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Chapter 1



The grandfather clock chimed two p.m. and echoed down the Rochesters’ dim, silent hallway, past a row of antique oil paintings. In her bedroom, Alice Rochester yawned and sprawled across the rumpled sheets.


‘This is all your fault,’ she grinned, nudging Tom Randall-Stubbs with her big toe. ‘I never stayed in bed this late before you seduced me. See what a bad influence you are?’


‘Yeah, right, I’m the bad influence,’ Rando laughed. He shook a wave of dark brown hair off his forehead. ‘That’s why every time I try to get up and do something constructive with my day, you trap me in the duvet.’


‘I do not.’ Alice giggled.


‘Do too.’


‘Do not!’ Alice threw back the sheets. ‘See? No one’s trapping you. You can leave if you’re so desperate. Go on, go ahead. Go do something constructive.’


Rando poked her in the ribs, his sea-blue eyes sparkling. ‘You always have to win an argument, don’t you? Such a spoiled little brat. But at least,’ he added, inching closer, ‘you’re a gorgeous spoiled brat.’


Alice smiled as Rando kissed her. He’d hardly stopped kissing her for the past five days. Kissing and stroking and nibbling . . . Her eyelids fluttered shut at the touch of his fingers under the covers, and she buried her nose in his neck, breathing in the warm, sleepy smell of his skin. She couldn’t believe it was only ten days ago that the two of them had first made love. They’d done it in secret, in a snowy Alpine cabin under the moonlight, while the rest of their friends were partying away the New Year. From the moment Rando’s hands had caressed her naked body, Alice had finally understood what everyone was going on about when they raved about sex. Breathless, blood-pounding, spine-quivering sex.


And the romance had continued from there – despite the fact that both she and Rando were betraying people by carrying it on. But Alice didn’t want to think about that now.


‘This has been a good start to the year, hasn’t it?’ she whispered, her lips touching his.


‘Mmm.’ He grinned, propped on his elbows above her. ‘And I can’t think of a better way to end the holidays – your family being in Paris and leaving us the house to ourselves.’


‘Although it might mean we’re spending a bit too much time in bed . . .’


‘Of course we’re not. We can never spend too much time in bed. In fact, I vote we stay here all day and night until tomorrow.’


‘Hmmm. Tempting. What’ll that make it? Thirty-six hours straight?’


‘Thirty-seven.’


‘Oh, yes. Very precise.’


‘Let’s settle in for the afternoon. We can open a bottle of red wine and watch crap TV under the duvet and let the sun sink outside your window.’


‘Or . . .’ Alice wheedled, ‘we could go get something to eat.’


‘Eat?’ Rando pulled a face of mock dismay. ‘How can you think about food when I’m trying to be all romantic?’


‘Because I’m starving. We haven’t had anything since that smoked salmon last night. Can you believe that was the only thing my parents left in the fridge?’


‘Made a pretty delicious dinner though.’


‘Yeah, and now it’s lunchtime. I need sustenance. We’ve been burning a lot of calories, you know.’


‘True,’ Rando grinned, sitting up. ‘Let me think . . . Do you like hamburgers?’


‘Love them.’


‘Good. I know this great little place near Sloane Square that we can walk to. And then when we come back to bed, we can feel all virtuous that we made it outside at all.’


Throwing on some clothes, they strolled into the afternoon. Alice swung Rando’s hand as they meandered through Kensington, along street after street of London’s most elegant houses. The weak January sun filtered through the trees, casting spidery shadows on the pavement, and the cold air blazed through Alice’s lungs. A smile played on her lips. She hadn’t realised it was possible to feel this happy. Being with Rando made her feel free. It made her feel buoyant – like a ship on a sunny sea. Like a balloon on a breezy day. Everything seemed to sparkle. Everything – even a simple walk like this – was the most fun she could remember having in years. She gave Rando’s fingers a squeeze.


‘Hey, look,’ he said, returning the pressure. He was slowing down in front of a display window. ‘I never knew there was a guitar shop here. Looks like a cool place.’


‘Mm. Hungry,’ Alice reminded him.


‘Ooh, hang on.’ Rando was peering inside. ‘That’s a Martin Dreadnought! The same guitar that Johnny Cash played. And look at that one. I’ve been wanting a new guitar for ages.’


‘Starving!’ Alice wailed.


Rando draped an arm around her. ‘I know, I know! But do you mind if we just pop in? Really quickly? Go on . . .’


Alice smiled as he nuzzled her neck. ‘How can I say no? But you’d better remember this favour later on.’


