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				About the Book

				First love. Last lie.

				When Adamma Okomma has to leave her glossy high school in New York for a dusty English boarding school, she thinks it’s the end of the world – or the end of her social life, at least.

				Then she meets the wicked-witted Scarlett Chiltern, who shows her all of Crofton College’s darkest corners and Adamma realises that there’s much more to her new school than tartan skirts and hockey sticks.

				She and Scarlett become inseparable, but when they fall for the same guy, the battle lines are firmly drawn.

				Adamma gets the guy but loses her best friend. Then, when Scarlett runs away, Adamma finds herself caught up in something far more sinister than a messy love triangle. Adamma always knew that Scarlett had her secrets, but some secrets are too big to keep and this one will change all of their lives forever.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Author

				Tanya Byrne was born in London and studied in Surrey, where she still lives with her cat who goes by several names, none of which he actually answers to. After eight years working for BBC Radio, she left to write her debut novel, Heart-Shaped Bruise, which was shortlisted for the CWA John Creasey (New Blood) Dagger, and longlisted for the Branford Boase Award. Tanya was also shortlisted for New Writer of the Year at the National Book Awards. She has travelled all round the country; to speak to crowds at the Edinburgh festival and to classrooms of young people.
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				Praise for Heart-Shaped Bruise

				‘Promises to be disturbing, powerful and moving’ Adele Parks

				‘Gritty, unpredictable and very well written, this is fiction for kids at its very best. Absolutely loved it’ Sun

				‘Byrne’s superb debut novel is the story of how gangster’s daughter Emily Koll ends up in a young offender’s institute. Parents may have to steel themselves to receive the raw emotional shocks that their teenage childrne will take in their stride’ Sunday

				‘A jigsaw of a novel in which we piece together events and are driven on to the final twist, it is a tense, emotionally complex study of love and hate’ The Sunday Times

				‘It’s compelling and clever. We loved’ Company

				‘Reminiscent of The Catcher in the Rye, this psychological jigsaw of a novel will appeal to your dark side. A troubling, demanding but addictive sotry’ Glamour

				‘Raw and gripping, with a wholly unexpected final twist’ Guardian

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To Claire Wilson, without whom this would still be in my head

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘A ship is safe in harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.’

				Attributed to William G. T. Shedd

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE DAY AFTER

				MAY

				When I was a kid and I couldn’t sleep, my father would tell me it was because someone was dreaming about me. I know now that this isn’t true – it’s just one of those things he used to tell me to make me feel better – but for a long time, I believed him.

				I’m sure she doesn’t want me dreaming about her, either, but I do – a lot – which is kind of cruel because I spend most of the day trying to avoid her, yet as soon as I close my eyes, there she is, as though my brain won’t forget. I hate that, how it holds on to things and won’t let go. I can’t remember a thing about my fifth birthday party. I’ve seen photographs of it – me in that frothy pink dress, my aunts and uncles laughing so much you can see their teeth – but all I remember about that day is how my father ran over a dog that ran out in front of our car when we went to pick up the cake. Who does that? I don’t know. So when I say that I dream about her, they’re not always good dreams – and even the not-so-bad dreams still make me wake up gasping her name like someone running down the street shouting, ‘Fire!’

				I was dreaming about him last night, the two of us lying on our backs on his scratchy tartan blanket in Savernake Forest, the sun weighing over us, all fat and yellow and ready to burst. We were watching the clouds bob past, pretending each one was a country – ‘India! Let’s go there . . . Australia! Let’s go there’ – like we did yesterday afternoon. I saw a cloud that looked like Africa, but when I turned to tell him, it was her next to me. She was grinning and wearing those heart-shaped sunglasses – the cheap red ones that she loves so much – and for a few moments it was like it used to be, the two of us giggling and comparing nail polish, until she asked me if I thought death was going to be beautiful. Only she could ask a question like that, and I told her not to be so morbid. She just laughed and blamed Oscar Wilde, then told me to imagine it, lying in the earth with flowers growing from my fingernails and grass from my eyelashes. It does sound kind of beautiful, doesn’t it?

				I woke up with a gasp and for a moment I wasn’t sure where I was. It wasn’t until the shadows began to take shape – my closet, my desk, my noticeboard with its patchwork of photographs, the gaps where the ones of her used to be now covered with other ones – that I remembered I was at school and my nerves lurched back into place.

				I used to enjoy it, moving around. It didn’t bother me that I might be here in Wiltshire one day then back in Lagos the next, watching my grandmother in the kitchen in her faded boubou, singing to herself as she chopped bitterleaf. I used to be able to sleep anywhere, but I can’t sleep here. At first it was the strange bed, then it was the murmurs through the walls – the girls who have to sleep with the radio on, the ones who call their boyfriends at midnight, when they think everyone is asleep – and now it’s the dreams about her.

				It’s got to the point where I dread going to bed. My stomach clenches like a fist just thinking about it because I know that I’m going to lie there – thinking about her, about him, about what we’ve done – until the muffled giggles stop and the DJs shut up and all I can hear is the heavy tick tick tick of the grandfather clock at the bottom of the stairs.

				Then I wonder who else is awake, if there’s another girl in another bed in another room listening to the tick tick tick as well. If there’s a guy on the other side of the village, or a woman fussing over a loose thread on her duvet. It’s like I’m part of a club – the misfits, the liars, the lonely – who meet every night in the empty, black silence to wait for it to go grey with the promise of morning, with its cups of tea and conversations about the weather that fill the hours before we have to go to bed and do it again. And every night I tell myself the same thing, that tonight it will pass, that tonight I’ll sleep – and I never do.

				But I guess that’s guilt, what it does to you.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				245 DAYS BEFORE

				SEPTEMBER

				As first days of school go, today wasn’t so bad. No one flushed my head down the toilet or stole my lunch money, so I shouldn’t complain, but I still don’t want to be here. I’m trying to be mature about it, though; it’s hardly my father’s fault that the Nigerian High Commissioner in London died and he was posted here, plus my mother just found out that she’s going to be teaching a class at UCL, which she’s thrilled about. It doesn’t make being here any easier, though.

				Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I could stay in London with them, but being shipped off to boarding school feels too much like I’ve done something wrong. I haven’t, I know. I know that they just want me to go to the best school in England – which is Crofton College – but if I had known that they were going to send me away, I would have asked to stay in New York where I had friends, a boyfriend, a favourite coffee shop, a favourite bench in Central Park. Secret places that I found, that were mine, but here I am at this dusty old school that’s about ten miles south of No One Gives a Damn, where no one can pronounce my surname.

				I can’t tell my parents this, though, because they’d just tell me that it’s only been a day and I should give it a chance, and I should, but my God, if New York is the city that never sleeps, then Ostley is the village that’s about to nod off. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. It’s almost too much – too much green, too much space, too much sky. And it’s so quiet. There are no sirens, no buses panting in traffic, not the constant rumble of life you feel under your feet in New York. The rattle of the subway somewhere below the sidewalk or the far-off hum of a pneumatic drill splitting a road in two, as though the city is always shifting because there’s not enough room for everyone. But in Ostley, all there is is room. The fields go on until you get bored of looking at them and you can always hear stuff – birds chattering and brooks babbling – like a cartoon.

				I’d refused to look at the Crofton brochure my father tried to show me before we left New York, but it didn’t matter because it’s just as I imagined. It’s the sort of school my father has always wanted to send me to, the sort of school he’d read about in books – that his friends from Cambridge had gone to – somewhere with hockey pitches and house badges and dining halls with long wooden tables. His eyes lit up when our car pulled onto the tree-lined drive and we got our first glimpse of it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him like that – wide-eyed and blinking, like a little boy – which is why I’m giving it a chance.

				Crofton is stunning, I’ll give it that – grand and gloriously Gothic, all spires and arches and leaded windows – but when the driver stopped to let a gaggle of girls cross the road, I realised that it has none of the glamour of my school in New York, none of the attitude. All the girls looked rather proper and seemed to be wearing their uniform with pride as though they’d chosen to wear it. No one tried to look different. There were no cute coats and matching headbands. No one had pinned a brooch to their blazer. They even seemed to be carrying the same folders. So when our car pulled up outside my boarding house and I was greeted by my housemistress, a middle-aged woman with a greying bob and sensible shoes called Mrs Delaney, I realised that I wouldn’t be wearing half the stuff I’d packed.

				We’d got stuck in traffic leaving London so were half an hour late. In Nigerian time – where 7 a.m. means more like 11 a.m. – half an hour isn’t so bad, but in British time, it was a big deal, especially to Mrs Delaney, who made a point – three times – of telling us that she could only give us a fleeting tour before I had to get to Registration. So we left our housekeeper, Celina, in my room unpacking my luggage while Mrs Delaney showed us around.

				‘Burnham houses all the girls in the Lower Six,’ she told us, marching back towards the stairs. ‘I’ve been the housemistress here for six years. Your house tutor is Madame Girard, whom you will see every morning for Registration, then for your one-on-one on a Monday.’

				I nodded, wondering if I should be making a note of it, not that she slowed down for me to do so. She only stopped when we got to the end of the corridor. ‘I live in the cottage attached to the house and you can reach me out of hours by ringing this bell.’ She gestured at the door. ‘All the staff at Crofton live on campus, but we prefer if you call first, if you can.’

				And that’s how it went on, Mrs Delaney barking stuff – about when to get up and when to sign out and when to clear my room so that it could be cleaned – as she showed us around. My father seemed impressed, nodding at each room: the bedrooms, the Common Room, the Laundry Room, the Dining Hall with its long tables. He didn’t say a word, just followed her, hands behind his back, his long wool coat swinging as he swept in and out of each room. When we returned to my room, all he said was, ‘The lock on the Common Room window needs replacing,’ and it was Mrs Delaney’s turn to look bewildered.

				He told us that he’d wait in my room while we looked at the bathroom. Not that I was in any hurry to see it; my mother had to take me by the elbow and lead me down the corridor. I could see it at the end, steam billowing out of the door as a girl ran in with a pink towel. ‘You have four minutes, Miss Avery,’ Mrs Delaney barked after her and I shot a look at my mother, who smiled tightly and patted my arm.

				There are fifty girls in Burnham, apparently, most of them doing A-Levels, but some are doing the Baccalaureate, like me. It felt like much more, though, and I didn’t expect it to be so chaotic. It was the first day of term, so I don’t know why I was surprised, to be honest. I thought it would be quiet – solemn – like a convent, I guess. But there were girls everywhere, darting from room to room clutching washbags and hairbrushes. I’ve never had to share a bathroom before and the thought of it, of having to queue to use the shower and brushing my teeth a sink away from a stranger, made my stomach knot. Where would I put my make-up on? In all the upheaval, it was such a silly thing to worry about, but it was all I could think about.

				My mother must have known because when we got back to my room, she went to the window. ‘What a nice view, Adamma.’ She gestured at the magnolia tree. ‘Isn’t it lovely?’

				I didn’t respond, just fussed over my skirt and blazer. At least the uniform was black and white, which was more flattering than the bottle-green and tartan I had worn at my school in New York, but I still sneered at my reflection in the mirror as Mrs Delaney ushered a girl in. Even though she seemed sweet, her hair wet from the shower, I still glared at her like a cornered cat.

				She was struggling under the weight of a hockey bag. I waited for Mrs Delaney to tell her to put it down, but she didn’t. ‘This is Orla Roberts. Orla’s doing A-levels – so you won’t have any classes together – but she’s a house monitor, so if you need anything, she’s just across the hall.’ She gestured at me. ‘Orla, this is Adamma Okomma and her parents. They’ve just moved here from New York. Mr Okomma is the new Nigerian High Commissioner in London.’ She turned to my parents with a smile. ‘Orla is a scholarship student.’

				She said it as though she was describing her eye colour. This is Orla Roberts. She has brown eyes and poor parents. I guess my mother noticed it too because she smiled tightly, then, with a more genuine one, turned to Orla and extended her hand. My father did too, and when it was my turn I did the same – a little sullenly, I admit, but I was too distracted as I saw Celina trying to shoehorn my clothes into the tiny closet. Mrs Delaney turned to watch her too. ‘There was no need to bring everything, dear. You must learn to pack for the term.’ When she laughed, I wanted to tell her that was my Fall wardrobe, but my father gave me a look, so I crossed my arms instead.

