhilarating slasher takes you along for an endlessly fun ride!”

            Tess James-Mackey, author of You Wouldn’t Catch Me Dead

            “Toss some Skittles in your popcorn and settle in for the horror-comedy read of the season! Twisty and delightfully gory, How to Survive a Horror Movie is the perfect addition to any Halloween reading list.”

            Kat Ellis, author of Harrow Lake
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         They stood before me, backs against the lockers, hands on hips – perfection from head to toe.

         Gabrielle was wearing the cobalt blue blazer I’d been eyeing up in Zara over the summer, wishing the price tag would magically lose two digits. It was slightly open, revealing a top that was cut way too low for the teacher not to notice. Annabelle stood beside her – the eternally loyal sidekick; never doubting, never questioning, always following. She was the kind of girl that would run you down with her mum’s car just because her friends told her to. She wore whatever was leftover in the wardrobe they dipped into, no matter if that wardrobe was her own. And leaning against the wall by the water fountain, perched in the lead position as always, was the feared Rochelle Smyth. Her blood ran deep in these walls and in the very foundation of the boarding school. Her mother had been a student here, her grandmother, maybe even her great-grandmother. 9Rochelle’s parents had been very generous over the years, lining the pockets of administrators. All for the sake of educational resources, of course, no one could – or would – accuse the Smyth family of anything other than that. Even if their daughter was suddenly now Head Girl and captain of the volleyball and field hockey team, and she and her friends were the only ones in our year who enjoyed back-to-back study hall periods after lunchtime on Fridays, which meant come 1.05 p.m. they were done with school for the weekend. The rest of us mortals had our study period sandwiched between Humanities and PE, which meant most of it was spent in the changing rooms sorting trainer laces and squeezing into too-tight sports bras in the fear that by the time we actually developed anything worth admiring in the chest region, it would already be stretched down to our kneecaps.

         Rochelle  looked  particularly  goddess-like  today, compressed into an above-the-knee black-and-white floral dress, cut low enough to show off a glistening collarbone that even I was staring at. Thank God this was an all-girls boarding school, who knew what would be going on in this hallway if boys were here gawking too.

         “Charley, you’re gawking,” nudged Olive, who’d been my best friend since day one.

         I closed my mouth and diverted my eyes back to the classroom door, as we all stood waiting for Mr Gillies to let us in for Woodwork. “I wasn’t gawking,” I snorted. 10“I’m just stunned the Elles are allowed to dress like that.”

         “It’s the last Friday of the month, lighten up. It’s the only day we don’t have to wear a uniform. They’re just ‘expressing themselves’.” Olive grinned, pumping her fingers into exaggerated quotation marks.

         “I can see Annabelle’s belly-button and I dread to think what I could see if Rochelle dropped a pencil and bent over.” I shuddered dramatically, shaking the skinny rose-gold bracelets on my right wrist, which were the only thing at all trendy or cool about how I dressed. Today, Olive and I wore matching cotton leggings with graphic sweatshirts emblazoned with images from our favourite horror movies. Mine had Christian Slater and Winona Ryder from the cult classic Heathers (such an underrated movie) while Olive confidently wore the face of Cujo. Only Olive could pull off a rabid St. Bernard.

         “I heard there’s a party at Eden tomorrow night,” Olive buzzed.

         I groaned and rolled my eyes. Eden was Harrogate’s counterpart, an all-boys boarding school about three miles along the coastline. Both schools were as secluded as was humanly possible, miles and miles from towns and even further from cities, perched on a cliff edge overlooking a deadly plummet of dark blue waves and grey limestone caves that became completely submerged when the tide came in.

         We were isolated out here on Saltee Island, until the 11holidays when we were shuttled on to rickety boats and ferried back to the mainland where parents would reluctantly let us crawl into their cars with bags of dirty laundry, knowing their child-free evenings and weekends were over until school resumed.

         I wasn’t always a student at Harrogate, and I wasn’t always a boarding school resident. I went to a normal school once, where I awoke in my own bed at home and at three o’clock walked back there. I even had friends at that school, note the plural. And I had a girlfriend, but she was long gone. Now all I had left were memories and a thin gold necklace with her initial on it. Not that I was lonely now – Olive was a fantastic friend, and without her I’d have definitely packed a bag in the middle of the night and scaled a cliff to get out of here – but she was my only friend. At my last school I had been kind of, yes, I’ll say it: popular. Not in a Rochelle Smyth kind of way, but definitely floating somewhere in that realm.