The shop door jangled as they stepped in out of the cold. Rando wandered towards the back, disappearing behind a shelf of sheet music. Alice followed. She watched as he picked out a melody on a shiny new guitar.


‘You’re getting really good, you know. I like that tune.’


‘Thanks. I wrote it the other day. I’ve been hoping I can play it during a Paper Bandits gig. If Tristan . . .’


Rando fell silent. Alice looked at the floor. The sound of her boyfriend’s name – and the name of her boyfriend’s band – came between them like a knife. Alice and Tristan Murray-Middleton had been friends since they were toddlers. In the autumn they’d started dating, and from the moment of their first kiss, Alice had assumed they’d be together for ever. Then, out of the blue, she’d fallen for Rando. At first, nothing had happened, but when Alice and Tristan had argued during their crew’s ski trip in the Alps, the cheating had begun.


A frown clouded her face. If Tristan had been the only obstacle to her relationship with Rando, it would have been bad enough. But he wasn’t. There was Tally Abbott, too. Tally was Alice’s best friend in the world – and she was also Rando’s ex. Just before Christmas, when Rando had dumped Tally, he’d broken her heart. So painfully that Tally had refused to come on the New Year ski trip. Instead, she’d disappeared, leaving only a cryptic text message in her wake. No one had seen a trace of her in ten days, and everyone was worried. Every time Alice’s phone rang, she lunged for it, hoping and fearing that her BFF would be on the other end.


Alice sighed. She couldn’t think about this now. She had to push it out of her head. Term was starting in a few days and she’d be forced to think about it then. But for now, all she wanted was for her and Rando to enjoy their last few days of peace.


‘Play me another song?’ she asked, stroking his arm.


He gave her a smile. ‘What would you like?’


‘Don’t know. Have you written anything else?’


‘Well . . . sort of. I could play you this thing I’ve been working on . . .’


‘Go on.’


‘But it’s kind of embarrassing.’


‘Come on, just play it!’


‘OK, but it’s just a fragment. I’m still tweaking it.’ Rando strummed and sang softly, his gaze fixed on Alice’s.




I always knew somehow


We’d end up here.


Now that I have you,


I’ll keep you near.


I’d rather be kissing you


Than anyone else.


This is the happiest


I’ve ever felt.


I’d rather be kissing you,


Your smile of sunbeams.


I kiss you every night


In my dreams.


I’d rather be kissing you,


Your smile of sunbeams.


I kiss you all night long


In my dreams.






Alice’s eyes were glistening. ‘It’s wonderful,’ she whispered.


‘You like it?’


‘I love it.’


I love you, she wanted to say, but she stopped herself. Instead, she leaned in to kiss him. As they pressed into each other, the doorbell jingled again. Alice glanced up through a gap in the shelves of sheet music. Suddenly, her heart stopped. She leapt back from Rando.


‘Hide!’ she gasped, shrinking into the corner. ‘Shit. Keep quiet. Oh my god, we’re dead.’


‘Why? What do you mean?’


‘It’s him,’ she mouthed. ‘Tristan.’


Rando squinted through the music books. His face whitened. ‘And not just T. He’s with my cousin, too.’


It was true. Behind Tristan, Jasper von Holstadt had come into the shop, his haughty, handsome face still tanned after their week of skiing. Along with Seb Ogilvy, Jasper was Tristan’s closest friend.


‘Mate, what are we doing in here?’ Jasper’s voice floated back to them, as Tristan sauntered along the racks of guitars.


‘Just looking. I won’t be long.’


‘Whatever. By the way, you didn’t answer my question.’


Tristan lifted a guitar off the wall, played a few chords, and put it back.


‘What question?’ he said. He wandered towards the rear of the shop, approaching the book-case that was hiding Alice and Rando from view.


Alice held her breath. She watched through the gaps between the shelves. Stop, she willed him. Stop. Please. T was now so close, she could see the flecks in his hazel eyes. He was wearing his favourite cashmere scarf. His chestnut hair was sticking up in its usual quiff. Alice bit her lip. Only a few months ago, she’d thought T’s hair was the sexiest thing in the world. Now, it just made her sad.


‘What do you mean, what question?’ Jasper was saying. ‘I asked if you’d made things up with Alice yet.’


Tristan stopped in his tracks.


Thank god, Alice muttered to herself. Stay there. Don’t come any closer. Still as a stone, she waited for Tristan’s reply.