				I guess I’ve seen too many movies about English boarding schools because when my parents left, I expected Orla to roll up her skirt and put on some red lipstick. Instead she told me that she’d see me later and left. As I watched her go, still struggling with her hockey bag, I won’t lie, I was a little disappointed. She hadn’t given me a cigarette and tried to take me under her wing, warn me who I should and shouldn’t speak to, offer to show me Crofton’s secret places. I suppose it served me right for being surly.

				Mercifully, I didn’t have to find my way to my first class because every new pupil is assigned a hen, an older girl who has to show her around and help her settle in. My hen was an Upper Sixth girl called Tara Salter. She was more what I had expected, bright eyed and shiny haired. She’d definitely drunk the Kool-Aid and she gushed and gushed about the school, introducing me to each building as if it was her friend. But, as eager as she was, she had the grace to let me go to the bathroom by myself – not before she made sure I knew where my English lit class was. I still got lost, though, and wandered up and down the long corridor several times before I had to admit defeat and get the map she had given me out of my bag.

				‘Going my way?’ a guy asked, suddenly at my side.

				He said it so smoothly – as though we were in an old black-and-white movie and he was offering me a cigarette – that I stared at him for a moment or two before I remembered that the sixth form was mixed.

				Perhaps my father wasn’t trying to torture me after all.

				‘I’m Dominic Sim.’ He held out his hand. I looked at it, but that just made his smile more wicked as his hand dropped back down to his side. ‘I can escort you.’

				‘You can? How do you know where I’m going?’

				‘Heaven, I assume?’

				I stared at him, horrified. I thought English boys were charming. I quietly cursed my father for making me watch Downton Abbey and raising my expectations.

				I turned to walk away, but he changed tack. ‘OK. If the face isn’t working,’ he said, suddenly in front of me, ‘I’m a billionaire.’

				That didn’t work, either. ‘Your father’s a billionaire,’ I replied, looking back down at my map. ‘The only thing you’ve earned is Air Miles.’

				He laughed at that, loud and bright. ‘I like you already, Miss Okomma.’

				I shot a look at him again. ‘How did you know my name?’

				‘I know things.’ He gestured at the door of the classroom we were standing outside of. ‘Like you’re doing the Baccalaureate, right?’ I arched an eyebrow at him and his smile widened. ‘Me too. So this is where you want to be: English lit with Mr Lucas.’ He put a hand to his chest. ‘I promise never to lead you astray, Miss Okomma.’

				He smiled and, as obnoxious as he was, I had to tell myself not to smile back. I kind of hate myself, but what can I say? What he lacked in humility he made up for in wit and if I have one weakness, it’s funny guys.

				‘Come and sit next to me,’ he said, turning and walking into the classroom. ‘I’m new, too. We new kids need to stick together.’

				‘I’m OK, thanks,’ I told him as I followed him in, sensing that I should probably keep as much distance between us as possible.

				I headed for the empty desk in the middle of the classroom, but the girl sitting at the one behind it shook her head so emphatically that I stepped back. That left just one, in the front row, but before I could get to it, I heard Dominic say, ‘Get up, then, you unchivalrous bastard. Can’t you see the lady needs a desk?’

				Realising what he was doing, I turned to tell him off, but was stunned to find the boy he’d barked at gathering up his books. By the time I’d recovered, he’d shuffled towards the desk in the front row, leaving just one free desk, the one next to Dominic’s.

				‘Do people always do what you tell them?’ I asked, sighing as I realised that by sitting next to him, I was answering my own question.

				At least he had the decency not to comment on it; he just smiled and gave me a whatcha gonna do? shrug as I took my notebook out of my bag. I put it down with a petulant huff, determined not to give him any further encouragement, but after I had opened it and written the date neatly in the top right-hand corner of the first page, my gaze strayed back towards him. He was still looking at me and I looked away, my toe tapping. I glanced at the doorway as a girl with dark hair walked in. She came in with a slight swagger and for a second, I thought she was walking towards me, but she stopped at his desk.

				‘Dominic Sim,’ she said, and I could tell that she was fighting a smile.

				He did smile. ‘Surprise!’

				‘I thought you were on a slow boat to Korea after the Eton thing?’

				The Eton thing, I noted, pretending to write something in my notebook so that they wouldn’t think I was eavesdropping. I was the only one who took the trouble to be subtle, though; everyone else just turned to look at them as she stood in front of his desk, hands on her hips. Not that she seemed fazed that she had an audience, she had her chin up and her shoulders back. I got the feeling that she did this a lot.

				‘You, more than anyone, should know not to listen to everything you hear, Scarlett,’ he said, his eyes suddenly black. ‘Good summer? How was rehab?’

				‘I’m off the crack, at last. Three weeks clean.’ She crossed her fingers and held them up. ‘How was Eton? Do you still know what a vagina looks like?’

				‘Feel free to remind me.’

				‘Like you’d know what to do with it.’

				He laughed and she claimed the victory with a curtsey, then went and sat at the desk in the middle. I guess that’s why that girl had shaken her head when I’d gone to sit there: it was her desk, the one in the middle where everyone could see her. Not that she needed to sit there; wherever she sat, you would see her; she seemed to reflect off the panelled walls like a new penny.

				After her performance with Dominic, I wasn’t surprised that she was the first to raise her hand when class started. She didn’t do it with any eagerness, though – she looked rather bored, actually – but as soon as she did, four other hands shot up, and I watched Mr Lucas let go of a breath and smile, obviously grateful that his first lesson of the year wasn’t dying on its ass.

				‘Yes, Miss Chiltern?’ He pointed the copy of Anna Karenina he was holding at her.