         I twirled the necklace pendant between my fingers as I pushed back memories of the life I had before, some more painful than others. Suddenly the classroom door swung open and slammed off the lockers, sending a clanging echo reverberating down the tiled hallway. Mr Gillies stood in the doorway, his eyes fixed on Rochelle, Gabrielle and Annabelle’s scanty outfits, which showed blatant disregard for school policy. Olive and I exchanged eager glances. Mr Gillies hated these girls, the loathing visible in his eyes and 12in the slight tremble of his grizzled hands. He parted his lips and I waited hungrily for Rochelle’s first ever public telling-off, but then his eyes drifted to the floor and he closed his mouth, opting to brush aside whatever was left of his teaching ethics. He knew who ran this school, and if Rochelle complained to her parents about a staff member, then it was well known that person’s position would suddenly pop up in the job ads the next day. Rochelle Smyth ruled the school, and I ruled … Woodwork.

         I had become fairly decent at crafting objects from wood in Mr Gillies’ class, so much so that I typically got a nod of approval from him and the occasional sought-after handshake. If only I could have fashioned a wooden bat to smack the Elles over the head with.

         “Do you want to take a walk down to the cliffs after school?” asked Olive, who was gluing back together two pieces of wood that she’d accidentally hacked through. Her safety goggles slid down her face with the sweat.

         I gave her a thumbs up and went back to my disc sander, the wood beneath the machine thundering and vibrating in my hands. It was finished with a final buffering to smooth out any splintering sharp edges, and a quick polish to make it shine. I stood back to admire my work, nodding with a grin.

         Overhead, the bell roared, followed by the cheers of oppressed teen girls in dire need of a weekend of debauchery. Olive heaved her heavy book bag on to her 13shoulders, slightly tilting back with the weight, then sauntered over to my worktable. “Nice work, Sullivan … what is it?”

         “A DVD stand.” I smiled, running a finger over the crescent-shaped shelves. We had one just like it at home, where Dad had kept our home movies of days spent bathing in sunshine and salt air down at the beach by our old caravan. I didn’t know where those videos were now, probably packed in a box somewhere in the attic or maybe even thrown out, discarded after I was sent away to boarding school to rectify an academic future I’d apparently thrown away the months after Dad’s death.

         “Fitting, considering that’s the extent of our weekends usually.” She sighed, heading for the exit door.

         “I thought you liked our horror movie nights. You’re the one who nicknamed them Slasher Saturdays,” I argued. “Or does partying with the Elles interest you more these days?” I playfully poked her in the ribs as I caught up to her.

         “The partying not so much, but the boys…” She swooned. “A boy would be nice, for a change.”

         I laughed and opened the door, the smell of ocean and seaweed hitting our faces and tickling our noses. Hopefully we’d get some sun-filled days this weekend, meaning we could lie out on blankets and read Stephen King, and forget all about the mundane humdrum of high school life where the most exciting conversational topic 14was the length of Rochelle’s skirt. We headed towards the ridge, where tide met rock and cliffs formed underfoot, and seagulls squawked over crashing waves. The dry grass crunched and snapped beneath the soles of my trainers that were about ten years older than the minimum model needed to fit in here with this crowd. My mum used everything she had – everything my dad left us and everything my aunt could offer – to secure me a place here at Harrogate. There wasn’t much left over for limited-edition Hokas or tailored Zara blazers. If only my mother had known just how much more fashion mattered here than education, she may have thought differently about sending me.

         We trudged to the sea ledge, our toes balancing on the edge of the big rock formation that jutted over the cliffs below, allowing us to drop scraps of food to the gulls and the crabs. Olive gripped a bag of torn bread in her hands, letting it bounce off her hip as she walked. She reached in and grabbed a handful, opening her palm to the sky.

         Hungry gulls squawked and gathered overhead. I tipped my head back and watched them.

         Gliding.

         Soaring.

         Waiting.

         Their wings sliced through the crisp September air. If I were one of them, I’d fly as far away from here as possible, and not look back. Away from the mean girls, away from 15restless nights in cold dormitory beds and lukewarm showers in communal bathrooms. Away from myself, from the girl who probably deserved to be here, isolated like this, because of who I was before.

         In the distance a boat horn ripped through the gulls’ feeding frenzy and they scattered, startled at first, then curious, searching for something more than bread scraps.

         “Think that’s a new girl?” I asked, pointing to the red-and-white vessel on the waters, fast approaching the port.

         “Nah, you’re the new girl.” Olive shrugged. “Can’t have more than one in a school year. Messes up the dynamic.”

         “I came last school year,” I corrected, knotting my hair up in a bun.