Slowly, he turned back towards Jasper. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Because that was a pretty serious fight you two had on the ski trip. Do you think you’ll be able to patch things up?’


‘Of course. I just haven’t seen her yet. We got off the plane back from the Alps and went our separate ways. I think we’ve both been stewing.’


‘But are you going to see her soon?’


‘Yeah man, don’t worry, it’s all under control.’ Tristan smirked. ‘And by the way, since when do you care so much about my relationship?’


‘I don’t. I’m just curious. I mean, it’s you and Alice. The golden couple. If there’s drama, I want to be the first to know.’


‘How sweet of you. Well, there’s no drama, OK?’ T shoved his hands in his pockets. Through the shelves, Alice stared. Maybe she was wrong, but a glimmer of doubt seemed to flicker across T’s face. ‘We’re meeting up tomorrow and we’ll sort it out. We love each other, we’ve known each other forever and we totally understand each other. It’ll be fine.’


‘If you say so.’ Jasper yawned. ‘Whatever. Come on, man – I’m bored of guitars. Let’s go back to yours and play on the Xbox and smoke some weed.’


‘Can’t argue with that plan.’ Tristan grinned. He turned on his heel, away from the bookshelf. A moment later, he and Jasper were out the door.


Alice’s shoulders drooped in relief. For the first time in five minutes, she felt like she could breathe.


‘Fuck,’ Rando murmured. ‘I thought we were done for.’


‘Yeah. Thank god they’re gone.’ Alice sank her head on to his shoulder. ‘We have to be more careful. We can’t let Tristan find out. Or Tally. Or anyone. No one can ever find out.’


For a moment, Rando said nothing. Then he nodded. But as he stroked Alice’s hair, there was a troubled look in his eyes.





Chapter 2



Bluebird, on the King’s Road, was noisy, packed and hot. Dylan Taylor folded her arms over her beige cashmere coat and sighed. It was the Friday before term started, and she should be out shopping and seeing friends like every other normal sixteen-year-old in London. But she’d promised her mother she’d come to this family lunch, instead. And, at half past two, they were still waiting for their table.


‘Pardon me,’ simpered a voice.


Dylan glanced to her left. Victor Dalgleish, her mother’s fiancé, was waving the manager over, one eye contorted into a conspiratorial wink. As she watched, Victor (or Vic, as he insisted that everyone call him) slipped a fifty-pound note into the man’s hand and flashed him a bleached white grin. Dylan had to stop herself being sick at the sight of it. Not only was Vic unbelievably vulgar, but he actually thought he had class. Which he didn’t. He looked like a used-car salesman. The ratty sideburns. The pointy shoes. The gold rings on his chubby fingers, which were right now resting on her mom’s bum. Dylan couldn’t believe their wedding was in less than four months. With the speed they were arranging it, you’d have thought they were two randy teenagers.


‘I hope everyone’s hungry,’ said Dylan’s mother, Piper, as she settled into the maroon leather banquette.


‘I’m starving!’ Dylan announced. ‘Yum, that steak looks awesome.’


Piper shot her an appreciative smile. A few weeks ago, Dylan would never have answered without being hostile. In fact, she probably wouldn’t have answered at all. She and her mother had been at each other’s throats since September, when Piper had suddenly transplanted her two daughters to London from New York, so she could be with the new love of her life. Dylan absolutely hated Victor. But, over the Christmas holidays, she’d promised her mother that she’d try her best to get on with him. After all, he was about to join their family.


‘I think the organic sea trout sounds good,’ Piper mused, holding up the giant menu.


‘Oh, no, absolutely not,’ Victor interrupted. Victor was incapable of hearing a conversation without interrupting. ‘I forbid you to have something so boring. You have to try the fish and chips, baby. It’s a classic here. Classic.’


‘But sweetheart,’ Piper objected, ‘the wedding. I have to watch my figure.’


‘Ah yes,’ Victor purred, ‘well I suppose I’ll allow that. But only if I can watch it, too. Mmm, and what a nice figure it is.’ He slid his hand round Piper’s waist, practically groping her boob. ‘We have to keep you nice and svelte, don’t we, baby? For all our public appearances.’


Dylan almost gagged on her sourdough roll. Victor was a B-list TV personality, adored by housewives and old ladies, and he was always taking their mother to what he described as ‘jet-setting media ragers’. Recently, Piper had travelled round Europe with him on a book tour for his new memoir.


Now he was stroking her thigh. ‘Just look at your mother. Isn’t she a stunner, kids?’