				He’d been clutching it a little too tightly, I’d noticed, his knuckles white. And when he asked us what our favourite opening line of a book was, he sounded out of breath. I didn’t envy him. He was clearly flustered and young – in his early twenties, I guessed – much younger than the rest of the faculty, which must make some of the parents uncomfortable. I don’t think my father would be impressed; he seemed to think that every teacher at Crofton was the best in England. I think he’d struggle to believe that a twenty-something-year-old man, with what looked like MAX BIRTHDAY scribbled on the heel of his palm in biro, was the best English lit teacher they could find. His favourite line was from Anna Karenina. Somewhat predictable, or perhaps convenient, given that we were about to study it, so I expected her to say something similar. But she said, ‘All this happened, more or less.’

				‘Slaughterhouse-Five,’ he said, but there was no shake in his voice this time. If anything, he sounded pleased with himself, as though he was on a game show, announcing the million-dollar answer. ‘That’s a wonderful book, Miss Chiltern.’

				I must have rolled my eyes, because he smiled at me. ‘Not a fan, I take it?’

				He looked at me, his chin raised and his lips parted, and I stared at him dumbly for a moment until I realised that he was waiting for me to tell him my name as well. I sat a little straighter. ‘Adamma, Sir. Adamma Okomma.’

				He nodded. ‘I realise Vonnegut isn’t everyone’s cup of tea, so what’s your favourite opening line, Miss Okomma?’ He sat on the edge of his desk, arms folded.

				My gaze flitted around the classroom as everyone turned to look at me and it made my cheeks burn. I took a breath. ‘“It was inevitable:”’ I had to stop and take another breath as a sudden tremor in my voice made the words wobble, ‘“the scent of bitter almonds always reminded him of the fate of unrequited love.”’

				Mr Lucas was quiet for a moment or two, then nodded. ‘Love in the Time of Cholera.’ I watched his Adam’s apple rise then fall. ‘Excellent choice, Miss Okomma. Gabriel Garcia Marquez is—’ He stopped, flustered again.

				‘Magnificent?’ I suggested, and he blinked at me.

				When I glanced at Scarlett, she wasn’t smiling any more.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE DAY AFTER

				MAY

				As soon as Molly knew, we all did. I’d only just caught my breath, my heart still throbbing as I remembered my dream – Scarlett in those cheap red sunglasses, the sun in her hair – when a strip of light appeared under my door. A moment later I heard it, the slap slap slap of Molly’s bare feet on the floorboards as she ran from room to room, gleefully delivering the news as though she was announcing the birth of a baby.

				Orla got to me first. I smelled her before I saw her, smelled her sugary perfume that even smells pink, somehow, and attaches itself to everything she touches. I’d never noticed it, not until I was idly trying perfumes at JFK last year. I reached for one and when I smelled it – smelled her – I smiled. I hadn’t realised how much I liked her until then. I hadn’t realised how much I liked Crofton, either. I guess that was the first time I missed it, when, despite its ugly uniform and my strange, hard bed, it started to feel a little like home.

				Orla turned on the light. I sat up and raised a hand as it drenched me, my eyes stinging for a second or two before they came back into focus as she sat on my bed.

				‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, my voice still sticky with sleep, but then I saw the Paris guidebook on my nightstand and I was suddenly awake. I wanted to reach over and snatch it off, hide it under my duvet, but I didn’t want to draw attention to it.

				‘Scarlett’s gone,’ she said, out of breath.

				My heart began to beat very, very slowly. ‘Gone?’

				‘She’s run away again.’

				‘How do you know?’

				‘Molly heard it from Tara who heard it from Olivia.’

				‘Olivia Fisher or Scarlett’s sister Olivia?’

				‘Her sister.’

				‘So it’s true?’ She nodded and my heart sped up again, back to normal speed then faster, faster. ‘Where’s she gone?’

				Before she could answer, Molly was in my doorway. ‘Ding dong the bitch is gone,’ she sang with a nasty smile, before she skipped off again.

				‘She needs to pace herself.’ I sighed. ‘She’ll be dead of glee by lunch.’

				Orla frowned. ‘She says you crashed Scarlett and Olivia’s party on Saturday.’

				‘Yeah.’ I tugged off my headscarf and smoothed my hair down with my hand.

				‘Did Scarlett go mad?’

				‘Not at all. She was fine. More than fine, it was the first party since –’ I thought about it, then shrugged – ‘I don’t know when, when she didn’t start anything.’

				‘Really? But it was her birthday.’

				‘I know. She was . . .’

				‘Nice?’ Orla offered with a careful smile when I hesitated.

				I raised an eyebrow. ‘Not quite. But she wasn’t vicious, either.’

				‘Is that why you went? Because things are getting better?’ she asked, but it was just that – a question – there was no undertone. And that’s what I love about Orla, there was no ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ or ‘But you’re my best friend’ like I used to get from Scarlett.

				‘I don’t know.’ I laid my headscarf in my lap, unknotting it then folding it into a neat square. ‘I thought—’ Before I could finish, two girls hurried past my open door whispering. I shook my head and sighed. ‘But nothing’s changed, has it? She’s still Scarlett.’

				Orla looked confused. ‘Did you think she had changed?’

				I shrugged and thought of Scarlett on Saturday night. She looked so happy, dancing under the canopy of Chinese lanterns, arms in the air, the glitter from her blue eye shadow freckling across her cheeks and, for a moment, it was like old times. It wasn’t perfect – it will never be perfect again – but despite the wall of people between us, it kind of felt like it was just her and me again. But then I thought about Dominic, standing too close (always too close), the smell of blackcurrant on his breath – Do you think she’ll ever forgive you?

				I didn’t tell Orla that, though. I wanted to, but before I gave into the temptation, I lied and told her that I’d forgotten to file something for the school newspaper and when she left, I went to my closet, opened the doors and reached for my tuck box. The contents rattled as I took it out and put it on my bed then reached for my bag, fingers fluttering as I rooted through it for my keys. My hands were shaking so much that it took two attempts to unlock it, but when I did, I turned it upside down. Everything spilled out on to the bed: half a dozen jewellery boxes, my passport, credit cards, a memory stick, the cash my parents had given me in case of an emergency, a handful of carefully folded notes and, finally, my other cellphone. I switched it on, panic pinching at me as I paced back and forth over the rug in the middle of my room.