         “And now I can’t get rid of you.” She smirked, tossing the last of the bread to an empty beach down below.

         “What are you getting from Shop this week?”

         Shop was an antiquated system which allowed us deprived Harrogate girls one ‘frivolous’ purchase a week, usually something not covered by the odd care package sent from the mainland. For those with money, Shop was usually a time to buy nail varnish or a lip balm, and for those without money (example: me and Olive) Shop was a one-pound purchase of a bag of M&M’s or a fizzy juice. The type of junk food neither of our mums would send us, for fear the sugar might distract us from our academic endeavours.

         “Dunno,” Olive muttered, gazing up at the gulls who 16returned to the skies above our heads, soaring and diving. “I might go crazy and buy a Snickers.”

         I gasped. “You daredevil! All those nuts!”

         “You know I need the protein for all my gym workouts.” She snorted. “How about you?”

         “I equally might do something crazy. I might get … I can’t say it…”

         “Go on, tell me. I’m ready for it.”

         “I might get a bag of Skittles!”

         She opened her mouth wide. “Shocking! Skittles?!”

         “We’re just too adventurous for this school,” I said, shaking my head.

         “That we are— Shit!” she wailed, covering her head.

         “What?”

         “I think a seagull just pooped on me!”
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         “Knock, knock.”

         I turned to see Olive standing at the dresser next to the curtain rod we’d hung between our two wardrobes when we’d first been paired up. We didn’t have a door for privacy but the curtain did its job when one of us had to get dressed. Out of all the rooms I could have been assigned, I was very lucky I ended up in Olive’s.

         If we stood side by side in front of the mirror, we were complete opposites in every way. I was awkwardly tall and lean, with gawky limbs and pin-straight hair. I had my dad’s dark eyes and lips that always seemed turned down like I was perpetually sad. Olive, on the other hand, was short, and had broad shoulders, mad curly hair and contact lenses that made her eyes a fierce green. Her face was bright and, unlike me, her mouth was always turned up – a forever smiler and, unfortunately, a people-pleaser too. When I first arrived, she had been vying for the Elles’ 18attention like all the other girls in this school. She even did their homework, although she denied that for a long time. But something brought me and Olive together on day one, during our first-ever conversation, while she watched me unpack my DVD collection.

         “DVDs are defunct in the world of streaming platforms,” she told me, which made me question my future at Harrogate. But when she skimmed through my collection, her fingers lightly grazing the spine of each box, she revealed the most desirable trait a roommate can have – a fondness for the horror genre. Actually, ‘fondness’ didn’t do it justice: it was a passion, a fervour, a compulsion.

         We spent that first week watching the numerous Texas Chainsaw Massacre movies, discussing in great detail who played the best Leatherface, before moving on to the Halloween franchise (all thirteen films), soon establishing Slasher Saturdays, where our obsession with Romero, Cunningham and Craven grew. We ate popcorn with melted butter, realised we both liked to mix Skittles into the kernels, just like they did in the movies, curled up on the floor with pillows and blankets, and talked horror. Sadie had tolerated conversations about horror, but I never really knew anyone who shared my enthusiasm for it, until now. It was what brought Olive and me together. It was what kept me from running for the ferry every morning after I woke up and remembered where I was.

         “How’s Elizabeth Bennet coming along?” Olive asked 19now, leaning against the dresser.

         I moaned loudly and pushed my laptop away. I had been frantically trying to finish an English essay on Jane Austen, when all I wanted to do was read another chapter of Stephen King’s Misery. I gazed longingly at my stack of horror novels and anthologies, which sat on the edge of my desk tempting me to forgo Austen and the Brontës. Bram Stoker and Shirley Jackson were great, but Stephen King was literally the king. If I met him, I’d drop to my knees and kiss his shoes. Well, probably not, because that’s incredibly unhygienic, but I would thank him for his very generous contribution to the world of literature, and to my most favourite genre when it came to reading and watching and breathing.

         “She’s boring my brain cells into dust, even after the first page. Why are all her books just about a woman trying to find a husband? Nothing exciting ever happens, and there are always balls and dinners with fancy goblets. I want—”

         “Heads in freezers? Bodies in cupboards? Serial killers in masks?”

         “Excitement.”

         “Well, this will be as exciting as it gets at Harrogate – the coastguard is here. Big assembly in the school hall. We all have to be there.”

         “Why?” I asked, pushing out my chair and grabbing a warm cardigan to cosy into. The assembly hall was always freezing. It was like the headmistress purposefully turned 20on the cold air in there to keep us all alert and awake.