I’m not a kid, Dylan wanted to snap. But she forced herself to smile. ‘Oh, yeah. She’s great.’


Dylan’s fourteen-year-old sister, Lauren, said nothing. She was hunched in the neighbouring seat, and her lower lip was trembling.


‘Now,’ Victor went on, patting the menu magnanimously, ‘I want you kids to order yourselves a nice big meal. Don’t hold back. Don’t tell me you’re on any of these bloody stupid New Year diets. You’re both growing girls, heh heh, and God knows what rubbish they feed you at that posh boarding school. Fried fish sticks and tinned spaghetti – that’s what it was in my day. Ah, I remember it well.’ He sniffed, and crossed one denim-clad leg over the other. Victor was one of those middle-aged losers who wore his tapered jeans just that little bit too short. ‘The sight of the tough old dinner ladies. The sound of homesick little boys crying for their mummies. The swish of the masters whacking you with—’


Suddenly, Lauren slammed her menu on to the polished tabletop. Her blue eyes were flooded with tears. ‘Mom, please!’ she cried. ‘Don’t make me go back. Please!’


Dylan squeezed her sister’s shoulders. The couple at the next table glanced in their direction.


‘Darling, shush,’ Piper murmured. ‘We’ll discuss this at home.’


‘But Mom . . . I hate that school. I hate it!’ Lauren burst into tears.


The neighbouring couple fixated on their plates of asparagus. Dylan could tell they were hanging on every word. That was so English. To pretend you were politely ignoring a ruckus when you were eavesdropping within an inch of your life.


‘Darling—’ Piper began.


‘Now, now, Lauren.’ Victor cut her off. ‘Chin up. You only started at St Cecilia’s a month ago – you haven’t given it a chance. It’s one of the most prestigious schools in England, and lots of little girls would give their right arm to go there. So pull yourself together, and don’t upset your mum.’


‘I’m not a little girl,’ Lauren snarled. ‘And why should I listen to you? You’re not my dad, so butt out.’


‘Lauren!’ Piper cried.


‘It’s none of his business, Mom! You can’t make me go back to that place. Everyone in my class – they’re so mean and horrible. They all know my secrets – they’ve read my diary! Even the boys at Hasted House.’ Tears were streaming down Lauren’s usually rosy cheeks.


‘Come, come!’ Victor chuckled. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course the boys haven’t read your diary. How could they possibly have got hold of it?’


‘Dear,’ said Piper, laying her hand on his lap, ‘don’t you remember? I told you what happened. One of Lauren’s roommates, what’s her name . . .’


‘Georgina,’ hiccuped Lauren. ‘Fortescue.’


‘Right. Fortescue. She stole Lauren’s diary and published it on Facebook. Everyone did read it. Don’t you remember how upset Lauren was at the end of term?’


Victor shrugged. ‘I’m a busy man. I can’t remember every little teenage drama that unfolds in our house.’


Piper patted his hand. ‘Lauren, darling, listen. The school has assured me that they’ve suspended Georgina for the first week of term. So she won’t be bullying you again in a hurry.’


‘The first week?’ Lauren shrieked. The asparagus couple flinched. ‘She should be expelled! She ruined my life. Why didn’t they kick her out?’


Dylan opened her mouth to remark that Georgie’s family was far too rich for the school to dare. But before she could get a word out, Victor slapped his hand on the banquette.


‘Bloody hell!’ he guffawed. ‘Stop making such a stink. You were probably desperate for the boys to read your diary – all you young people post your private lives online these days. You’re all exhibitionists. And anyway, this little incident is nothing. You should be thankful you’re not a celebrity, such as myself – then you’d have to learn to cope with invasions of privacy. All publicity is good publicity, that’s what I say.’


Dylan shot him a death-stare across the table. For Lauren, having the entire school read that she’d never even kissed a boy – never mind the fact that she had a massive crush on Alice Rochester’s younger brother, Hugo – definitely wasn’t good publicity. Dylan shuddered. She knew all about how horrific the St Cecilia’s girls could be, first hand.


‘Victor has no idea what he’s talking about, Mom,’ she said. ‘You should let Lauren go back to day school in London. You don’t know what it’s like.’


‘Please, please please!’ Lauren begged. ‘I can’t go back to St Cecilia’s. I can’t.’


But Piper only shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, but it’s impossible. Vic and I are planning to travel a lot, and you can’t stay home alone. St Cecilia’s is a wonderful school. Besides, it’s good for you to face your fears.’