				As soon as the menu loaded, I called him. I didn’t even give him a chance to say hello before I breathed, ‘Did you hear about Scarlett?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				245 DAYS BEFORE

				SEPTEMBER

				Crofton is confounding. I guess that’s what the breast pocket of my blazer is for, a compass and a piece of Kendal Mint Cake, because I will never find my way around here. Everything looks the same. Even the oil paintings are beginning to look the same; I’m sure they’re all of the same white guy in different positions.

				I’m not being melodramatic, but I will die here. They are going to find my desiccating body at the end of one the corridors, gnarled fingers still curled around my map. It’s my own fault; Tara was getting on my nerves, so I told her I’d be fine and, in an effort to avoid any further advances from Dominic, I’d refused his offer to show me around. I shouldn’t have because I’m hopeless with maps so I got lost three times on the way to lunch. I don’t even know how that’s possible (that has to be some sort of record, right?) but when I finally saw the doors to the courtyard, I had to stop myself running out into the midday sun and throwing my arms out like Andy Dufresne in The Shawshank Redemption.

				I’d only taken a few steps before someone marched over to me and snatched the map out of my hands. I looked up to see Scarlett and stepped back, as I remembered the time Darcy Young put a cigarette out on a girl’s Chanel purse for laughing at her when she said the wrong answer in Calculus. I hoped my disdain of Vonnegut wouldn’t provoke a similar reaction from Scarlett.

				‘Where are you going?’ She sounded irritated, as though I had interrupted her.

				‘I . . .’ I stopped as I watched her scrunch up the map and hand it back to me. I looked at it with a frown. ‘I was going back to my boarding house for lunch.’

				‘No one eats lunch in the dining hall.’ She sighed heavily. ‘Come.’

				‘Don’t I need to sign in?’

				She ignored me and continued walking across the courtyard. I watched her go, hips swaying, and when she realised that I hadn’t followed, she turned to smile at me over her shoulder. ‘Come on, Alice. Don’t you want to follow the white rabbit?’

				I trotted after her and when I caught up, I introduced myself.

				‘I know,’ she said, without looking at me. ‘I’m Scarlett Chiltern.’

				‘I know.’

				She turned to look at me, and when I held her gaze, she smiled. ‘I like your shoes.’

				I don’t know whether it was her red lipstick or the fact that she still hadn’t taken it off even though Madame Girard had scolded her for it during French, but I immediately felt drawn to her. She reminded me of the girls I went to school with in New York and the way she walked through the busy courtyard without hesitating – just kept going like a bowling ball, the crowd parting so that she could pass – reminded me of my best friend Jumoke. I was trying so hard to be OK with all this – with moving to the UK, starting at Crofton with its LEGO green lawns and stupid house badges – but I missed Jumoke so much then. We’ve been best friends for nine years and it was strange not having her there to complain with me in pidgin about having Latin at 8.30 a.m. on a Saturday morning or to question when the sheets were last washed.

				I think that’s why I followed Scarlett, because there was something so familiar – almost comforting – about her swagger, about the way she lifted her chin and pushed her shoulders back, like Jumoke always does. Jumoke would hate her, though, she would say she was stuck up, which is kind of funny, because that’s what everyone says about Jumoke. Mind you, people say the same thing about me. ‘You’re so aloof, Adamma,’ they say with a smile as though they’re telling me something I’d want to know about myself. If not hugging girls I don’t know outside of class and telling them that I love them makes me aloof then, yeah, I guess I am.

				I hesitated when we reached the Green. During my tour with Tara this morning we’d walked on the path. ‘Are we allowed to walk on the grass?’

				‘Only sixth formers can.’

				When Scarlett stepped on to it, I followed, walking with her as she headed towards the wall of oak trees at the end of the Green. As we passed through them, I realised that we were near the car park and wondered if she was going to drive me somewhere, but she led me to the left, towards another lawn, then turned to look at me with a smirk.

				‘If you’re going to survive at Crofton, you need to know where to hide, Adamma.’

				I started to smile back, but then felt each of my nerves tighten as it occurred to me that it might be a boarding school initiation, that she was taking me somewhere she knew I’d never find my way back from. I looked around, hoping to recognise something from my tour. As we got closer, I realised with some relief that she was leading me to the hockey pitch. I’d gone a different way with Tara, but it was on my map, so I could find my way back.

				Then I began to wonder if it was another sort of initiation and slowed, half expecting to find a gang of girls waiting to steal my uniform or shave my head. But the pitch was empty except for a sprinkler sputtering water across it. We walked along the edge and headed up another small grass-covered hill towards a crooked tree. When we reached the top we stopped under it and I realised that we were by the canal. Tara and I had passed it that morning, but, as there are no buildings near it, she’d only waved her hand at it, and we hadn’t got close enough to see it. From there, we were only a few feet away and suddenly, everything slowed.

				It wasn’t like the canal I’d walked along when I was in London last summer, the one in Camden with the brick bridges bruised with graffiti. Like the rest of Crofton, it was edged with green. The other side was as well, but it was more overgrown, and, as I listened to the whisper of the willow trees, their branches leaning over the edge as though they were trying to drink the water, I realised that it was the first moment of quiet I’d had since I’d left New York. Even the light was different here, green and white all at once, like a peeled pear.

				‘It’s so pretty,’ I said, a little breathless.

				‘It leads to my house.’ She nodded up the canal. ‘When my sisters and I were little, we’d joke about swimming to school.’

				‘You don’t board?’

				She shook her head then shrugged off her blazer, laying it on the grass and sitting cross-legged on it. ‘We don’t have to; we only live a few minutes away, in the house on the hill.’ She said it like I should know which one. ‘Your first time?’

				‘How did you guess?’ I said with a small sigh, copying her and taking off my blazer. I laid it on the grass in front of her. ‘I thought my last school was strict.’

				She watched me sit down, then smiled. ‘You’ll get used to it.’ I gave her a look that told her I didn’t believe her and she laughed. ‘It’s not that bad.’

				‘Didn’t you just get told off for wearing lipstick?’

				‘Red lipstick.’

				‘Still.’

				‘I’m sure your school in New York was much cooler,’ she conceded with a shrug and I don’t know how she knew that I went to school in New York, but then how did Dominic know my name? So I let her go on. ‘But we know how to have fun.’