         “Apparently there’s a big storm headed our way.”

         “Storm? Isn’t that normal?”

         Storms were definitely not normal on the mainland, especially in the city where the weather was milder than the people. But over here, the Irish seas were wild and the terrain was unpredictable. The islands were like another world entirely. There was a reason places like this had such low population numbers. Here, you only went to the mainland to go home for school break. Olive relayed a few occasions when she and the other students had stood on the rickety wooden dock in the freezing cold and peppery rain waiting hours for the ferry, which resembled an old fishing trawler. In the city, if the train was three minutes late commuters would riot. But this was ‘island life’ as Mr Terry said, and ‘people move on island time and at island speed’.

         We were ushered into the assembly hall by Mr Gillies who regarded the sea of students woefully, probably wishing the storm would come and wipe us all out. We positioned ourselves at the back wall, where the axe and the ‘Use in Case of an Emergency’ sign hung. Of course, I clocked the axe on my first day here and memorised its location. You never know when you’ll need an axe at an all-girls boarding school, so it was best to be prepared. That was another one of my interests – recounting the survival skills taught to us by the best film directors. Craven 21taught us to never answer the phone when home alone, Hooper strongly encouraged us to refrain from exploring abandoned farmhouses while road tripping with friends, and Gillespie reminded us to always report a crime, particularly one that involved accidentally running over a vengeful fisherman on the road. Other rules were conveyed through the horror genre – such as always keeping the car topped up with petrol, and avoiding crowded areas during a zombie outbreak – many of which were likely to keep us alive in most modern survival situations. In fact, I had been considering putting in a request to the headmistress for a new module to be taught here at Harrogate. But perhaps I’d wait until after the storm passed to propose it.

         I scanned the last few clusters of girls streaming into the hall. The whole school was here, all five hundred of us. At my last school there were five thousand students. Eden School for Boys, on the other side of the cliffs, apparently had only three hundred enrolled students which meant that on this island, girls far outnumbered boys, much to Olive’s dismay. For me, there were five hundred girls but only one that made me turn an embarrassing shade of coral every time I passed her.

         Saoirse Quinn.

         Even her name sounded amazing, with long flowing consonants and silent vowels.

         She was in the year below, so we didn’t have any classes together or share the same study periods, and she was 22housed over in the Alexandria Wing, far away from our dorm. I didn’t have much opportunity to talk to her, and so far, hadn’t even tried. Every time I saw her, I froze. I wasn’t used to feeling like that, so powerless in the grip of my emotions. Relationships were easier to navigate on the mainland. People were more open about their sexuality in the city; it was easier to be myself. But here I was suffocated by the isolation, the dark skies and the waves of testosterone that transmitted across the island from Eden School.

         I glanced quickly at Olive as she nibbled on her thumbnail like it was a ham sandwich, then gazed out at the sea of students sat in chairs, looking for that familiar mane of red. But I couldn’t see her.

         On the stage, where Olive had auditioned for My Fair Lady with a Cockney accent that would certainly offend any Londoner, stood Headmistress Blyth. She was flanked by the entire faculty, who were all female bar Mr Gillies. Two men in navy waterproofs were up there, too. They must have been the coastguard officers, although one looked way too young to have already devoted his life to the abandoned seas and barren islands. Half the hall had already clocked him and were now twisting and curling their hair around their fingers and blinking abnormally fast. Beside me, Olive stopped chewing on her nails and started breathing heavily like a dog in need of water.

         Perhaps he was somewhat attractive, with spiky hair and 23a cheeky grin, in a Christian Slater/Heathers kind of way. But he was no Winona Ryder. The piercing dark eyes, that delicate jawline, and those cheekbones? Swoon! Everyone was so obsessed with her performance in Stranger Things, but for me, she totally smashed the role of Lydia in Beetlejuice.

         “As you know,” started the older coastguard, “the weather is turning tonight. Nothing to be afraid of, just a little storm. Should pass over us in a day or two. But given our surroundings and our distance from the mainland, we’ll be following some simple protocols. Windows will be boarded up to prevent any glass damage, the back-up generator has been fuelled and safety checked, and all shoreline activities such as fishing and swimming will be suspended until further notice.”

         Headmistress Blyth stepped forward, clearing her throat loudly so we all knew she was the speaker and we were the listeners.

         “Just to expand on that last one, all outdoor activities will be suspended until I say otherwise. That means indoor PE and recess only, no outdoor recreation. And that includes walks along the coast, not just scheduled after-school clubs.”