Before Dylan could argue, her phone beeped. She sneaked a look in her lap.


OMG! read Alice’s text. Massive close call this afternoon. Was with Rando and almost bumped smack into T.


Dylan gasped.


‘What’s wrong?’ her mother asked.


‘Oh . . . uh, nothing. Just some homework I forgot about.’ Dylan’s fingers raced over the keypad. These days, she was Alice Rochester’s only confidante, the only person who knew about Alice and Rando. The two girls had been arch-enemies when Dylan first started at St Cecilia’s last September, but Alice, the queen of the school, had slowly learned to trust and respect her.


Shit! she wrote. Did he see you??


No. But almost. He was with Jasper. Phew.


Dylan’s eyebrows creased as she read her boyfriend’s name. Jasper? He was out and about? R U sure??


Yeah. Why?


No way! He was supposed to come to lunch with me & my family 2day but he bailed. Claimed to be sick. Liar.


Dickhead! Alice replied. He was definitely not sick. He and T were off to play Xbox and get stoned.


Dylan felt a surge of rage. Deep breath, she told herself. Deep breath. She shut her eyes, trying as hard as she could not to leap up and throw a fit. Dylan had a dangerous temper, which, thanks to a recent stunt by her vile roommate Sonia Khan, had become famous throughout St Cecilia’s and Hasted House. She’d been trying to get it under control, but it wasn’t easy – especially at moments like this. Frowning, she weighed her phone in her palm. Maybe she should send Jasper a text. A cold, calm, caustic text just to let him know she was on to him. Because she wasn’t going to let him get away with this. No way.


But right now, the waitress was coming to take their order. And Lauren was crying again. And Victor was snogging her mother so disgustingly that it looked like he was about to swallow her face. Dylan would have to deal with her love life later.





Chapter 3



Seb Ogilvy gazed out the window of his father’s Bentley as it pulled up at Trafalgar Square. Outside, the fountains sparkled under the black sky, while the huge hulk of the National Gallery glowed under columns of white light. Droves of people in cocktail dress were already drifting inside through the gallery’s grand portico, even though it was only six o’clock.


The chauffeur held open the door.


‘Thank you, Tobias,’ said Sir Preston Ogilvy, sliding one perfectly polished evening shoe on to the pavement. Before disengaging the rest of his long, thin body from the car, he raked his eyes over his son. ‘Straighten your tie.’


Seb glanced down. His skinny-knit tie looked perfectly straight to him, but he tweaked it anyway, and clambered out after his father. Now that Seb was seventeen, he looked more like his dad than ever. He’d inherited the tall, skinny Ogilvy frame, the chalk-white skin, and the blond hair, which flopped haystack-style over his blue eyes. Sometimes it seemed to him that as he grew up, every trace of his mother was being slowly but surely rubbed out of his appearance – along with his memories of her, which were fading too. Seb’s mum had run off when he was still a baby, and since then, it had been just him and his dad.


Sir Preston paused near the entrance.


‘Remember,’ he said, once his son had caught up, ‘Professor Johann Smythe is the most important person here tonight. When I introduce you, try to be pleasant.’


‘I’m always pleasant, Dad.’


‘Yes. Of course.’ Sir Preston buttoned his jacket and stroked the carnation in his lapel with long, smooth fingers. ‘Now, as you know, Professor Smythe has just been appointed the new Gallery Director, and he has plenty of visions for the future. It’d be useful if you were on good terms.’


Seb gave a nod. Idiot, he told himself; he shouldn’t be so disappointed. He’d known all along that his dad hadn’t brought him to this benefit so they could enjoy some quality time together. That would be a first. No, this evening was all about networking. Sir Preston was Chairman of the Ogilvy Trust, which he’d recently set up to sponsor the arts, and he wanted Seb around to make him look like a good family man. Which he wasn’t. He was hardly ever home, he ignored his son, he had a mistress in practically every European capital and the whole of London knew it.


‘Sir Preston!’ gushed a man as they strode into the museum. The man was wearing a bright purple suit with an orange shirt. ‘Just the character I wanted to see. And who,’ he grinned, looking Seb up and down, ‘is this charming creature?’


‘Ah! Barry.’ Sir Preston gave a tight-lipped smile. ‘How nice to see you. Allow me to introduce my son. Sebastian Ogilvy, Barry Fitzgibbon.’


‘Well, hel-lo.’ The man took Seb’s hand and flashed him a wink. ‘Now, now, Sir Preston, where have you been hiding this little treasure?’