				‘Oh yeah? Watch all the Harry Potter films at Saturday Film Club kind of fun?’

				‘Hey.’ She pointed at me. ‘Don’t hate on Harry.’

				I held my hands up. ‘I would never.’

				‘Yes. Well, as fun as that is,’ she went on with sly smile, ‘a school like Crofton is nothing without its rules, but rules are meant to be broken, right?’

				I perked up at that. ‘So they say.’

				She glanced over her shoulder, then leaned in. She was loving it, I could tell – the drama of it, teasing me a little – and her eyes were bright. ‘The first Alphabet Party is on Saturday.’

				‘What’s that?’

				‘It’s a stupid name, but they’ve been having them here since the forties. Not everyone is invited,’ she told me, and I could tell she loved that, too, ‘but the first Saturday of the year, Abbott hosts a party in Savernake Forest, then the month after that Bedwyn does it, then Burnham and every house takes it in turns until the end of the year.’

				‘Yeah, but next Saturday isn’t an exeat weekend.’

				‘That doesn’t matter.’

				‘Yeah, because you don’t board. I’m not allowed out.’

				‘What was it I said about rules?’ She heaved her bag into her lap with a smug smile. She rooted through it for a moment or two, then took out a key and held it out to me.

				I stared at it, my lips parted. ‘What’s that?’

				‘It’s a master key. It will open pretty much any door in Crofton.’

				‘How did you get it?’

				‘Don’t worry about that.’ She rolled her eyes, then handed it to me. ‘There’s a window in the broom cupboard on the first floor of Burnham that opens on to a flat roof. If you walk across it then climb down the trellis, you can get out without anyone seeing you.’ I must have looked horrified, because she shrugged. ‘It sounds so Katniss Everdeen, I know, but if you don’t want to spend your Saturday nights watching Clueless and going to bed early, Adamma, you’d better learn to climb down trellis with your shoes in your hands.’

				I tried to picture it and couldn’t. Jumoke won’t even use the Subway because there are too many stairs. She’ll choke with laughter when I tell her.

				‘Thanks.’

				I guess I didn’t look grateful enough, because she tilted her head and looked at me. ‘Do you know how much that key is worth, Adamma? Molly Avery could pay her fees with the amount she charges girls for master keys.’

				‘Thank you, Scarlett,’ I breathed, closing my fist around it.

				‘You’re welcome,’ she said, taking off her jumper. I heard a crackle of static as she pulled it over her head, her dark hair rising then spilling over her shoulders and down her back. I could see her red bra beneath her cotton shirt and when I looked away, I wondered if that was something she did on purpose, if she always wore something red.

				‘You don’t sound African,’ she said and I looked at her again.

				‘What do Africans sound like?’

				‘You sound American.’

				‘Do I?’ I’d never thought about it.

				‘I’m so jealous that you got to live in New York!’ She swooned. ‘I love New York. I go there all the time. I always stay at the Bowery Hotel,’ she said, hands everywhere. ‘I’m obsessed with the theatre. I was there last month; I went to see John Malkovich in Waiting for Godot. Were you born there?’ she asked before I had a chance to tell her that I’d seen it as well.

				I shook my head. ‘No, Nigeria. My father’s a diplomat. We lived in Lagos until I was five, then he was posted to Madrid, then to New York when I was seven.’

				‘You speak Spanish?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘I love Barcelona.’

				‘Me too. I much prefer it to Paris.’

				‘I know, but I have such a soft spot for Paris. That’s where my parents met. My older sister Edith was born there. I’m thinking of going to uni there.’

				‘Is that why you’re doing the Baccalaureate not A-levels?’

				‘That and I’m applying to a few American universities. It makes life easier.’

				She opened her bag and took out a series of Tupperware tubs, piling them on to the grass between us. She peeled off each lid, revealing bright green salads and shiny cherry tomatoes. When she pulled out a roll and split it in half with her fingers, I watched the flour puff up in the air like dust and thought of the girls at my school in New York who were absurdly proud of the fact that they hadn’t eaten bread since they were twelve.

				‘So which American colleges are you applying to?’

				‘Juilliard, Duke, Carnegie Mellon, DePaul and Yale.’

				‘Ah. An actor.’

				Her eyes lit up. ‘Wannabe Judi Dench.’

				I didn’t expect that. Most girls our age would have said Angelina Jolie.

				‘The funny thing is,’ she said, unwrapping a slab of cheese, ‘my parents aren’t like the other parents here. They’re total hippies so they just want me to be happy. They aren’t putting pressure on me to even go to university if I don’t want to. I’m too scared to tell them that I want to go to Yale. They’ll be so disappointed.’

				I giggled, then pretended to nod solemnly. ‘My father just wants me to be happy, too. Happy at Cambridge.’

				‘Is that where he went?’

				I nodded.

				She rolled her eyes and handed me a piece of cheese, then opened a jar. ‘Butternut squash chutney.’ She dipped her cheese into it and held the jar out to me. When I copied her, she asked what I thought. ‘Dad’s trying a new recipe,’ she explained and I finally made the connection: Scarlett Chiltern of Chiltern Organics.

				‘So good,’ I told her, holding up the piece of cheese. ‘My mother would love it. She’s obsessed with your Scarlett Tomato Chutney. She has a nervous breakdown if she goes to the Fairway Market and they don’t have it.’

				‘Scarlett Tomato!’ She pointed at herself. ‘That’s my recipe! I invented that. I say invented, I accidentally put apple in the wrong saucepan, but still. It would never have happened if it wasn’t for me.’ She giggled and handed me a celery stick. ‘It’s so funny that you can buy it in New York. I remember the first batch Dad made. He did it in this massive saucepan. I was so little I had to stand on a chair to stir it.’

				I smiled. My father can’t even make coffee. Neither can my mother; she writes the most beautiful poetry which makes you feel like you can touch the sky, but is confounded by the microwave. But imagining Scarlett on that chair, adding chopped apples to the wrong pan, made me think of our house in Lagos and our cook, Comfort. When I was little, I loved watching her in the kitchen as she hummed to herself while she plucked the bones from stockfish or pounded cocoyams in the mortar. It was so hot in there, though – there was always a huddle of pots boiling gleefully on the stove, steam puffing out of them like smoke – that I couldn’t stand to be in there for more than a few minutes.