         The whole school groaned in protest, my voice the loudest. Time outside, even just a few minutes of fresh air, was my only chance to get out of the school. For a moment I was back on holiday on the Devon coast with 24my mum and dad, with the wind in my face and the lapping of waves down below. Olive and I always went for a walk after school, and she’d feed the greedy gulls while I’d just breathe in the air that was so thick with salt that it would crust on the sleeves of our coats. Now we were stuck inside indefinitely.

         “Well, that sucks,” whispered Olive.

         “The power better not go out this weekend for Slasher Saturday.”

         She nodded. “Best keep the laptops on charge just in case.”

         “If we can’t watch our Saturday horror flick, I’ll kill someone.”

         “Use the axe in the assembly hall. That emergency box is gathering dust.”
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         It was an unsettling wind, howling and moaning like voices calling out to us. It pushed the tips of the branches against the windows so that they scratched like claws trying to get in. We huddled in our beds, covers and blankets pulled up to our chins, and listened as the storm circled the island, watching and waiting like the hungry gulls.

         By breakfast, the windows had been boarded up. Well, partially boarded up. Turned out Harrogate had less wood than they thought, or they’d just decided supplies were better allocated elsewhere. Ms Blyth’s office window was panelled up with three planks of course, nothing would be getting in there; the Augustine Wing where Rochelle Smyth resided got two per window; and the rest of us got one horizontal plank for protection. Slap-bang in the middle of the window. I could still see the trees and bushes in the back garden where our dorms sat. Hopefully a smashed window from a flyaway branch wouldn’t derail 26our beloved Slasher Saturday.

         Harrogate was a former monastery, constructed in the thirteenth century. It had a sweeping façade, and was considered of historical importance. The Old Building was a U-shape wrapped around a large grey-stone courtyard and a very ostentatious marble cherub fountain in the middle. On the right were the dorms, separated into wings that were named after saints, which the Harrogate girls were certainly not. The Elles, and anyone else whose family donated generously to the school, were housed in the Augustine Wing, where the rooms were single occupancy, ensuite, and each had a TV. I’d heard one room over there was at least double the size of our shared rooms.

         Along with about thirty other students whose families didn’t line the pockets of the school council, Olive and I resided in the Edith Wing, which was considerably less opulent, while the other students were scattered around the Mary, Therese and Alexandria Wings, which fell in the middle between the scholarship wing and the ridiculously rich wing. On the left side of the courtyard were the library, the infirmary, the assembly hall and Ms Blyth’s office. That was the Elizabeth Wing. The Catherine Wing on the other side housed the dining hall, the gym and the equipment rooms, and the classrooms were dotted around the Rose Wing and Clement Wing. There was a large indoor pool in what we called the New Building (even though it was built about forty years ago), along with a 27tennis court and a large communal space where students could gather for movies, games and socialising after school and in the evenings. But most students, especially Sixth Years, tended to socialise in their own dorms. As Olive and I shared a room, our commute was nice and short.

         Harrogate sat close to the island friary where we were encouraged to attend mass on Sundays in staggered services. Fifth and Sixth Year attended together and most of the girls went, but only because it was a mixed mass service with the boys of Eden School. The girls dressed up in the shortest skirts possible, smeared on lipstick, curled their hair, and went to church to pray. That was probably why the Eden boys went too. It was of great mutual interest to ogle persons of the opposite sex at the one place they were allowed to mix, and yet the one place where, by religious rules, they were forbidden to mix.

         A priest came from the mainland on Sundays, ferried in by Mr Terry, the all-round caretaker/boat driver/ fisherman/deliveryman/plumber. On Mondays, Mr Terry would ferry him back. There was no reason for us girls to leave the island, and if you wanted to you had to get special permission from Headmistress Blyth, which I’d heard was extremely rare, especially for those not living in the Augustine Wing. We were kind of marooned here on Saltee Island, left to fend for ourselves. Well, maybe not ‘fend for ourselves’, as we did have a chef. Even though we lived in a monastery and were encouraged to attend weekly 28mass, Harrogate was predominately non-denominational, much to the mainland’s surprise, and also disgust. Who opens a school in an old Franciscan monastery on a clifftop and declares it open to all religious groups? But it was true, Harrogate School Council and its admissions committee wanted students from all walks of life, in the religious sense of course. Assuming families could afford the hefty tuition fee, all were welcome, particularly those running from reputations or who blindly still believed in Harrogate’s academic mission. And definitely those who could weather the frequent storms, the salty ocean winds, and the vicious attacks from hungry gulls and entitled princesses like Rochelle.