Seb felt his mouth go dry. He turned to his dad – but Sir Preston had somehow managed to vanish. And this Barry Fitzgibbon character was beaming in his face.


‘That naughty father of yours – always the socialite, always the hobnobber. How about you stay with me and have a drink? These events tend to be rather intimidating, don’t they?’ Barry gestured round the main hall, which was packed with braying, tippling movers-and-shakers of the art world, all of them at least ten years older than Seb.


‘Yeah, they do. I suppose,’ Seb said.


A pudgy hand settled on his shoulder. Seb inched his fingers into his pocket and touched the silver whisky flask that he carried with him everywhere. He had no clue what to do – how to act. This Barry Fitzgibbon character seemed to have sussed out his biggest secret: that he was gay. Seb had never told anyone in the world. In fact, he’d only recently admitted it to himself. Sweat collected on the palms of his hands. He fancied Barry about as much as he’d fancy his grandad. Besides, he’d only ever flirted with a guy once – a beautiful actor called Will who he’d met at Sir Lucian Scott’s Christmas party last month. Seb sighed. He’d stupidly lost Will’s number; he didn’t even know his last name. And that had been the end of that. Right now, the only thing he could do was escape from this man.


Unfortunately, Barry seemed to have a different idea. Grinning, he skimmed two champagne cocktails off a tray.


‘Cheers, darling. Now, tell me all about yourself. Starting with how you got so delicious.’


Seb choked as the bubbles fizzed up his nose.


‘Careful there! All right now?’ chuckled Barry, patting him on the back.


Seb nodded, still sputtering.


‘Not used to the strong stuff, I suppose. You must be still at school, yes?’


‘Yes,’ Seb gasped. ‘Hasted House.’


‘GCSEs, or A levels?’


‘A levels. I’m in the Lower Sixth.’


‘Charming, charming. How’s your love life? Single, are you?’


‘Not at all,’ Seb said, finally catching his breath. ‘I have a girlfriend.’


‘You don’t say.’ Barry sipped his cocktail.


‘Oh yes. We’re extremely serious.’


‘Ah.’ Barry’s gaze fluttered off to the side.


‘Yeah.’ Seb swallowed the rest of his drink, keeping one eye on his companion. ‘We’re thinking of getting engaged. She should be turning up here any minute, actually. I think I’ll get a refill.’ He paused. ‘Can I get you anything?’


‘No, dear, no, that’s all right.’


‘OK, well, nice talking to you.’


‘Yes, yes . . . Yoohoo, Lord Philpott!’ Barry waved, already not listening.


Breathing a sigh of relief, Seb retreated to the bar and checked his phone. He still hadn’t heard from Jasper and Tristan. They were probably stoned out of their minds already deep into an Xbox session. And he was stuck here. Great. He reached for a glass of champagne, and felt something poke into his chest – something inside his jacket. Rummaging in the hidden pocket, he pulled out a card.


WILL LARKIN. ACTOR.


Seb gasped. Of course! He hadn’t worn this suit since the Scotts’ Christmas party – the housekeeper had sent it to the dry-cleaner. He stared at the bit of paper, his heart pounding. There was a phone number on it. Should he text Will? Was it too late, more than two weeks on? No, surely Will had given him the card for a reason – he wanted Seb to get in touch. And he couldn’t chicken out now, not after this stroke of luck.


Hey. It’s Seb, he typed. He bit his lip. His fingers were shaking, so he downed the rest of his drink. From Lucian Scott’s party . . . Don’t know if you remember me?


Squeezing his eyes shut, he sent it.


The seconds ticked by.


Finally, after what seemed like centuries, his phone pinged back.


Hey! Course I remember you. The cute blond who was too busy to come clubbing with me & my mates. What u up to?


Seb grinned.


At a benefit with my dad. Ugh.


Oh gawd. Hate those things. [image: image] So . . . Wanna meet up sometime?


Seb blinked at the screen. A date – was this a date? No way. Will was probably just being friendly. He probably just didn’t want to be rude. But then again . . .


Sure, Seb typed. Next week? I can sneak out of school for the evening?


He held his breath. Then he took the plunge.





Chapter 4



‘Stop hogging the crisps,’ Alice giggled, leaning across Rando and snatching the bag of Kettle Chips off the duvet. It was Saturday morning, and the two of them were in bed, dozing and snacking and watching The Hangover on her computer.


‘Want one?’ she said. She snaked a sea-salt-flavoured crisp towards Rando’s mouth. ‘Yummm. Open wide . . .’