				‘Now I’m jealous,’ I admitted, biting into the celery and thinking about the dining hall. I was yet to eat there, but didn’t have high expectations. I doubt I’d be having moi moi any time soon. ‘Do you just get to eat delicious things all day?’

				‘Pretty much. Dad’s trying potato and rosemary bread today. I’ll tell him to make extra so we can have it for lunch tomorrow.’

				I smiled. ‘The French make the best bread.’

				She frowned. ‘The French?’

				‘You said your parents met in Paris.’

				‘Oh, yeah. No. They met in Paris, but they’re both English. My mother’s a Lister.’

				As with her house, she assumed that I knew that too, but I had no idea who the Listers were. Very important, I guessed, so I just smiled sweetly as she told me about her mother who was an only child and, like most of the girls at Crofton, was raised by a nanny. I had a similar upbringing. That surprises some people, they seem to think all Africans are desperately poor. Someone at my last school once asked me if I lived in a house in Nigeria. I guess she thought I lived in a mud hut. I don’t. I live in a house. A very nice house, in fact.

				I felt a sudden ache as I thought about home, about my big white house and the garden, with its hot, bright flowers and the curved palm leaves that cast shadows on the lawn like black eyelashes in the afternoon sun. I could never run away like Scarlett’s mother did; I’d miss my parents too much. Miss how my mother still likes to plait my hair before I go to bed and how my father eats breakfast in a suit while frowning at his copy of The Vanguard. But I suppose I can understand why her mother did it, why she felt like she had to run away. I’m an only child, too. I understand the burden of knowing that my family’s name ends with me. But that’s a good thing, too, I think. When I marry, I can shuffle it off. Make a new name for myself. I guess that’s what her mother was trying to do.

				The story is hopelessly romantic, and, to be frank, a little cliché, but it is what it is: her mother packed a bag, left a note for her parents, and fled in the middle of the night to Paris. Scarlett spoke of it with such joy: of how her parents met in a café and fell in love; of the top-floor apartment they shared in the twentieth arrondissement and their second-hand brass bed that they dragged into the living room so that they could wake to a view of the rooftops and the Eiffel Tower in the distance. And it was a charming story, one Scarlett was clearly proud of, even though I’m not sure that what her mother did was remarkable enough to warrant being spoken of with such reverence. When I thought about it, it was actually pretty selfish; she was in Paris for a year before she told her family where she was. But I couldn’t say that, could I? So I nodded and smiled in all the right places and waited for her to finish.

				‘So what are your co-curriculars?’ she asked without stopping for breath.

				‘Running, tennis and lacrosse. And I’m thinking, maybe, swimming as well.’

				‘Oh God, I couldn’t.’ Her eyes widened as she reached for a grape. ‘I hate swimming pools. I can’t go near them. My sister, Olivia, swims, though.’

				‘Does she go to Crofton?’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘What year is she in?’

				‘Ours,’ she said with a shrug, offering me the last cherry tomato, then putting the lid back on the Tupperware tub. ‘We’re twins. She’s doing A-levels, though.’

				I grinned. ‘You’re a twin? I’ve never met a twin before.’

				‘I was born first,’ she said with a grand wave of her hand that told me she was done talking about it, then pulled a magazine out of her bag and started flicking through it. ‘So what other co-curriculars are you interested in?’

				‘I want to go for the Disraeli. I used to write for my school newspaper in New York, but I hear it’s super hard to get on to.’

				‘I know the editor, Hannah. I’ll introduce you.’

				‘Really?’

				‘Of course,’ she said, ripping a page out of the magazine, then pulling a pen out of her bag and scribbling something on it.

				I didn’t know what to say so I just smiled clumsily and said, ‘Thank you.’

				‘Plus Mr Lucas is going to be overseeing it this year and he’s a family friend.’

				‘Really?’

				‘Yeah. My parents rent out rooms in our house to artists, and—’ She stopped folding the page and looked up. ‘I almost told you his name then!’ she said with a smile, savouring the secret as though it was a truffle. ‘Mr Lucas is a poet. He stayed with us a couple of years ago, after he graduated from Oxford and again when he got the job at Crofton, while his cottage was being decorated. I’ve never had so many girls drop by unannounced to see how I was.’

				She winked then held up her hand, a folded paper boat cupped in her palm.

				‘That’s so cute!’

				‘It’s a ship. I used to make them with my dad when I was little. His were much better, though. He’d find a toothpick and stick a sail on it with my name on. The HMS Scarlett.’ She smiled to herself and touched the top of it with her finger.

				‘Why ships?’

				She shrugged. ‘No idea, but it was our game. We have a globe in our nursery and he’d tell me to find a country. I’d look for somewhere really random like Kazakhstan and we’d go down to the library and find out as much as we could about it, then we’d make a paper ship, walk down the garden to the bridge over the canal and set sail to it.’

				‘That’s lovely.’

				‘Now I write secrets on them, send them off to Kazakhstan.’ She smiled at me, then handed me the paper ship. ‘So that’s your thing, huh?’ she asked when I took it, then started gathering the empty Tupperware tubs. ‘You want to be a journalist?’

				I nodded, putting the paper ship in the pocket of my blazer. ‘Wannabe Gwen Ifill.’

				‘I have no idea who that is,’ she admitted with a chuckle. ‘But I can tell you who’ll also be going for the Disraeli –’ She paused for effect – ‘Dominic Sim.’

				‘Let him.’

				‘Oh really?’ she said, shoving the last Tupperware tub into her bag.

				‘What do you mean?’ I asked, watching as she stood up and shook the grass off her blazer. ‘He just helped me find Mr Lucas’s classroom this morning.’

				‘Dominic Sim doesn’t just do anything.’

				‘You think he likes me?’ I stood up and shook my blazer too.

				‘Just hold on to your knickers around him, Adamma, that’s all I’m saying.’

				I laughed. ‘Thanks for the tip, but he isn’t my type.’