         I belonged to the ‘running from’ group. Running from the city, my questionable choice of friends, my bad decisions. My real name was Charlotte Ryan. When I lived in the city I went by Lottie with my friends, but Mum convinced me to shorten it to Charley instead and take my aunt’s family name Sullivan for the admissions form. Harrogate never checked; they didn’t care. I wasn’t that important to them. I was just another number. Aunt Rhoda filled out the sponsor form and after that, she retreated to her usual life which didn’t involve Mum and me.

         Whatever, I was never a Charlotte. And Lottie was way too trendy for me, anyway.

         “That rain is lashing down,” Olive said, as she peered over, then under the sole wooden plank. “Happy Slasher 29Saturday to us,” she added with a groan.

         “Has Harrogate ever flooded?” I asked, setting up for our movie night.

         “Not Harrogate, because it’s the highest point on the island but Eden gets screwed every year. Serves them right for building a fancy modern building right down there.”

         Eden was pretty much a lesser version of Eton. They tended to get its rejects, but nonetheless the boys’ school churned out future politicians, prime ministers, bankers, and everything in between. Their building sat on the other side of the island, about an hour’s walk along the cliffs, encased in a pretentious modern dome. It looked more like a science lab or a space centre. And glass, so much glass. They probably spent weeks boarding up that building for storms. Whoever came up with the planning idea clearly had not known about the climate. I’d never been inside, but Olive knew many, many, many girls who had. Apparently, there was an indoor running track, a sports field bigger than a village, and their classrooms were kitted out with the newest laptops for each and every student.

         “So, we have Fright Night – both original and remake – Queen of the Damned, Lost Boys or A Return to Salem’s Lot?” Olive said, plopping down on the floor on my arrangement of strewn blankets, pillows and beanbags ‘borrowed’ from the communal room in the New Building.

         “Ooh, you went with a vampire theme this week.” I 30grinned, shaking the bag of popcorn into a large red bowl. “Tough one.” I sprinkled the Skittles on the top and then carefully mixed them in. Never shake, the sweets just fall to the bottom.

         “Should I have added in Twilight?”

         “Absolutely not. I want to be scared, not eye-rolling my way through a love triangle.” I handed the bowl to Olive and walked over to the light switch. “I think we should go eighties tonight – Lost Boys.”

         “Retro, I like it.”

         I plopped down beside her, tucking one leg in. She slid the popcorn bowl over to me. The first bite should always be the best, and with the correct popcorn-to-sugar ratio for ultimate eating pleasure. “I forgot how good the soundtrack is,” I whispered, as the opening credits rolled across the screen, a darkened ocean in the background.

         The carousel turned slowly, revealing the laughing faces of teens as they gripped the horses and spun around and around and around. Suddenly, a young man appeared, his pale face and dyed golden hair emerging from the crowds. He moved effortlessly as if his feet didn’t touch the ground, merely grazing it. He was floating—

         A crack of thunder spun our heads around, the lightning flickering beyond the glass. We stared at each other, eyes wide, then slowly turned back to the small boxy TV on the dresser with plastic figurines of a bloodied Chucky doll and a fanged It clown beside it. 31

         As he walked through the crowds gathering at the funfair, the faces of his friends emerged, the hungry glint in their eyes shimmering in the moonlight—

         “They are so obviously vampires, look at them! Hello! Doesn’t anyone see this?” Olive shouted at the TV, as she shovelled another mouthful of popcorn into her face.

         The thunder cracked and snapped behind us.

         They eyed a victim in the crowd, watching him as he moved, walked, breathed. They watched the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest, smelt the blood pulsating through his veins, his neck—

         “I have to pee.”

         “Olive!” I groaned, pressing the Pause button. “It’s been on for three minutes!”

         “Sorry! It was all that cranberry juice at dinner,” she mumbled, untangling her feet from the blankets. She sorted the waistband on her red Stranger Things pyjamas and marched over to the door, tripping on a corner of the blanket. I pulled myself up and started following her.

         “You have to go too?”

         “No solo trips to toilet cubicles at night-time. Survival skill number one, remember?”

         She snorted and rolled her eyes. A flurry of voices echoed down the hallway as she swung open the dorm door. A group of girls walked past, completely ignoring us of course, carrying thick bath towels and oversized shower bags. 32

         “See, they’re headed my way. No solo urinating for me tonight. You stay. Back in two.”

         I nodded and heard the door slam as I walked over to the window to watch the storm that churned and rumbled beyond, as if desperately wanting to get inside. That one plank of wood would do nothing to protect us if the window blew in. The darkness outside was thick, with tiny speckles of dulled moonlight poking through the trees and shrubs that cocooned us. A fierce rain hammered the earth, stabbing at the rocks and pounding the ground like heavy footsteps.