Rando dodged. ‘No thanks. I’m fine.’


‘Whatever. All the more for me.’ Alice flicked her hair. They watched the film for a moment in silence. Then she leaned in and nuzzled Rando’s cheek.


His eyelashes fluttered, but the rest of his profile was impassive. ‘Hey, stop, I’m trying to concentrate. I like this part.’


‘Hmmm?’ Alice whispered into his ear. ‘You like which part?’


‘Al! Stop it.’


‘Humph. Fine.’ She hugged her knees to her chest. ‘Ugh. I wish I didn’t have to get up. I want to stay in bed with you all day, not go see T.’


Rando stared at the screen. His jaw was tight. After a moment, he cleared his throat. ‘So are you going to break up with him?’


‘I thought you wanted to watch the film.’


Suddenly, Rando shut the computer. He turned to Alice, his eyes fiery. ‘Answer the question! Are you going to break up with him?’


‘Hey, calm down. Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Because . . . because! Shit, I’m sorry.’ Rando rubbed his forehead. ‘I just feel so bad. What we’re doing, it’s . . . it’s . . .’


‘I know.’ Alice rubbed his knee. ‘It sucks. I’ve been trying not to think about it.’


‘Me too. But when we bumped into Tristan yesterday, it all hit home. We can’t keep doing this. You have to break up with him. And then we have to come clean.’


‘Come clean?’


‘It’s the only way. Don’t worry,’ Rando added, seeing the look on Alice’s face, ‘I’m not saying we have to tell everyone we were cheating. That would be stupid. After you break up with Tristan we can wait a few weeks, and then we can be together. Out in the open.’


‘Out in the open?’ Alice echoed again. ‘Hang on, are you serious?’


‘Of course.’


‘But we can’t date out in the open. It’d never work!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Be real, Rando! No one’s gonna welcome us with open arms if we suddenly come out as a couple. They’ll all hate us. They’ll destroy us!’


Rando laughed. ‘Bit dramatic, don’t you think? I mean, yeah, it’ll be hard. Tristan and Tally will be upset. But they’ll get over it.’


‘No they won’t!’ Alice’s face was contorted. ‘I’d never get over it if Tally did it to me. And everyone’ll take her side.’


‘You don’t know that.’


‘And I have no intention of committing social suicide!’ Alice ploughed on, her voice sounding desperate. ‘Don’t tell me you want to either – everyone turning away when you walk down the halls, no one sitting next to you at meals. The silent treatment. I refuse to make that my life.’


‘So what’s your idea, then?’ Rando cried, flinging up his arms. ‘That we keep seeing each other in secret?’


‘Yes!’


‘No. No way.’


Alice’s jaw dropped.


‘Excuse me if I’m wrong, but we’ve got something here. Come on, Al!’ Rando grabbed her wrists. ‘You and me – this is real. It’s special. And I refuse to let us drag it through the mud by sneaking around and lying.’


‘But . . . but you’re looking at it the wrong way! I don’t want to lose all my friends, and neither do you. Neither of us would be happy that way. We’d just be two miserable, unpopular losers trying to cheer each other up.’


‘I can’t believe what you’re saying!’ Rando pulled at his hair. ‘Can’t you be a bit brave? Can’t you weather a few weeks of whispering and dirty looks, for the sake of us?’


‘No!’ Alice bellowed. ‘I can’t! I won’t!’


Rando sank back in disbelief. Alice watched with a mixture of fear and fury as he threw back the sheets. ‘Fuck this. I thought you were better than that.’


‘And I thought you were smarter!’


‘Al, please . . .’ Rando stood naked in the middle of the Persian rug. He looked like he was in pain. ‘Say you didn’t mean that. Stop being so fucking stupid.’


‘Don’t you dare call me stupid.’


‘Then don’t be stupid.’ His eyes were blazing. ‘This isn’t one of those silly arguments to get all proud about – you can afford to lose this one. Don’t ruin everything because of some lame, vain popularity contest. Come on, one last chance. All or nothing: we do this in the open, or not at all.’


‘Fine! Not at all!’ Alice hurled back, trying to ignore the stabbing in her chest. Her voice was drowned by the ringing of the doorbell and she marched into the hallway, yanking the intercom off its roost. ‘What?’


‘Hi babes!’


Alice’s blood seemed to drain out through her feet. That silvery voice. The shimmering laugh. She hadn’t heard them in almost two weeks.


‘Baaabes? Hellooo?’ the voice repeated.