				‘Dominic’s everyone’s type. Didn’t you hear why he got kicked out of Eton?’

				When I shook my head, she smirked. ‘He got a teacher pregnant.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE DAY AFTER

				MAY

				The first time she ran away she was six. She announced it over breakfast, apparently, and I can just see her, a spoon in her hand, little chin raised, telling her parents that she was going to live in Darkest Peru. She even packed a suitcase, a tiny brown leather thing that belonged to the Paddington Bear that stood next to the bookcase in her nursery. She packed the essentials – her toothbrush, her bridesmaid’s dress and her grandmother’s pearls – then added the round of marmalade sandwiches her father had made her and put on her coat.

				Her parents were amused by the whole thing, she says, and even took a photograph (I’ve seen it, Scarlett in her yellow wellington boots, pouting and clutching the tiny suitcase, the lace from her bridesmaid’s dress trapped in the clasp) as they stood by the back door waving her off. Edith and Olivia did too, but as she walked down the stone steps towards the lawn, Olivia began to cry. Her father told her that Scarlett would get scared and turn back, but she didn’t, she just stomped and stomped, and when she’d almost reached the end of the lawn (quite a feat for a six year old given it was almost half a mile long), her father ran after her. He grabbed her just as she reached the bridge that arced over the canal and she wriggled in his arms all the way back to the house.

				It’s in her DNA, apparently, that restlessness, that need to run. She inherited it from her mother, she says. That’s why no one was surprised when we found out that she’d run away this morning; she bounces off every wall she touches, like a butterfly trying to find an open window. She’s done it so many times – when she went to Glastonbury with Dominic the summer before we met, last October when she went to New York to audition for Hamlet and didn’t tell anyone because she didn’t want to jinx it – that it’s just become her ‘thing’. Some people play the ukulele, some collect stamps, Scarlett Chiltern runs away. So before Ballard had even finished telling us in assembly, Sam had started a book on when she’d be back. Most people went for twenty-four hours, Molly put £50 on thirty-six because she was sure she was in New York again. When Dominic found out, he told Sam to stop being a dick.

				It didn’t take long before the theories began to circulate. I was only in the dining hall a few minutes before I heard three: she was in Vegas with a guy she’d met on the Internet, she was doing a campaign with Stella McCartney and she’d got a part in a film with James McAvoy. It’s a shame she missed it, she would have loved it.

				When I spoke to him earlier, he told me to sign in for lunch then meet him in the prop room. We haven’t done that in months, not since we first got together and the thought of waiting until 3 o’clock was unbearable. It feels like it’s always me calling – breathless and a little desperate – asking to see him, so I was so excited that I didn’t even bother to pretend to queue in the dining hall. I just signed in, then slipped out again. But of all the people to catch me, of course it was Molly.

				‘Off to meet Dominic?’ she said with a satisfied smile.

				‘Jesus. Will you let it go? I’m not seeing Dominic,’ I said over my shoulder, turned and ran towards the theatre, my bag knocking against my hip.

				By the time I got to it, my heart was pounding. My fingers trembled as I reached for the handle on the door. It’s been five months but I feel that every time and I love it, love how every bit of me shudders at the thought of seeing him again. I held my breath as I ran through the warren of corridors behind the stage, past the dressing rooms and abandoned ladders, checking over my shoulder every other step until I got to the prop room. I sucked in a breath and blew it out again, hoping it would satisfy my throbbing lungs as I stepped into the dim light. But as I walked past the metal shelves of wine bottles and candlesticks, and the rails and rails of costumes, to the back – where the painted wooden cut-outs of ships and cars stood propped against the wall – I couldn’t catch my breath.

				I went to the corner, to the red-velvet couch we’d claimed as our own, to find it cloaked in a paint-splattered dust cloth. I was tugging it off when he jumped out from behind a painted crocodile, clearly thrilled as I screamed. I slapped his arm, but he was unrepentant, grabbing my waist and pulling me to him.

				‘I’ve missed you, Miss Okomma.’ He breathed, nose in my hair, mouth on the shell of my ear and, I don’t know how, but I knew he was smiling.

				‘I haven’t missed you,’ I lied, slapping him again.

				He laughed and I could feel his whole body humming as he pulled me closer and it was like when we first got together and he couldn’t stop smiling, couldn’t stop looking at me, touching me, his finger turning in my hair then tracing the curve of my bottom lip then playing with a loose button on my blazer.

				‘Are you OK?’ I breathed.

				He looked at me, then pressed a kiss to my mouth. ‘I am now.’

				When he held me again, I felt him shaking. He was nervous, I realised – jittery – like when I’m swimming a medley relay and I’m on the starting blocks waiting my turn. I stood back, sweeping his dark hair out of his eyes with my hand.

				‘Hey, you.’

				‘Hey.’ He smiled, but he wasn’t looking at me. His finger and thumb pinched my chin as though he was trying to memorise the shape of my mouth.

				‘Look at me.’ When he did, I tilted my head. ‘Are you OK?’

				‘I just needed to see you.’

				‘I saw you yesterday.’

				He pinched my chin. ‘You know I love you, right?’

				‘Of course.’ I moved my hand and let his hair fall back over his eyes.

				‘Don’t say of course.’ He frowned and took my face in his hands, the pads of his fingers pressing into my cheeks. ‘Say you know, Adamma, because I wouldn’t be doing all of this, all of this sneaking around and lying, if I wasn’t in love with you.’

				‘I know.’

				He kissed me again, then pressed his cheek to mine. When I’d caught my breath, I put my hand in his hair again and started playing with it.

				‘This Scarlett thing hasn’t got you spooked, has it?’

				‘Of course not. I just hate this.’ He took a step back and looked at me. ‘I saw you with Molly. I hate that I can’t just be with you, that you can’t even sneak out of the dining hall without someone seeing you.’

				‘I know.’ I closed the gap between us, pressing my palms to his chest. ‘But it’s May, this year is almost over and then we have one more before we can move to Cambridge and be together.’ He shook his head, but I reached for his lapels and tugged. ‘My parents will be pissed as hell, but I’ll be eighteen.’
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