         Thud. Thud. Thud.

         A cold shiver seeped into my skin and snaked up my spine. I shuddered. The branches of the trees stretched out like growing limbs, all knobbly and knotted, reaching for our window. Above, the sky crackled and roared, angry and hungry. A streak of lightning lashed out and illuminated the trees.

         Suddenly, a silhouette appeared, standing by the old birch, partially hidden by the low-hanging branches. I screamed and stepped back, my breath catching in my throat.

         I pressed my palms against the glass, frantically peering above and below the plank of wood that obstructed my view. The dark figure was definitely there, but it wasn’t moving. It was still, stoic, solid. A deep sigh vibrated through my chest. It was just a shadow, maybe from a 33marble statue I hadn’t noticed before. The old grounds of the monastery were full of them. Statues of monks, saints or whatever it was that people prayed to, believed in. Summoned. I leant closer to the window, my nose against the glass, searching for features on the shadow so I could identify the statue. My breath fogged the pane, and as I brushed a hand over the condensation to clear it, the statue moved. Slowly at first, walking, breezing past the low-hanging branches. Then it ran, fast, hard, swiping manically at the bushes and shrubs in its path, as if desperately trying to get away from a pursuer.

         I screamed again.

         The lights flickered in the dorm room and before I could get to the door everything around me was plunged into darkness.
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         The storm finally passed, and the air outside our window seemed calm and still with gulls absent from the skies. Ms Blyth announced at breakfast that curfew was lifted and we were allowed outside, but not on to the coastal paths. There were reports that a small section of the path between Harrogate and Eden had given way just above the docks. Mr Terry would assess it later and determine whether it was still safe for students to use. If not, the students who frequently snuck out at night would need to be very creative with their commutes to Eden School for Boys.

         “I still don’t understand. Why didn’t you go outside to investigate?” Olive said, as she yanked on her boots.

         “Investigate? It’s a stormy night, thunder, lightning, the whole deal. I see a creepy dark figure hiding in the shadows staring right through our window, and you want me to pop on my raincoat and wellies and just go outside to take a little look, maybe say hello, invite him in for 35some film chat and popcorn? Have you already forgotten our survival rules?”

         “How do you know it was a him?”

         “I suppose I don’t know,” I said, zipping up my coat, which would do little to protect me from the chill once autumn truly set in. I had no idea how I was going to survive winter here.

         “Him implies it was one of the boys from Eden, which now I think about it is very likely. I wouldn’t put it past them to break curfew to come over and scare the life out of all the girls tucked up in their dorm beds.”

         “Idiots,” I muttered.

         “Cute idiots,” she said with a sigh.

         We headed down the hallway, past the groups of girls huddled against walls, excited for Sunday mass. With our phones confiscated, this was the only real source of entertainment for many of the students here. Blyth’s hope was that over time we as a generation would become less dependent on social media and technology, graduating Harrogate with ‘an enlightened view of the world’. But really, her rule just forced some of us to be a little more original with how we communicated. Sixth Year girls in particular were more skilled in other means of contacting the Eden boys, which included handwritten notes via messengers – a well-paid job at this school – not to mention the occasional exchange of drugs via empty water bottles and make-up cases. Olive once saw a drug trade 36where the pills were concealed in a face-powder compact. Very impressive.

         Eden boys had better access to marijuana than us Harrogate girls, for some reason. I was pretty sure I could have proven otherwise, but any contacts I once had in the city were in the past and I was very much a changed person. A better person. Or so I liked to tell myself.

         “Sure you don’t want to go to mass?” I grinned, playfully nudging Olive, who I knew was dying to attend the weekly ritual with her boy-starved peers.

         “No,” she snorted. “But we are headed that way, I suppose.”

         “We’re not headed that way. In fact, it’s the opposite way.”

         “OK, so we’ll take a new route.”

         I smiled and shook my head. Suddenly, a dot of red pulled my attention back down the hallway and I froze.

         It was her.

         The her I had been trying to talk to, to say anything to, since I came here. But so far, I’d only managed a smile and a weird nod that looked more like a facial tic than a cool and casual greeting.

         Saoirse.

         I didn’t even know if she felt the same way as I did about girls, but there was something I just couldn’t put my finger on about her. Something that made me immediately infatuated with her.