‘H-Hi!’ Alice stammered, hoping the hesitation in her voice would be lost as it travelled down the wires. ‘It’s Tally,’ she mouthed to Rando, wringing her hands.


His usually rosy cheeks turned pale.


‘Quick! Get dressed.’


The bell buzzed again, four times. ‘Hey!’ came Tally’s voice. ‘Al. Do you expect me to wait out here all day?’


Alice glanced back into the bedroom, where Rando was struggling into his jeans. She shut her eyes. She had no choice.





Chapter 5



‘Surprise!’ Tally cried, as Alice flung open the front door.


Tally looked good. She always looked good, but today, as she stood on the threshold in her peach-coloured winter coat, there was something different. Alice blinked. Maybe it was the flush in her porcelain cheeks. Or the strange light in her sea-grey eyes. Or the slight hunch of her narrow shoulders. But before Alice could decide, a pair of arms landed round her neck.


‘Babes!’ Tally giggled. ‘You look shocked.’


‘Duh. Of course I do.’ Alice disentangled herself and straightened her dress, which she’d thrown on in a panic. ‘Wasn’t shock what you were going for? I mean, you just disappeared! Where the hell have you been?’


But Tally didn’t answer. She’d already shoved past into the foyer.


‘OMG, babe, it is so good to see your house again. Feels like home,’ she trilled, shedding her layers as she went. Her handbag hit the antique French oak floor. Scarf. Coat. Tally was like a tornado, always leaving havoc in her wake. ‘Did you miss me? You’d better have missed me. Even if it did take you, like, two hours to open the door. What were you doing up there? Staring at yourself in the mirror? Oh!’ She stopped short at the foot of the staircase and made a small, surprised sound, like a confused chick. ‘H-hi.’


Alice’s heart plummeted. Rando was standing at the top of the stairs – fully dressed, thank god. But she’d told him to hide. What was he doing out in the open? What if Tally guessed?


‘Hey.’ He stuck up his hand, traffic warden style. ‘How’s it going?’


Tally darted her eyes to Alice.


‘What’s happening?’ she whispered. She raised her voice as Rando came down the stairs. ‘I didn’t know you guys were such good friends. What are you doing here?’


Alice watched as Rando cleared his throat. It looked like he was about to say something. Confess something. ‘We—’


‘We . . . we were just looking for you!’ she yelped, leaping forward. ‘Trying to find a trace of where the hell you’d gone. Facebook stalking. Googling. Seeing if you’ve been mentioned on any blogs. Right, Rando?’


There was a silence. Then he nodded. ‘Yeah. Right.’


‘Wow,’ Tally said. ‘That’s mega-sweet of you guys. I mean, seriously. I’m touched.’


‘Sure.’ Rando pursed his lips. ‘Anyway . . . I have to go.’


It was only then that Alice registered he was wearing his coat. Her stomach wrenched. She balled her fists. ‘Oh. Right. Fine.’


He stood there looking at her, so she flicked her gaze away. ‘Well, see you. Thanks for coming round.’


Rando’s look darkened. ‘Yeah. You’re welcome. Glad you’re back safe, Tally. Bye.’


A second later, the door slammed behind his back. It sounded like a coffin lid landing in place. For a moment, Alice couldn’t move. A great sob rose in her chest but she stuffed it back down. She could handle this. She could play the role. Cool and indifferent – that was her speciality. It was the secret of her success.


‘Oh. My. God.’ Tally spun round. ‘How awkward was that? I mean, did you see how weird he was acting around me? It’s kind of amazing he came round here to help you look for me, though. I didn’t know he cared about me that much.’


‘Oh, yeah.’ Alice’s voice was hoarse. She cleared her throat. ‘Of course he cares about you. As a friend.’


‘Yeah. As a friend.’ Tally bit her lip, and her hand moved to her neck, where Alice caught a glimpse of a thin, gold chain. ‘Whatever. Did he hook up with any random slappers in Val d’Isère?’


Alice swallowed. ‘I don’t think so. But I wasn’t watching him every second.’


‘Not that I care, anyway. I am so over him. He is so last year.’ Tally started up the stairs.


‘Wait! Where are you going?’


‘To your bedroom. Duh. Where do you think? To hang out in the linen cupboard?’


‘But . . . but . . .’ Alice fought back the panic. If Tally saw the state of the bed, she was done for. Not to mention the discarded condom packets. Or the empty bottle of wine on the floor. ‘Let’s go to the kitchen! Don’t you want a snack?’
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