         OK, infatuated is kind of a strong word. Maybe obsessed is better? 37

         She swayed towards me, her long red hair bouncing on her shoulders, the little freckles on her nose sparkling under the sun’s early rays that shone through the window. I stepped forward, cleared my throat and prepared myself. I parted my lips, felt my heart pounding, and started to speak. “S—”

         “I borrowed your underwear,” said Olive loudly behind me. I quickly shut my mouth.

         Saoirse looked up, her eyes glistening, and then giggled with her friend. She passed me, the smell of lemon and oak from her shampoo lingering in the air between us.

         “What?” I exclaimed, turning to Olive who had her head down as she fished around in her bag for something.

         “I said, I borrowed your underwear,” she repeated.

         “I heard you the first time but … but … what?”

         She yanked her hand out, holding a rose-tinted lip balm. “I didn’t have any clean washing and you hadn’t put your laundry away, so I borrowed a pair of underwear from the pile. I hope that’s OK?”

         I stared at her, mouth agape.

         “Is that not OK?” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Is that really weird? Have I become too comfortable with you already? I have, haven’t I?”

         “No, that’s fine,” I spluttered. “Just maybe say these things a little quieter next time.” I looked into the crowd, searching for a glossy mane of red, but she was gone. I sighed and roughly pushed open the double doors to the outside. 38Another opportunity gone.

         The air was thick, warm with a slight musky woody scent like burning sage. I stood on the first step and inhaled deeply, smelling the remnants of the storm. All around were broken branches, torn shrubs and pools of rainwater. The sky was still a gloomy hazy grey but there were no dark clouds. It was just still, quiet, peaceful—

         The door slammed into the back of me, throwing me on to the wet dirt. “Watch it!” screamed Olive to the group of girls standing in the doorway.

         “Well, who stands in front of a door?” snapped one. The voice was thick with a recognisable disdain, peppered with a touch of boredom. Rochelle Smyth.

         I heard her friends giggling beside her as I extracted a hand from the mud. It was like gloopy wet concrete and almost immediately started drying on my skin, caking between my fingers. I sat back on my heels and assessed the damage. My mustard cords now had mud at the knees, and there were thick globs spattered up my coat, staining my favourite embroidered patch that I’d pasted on to the sleeve with fabric glue only last week. I could even taste a little dirt in my mouth.

         “Well, look on the bright side, I think I improved that outfit,” she said, carefully stepping over me.

         Olive pulled me up to my feet and tried to smooth my hair down. We watched the Elles navigate gracefully over the wet path in their suede ankle boots, floral tea dresses 39and white denim jackets, swinging umbrellas like they were weapons. In their hands, they probably were.

         “Thank you!” I screamed at them, throwing my arms up in the air. They didn’t look back.

         Olive tried to blot away the mud with a handkerchief she’d tucked into her dark denim dungarees which she’d bought in July just after we watched I Know What You Did Last Summer. “If it makes you feel any better, Rochelle has actually got nicer with age.”

         “That’s her being nice? I’d have hated to see her in her younger years. Don’t worry, Olive. I’ll wash it later.”

         “Do you want to go back in and change?” She grimaced.

         “No, it’s fine.” I sighed. “We’ll miss the initial gathering of the sexes outside the chapel, and I know that’s your favourite part.”

         Her cheeks blushed and a wide grin stretched across her heart-shaped face. She looped her arm in mine and we trudged away from the doors, over the puddles and fallen shrubbery.

         “She was sad and bitter in First and Second Year – she wanted to attend secondary school with her friends back on the mainland – angry and cruel in Third and Fourth Year, sarcastic and resentful in Fifth Year, and now she’s just, well, I don’t know what she is.”

         “All of the above?”

         “You’d think she’d be tired by now.”

         “Girls like Rochelle peak in high school, and she probably 40knows that too,” I muttered, wiping the mud off my chin with the only clean section of my sleeve.

         “Let’s hope that’s true. She’s made a lot of girls miserable here, myself included.”

         The path turned rocky as we slowly ascended the hill leading to the highest part of the island. From here, the views across the sea were breathtaking. Miles and miles of dark blue ocean. Had we not all been sent here like cattle to a farm, it would be an incredible setting, perfect for a holiday, a few days away from the bustling city life on the mainland.

         The clanging of the bell broke through the heavy air, still thick with moisture, always thick with salt. It chimed once, twice, vibrating through the calm. We slowed our steps, so as not to be noticed too close to the friary and risk being beckoned in by Ms Blyth or the minister. I’d always wondered what a non-denominational service was like, especially one held in a formerly Christian building. No wonder it stormed and rained so much here. It was like the island was smiting us for our religious irresolution.
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