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For everyone who feels
 as though they’re in flames.









Hell is empty


and all the devils are here.


William Shakespeare
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Anytime


COLIN


It’s a tiny flame but it eats into my skin.


Heat. Pain. Relief. Don’t flinch.


Fuck.


Don’t.


Flinch.


I shut my eyes, lean my head back against the cold tiles behind me and don’t pull the lighter away.


If you walk out that door now, Colin Fantino, don’t bother coming back. My mom’s voice echoes in my head.


Fuck you. Fuck all of you. Seriously.


It’s fucking Homecoming. No way am I staying home just because of a crappy party last night that got a bit out of hand. I mean, I’m seventeen, for God’s sake. I’m supposed to be pulling crazy shit at this age, aren’t I? I didn’t get to pick my last name, and don’t give a damn what impact my behaviour might have on my mom’s fucking reputation.


I don’t want you spending another second with the Carnegie crowd. They’re a bad influence on you.


I pull back for a moment as the flame gets too hot.


Loser. Letting your parents push you around, tell you what to do.


So what if they threaten me with boarding school in Europe and cutting off my trust fund. I don’t give a shit.


I inhale sharply as the pain becomes unbearable.


Hang in there, you fuck. C’mon, you wuss. Better to feel this than wallow in self-pity.


I pull up my pants leg a little to get to the inside of my ankle. It’s a risky spot because you can get a better view of the thin, striped burns than when they’re on the inside of my thigh. But I used up that whole space the day before yesterday. Stupid of me, I should’ve pulled myself together, but Mom was being un-fucking-bearable. Everything was unbearable. Standing beside her at that event, smiling like I’m supposed to. The only times when Ava Fantino can spare me more than a contemptuous glare because the whole world is watching and she has to keep up appearances. I always thought I could improve our relationship if I tried harder. At school, at home, with Cleo, my kid sister who doesn’t get the same treatment as me, but things didn’t get any better. I’m not the son that Ava and Eric Fantino wanted, so I’ve stopped even trying to live up to their expectations.


I jump as the door flies open and I hear voices.


Fuck.


I thought there was no way anyone would come over to the gym bathrooms right now, at the glittering height of the Homecoming Ball in the auditorium. Guess I was wrong.


I jump up. The lighter slips through my fingers and clatters to the floor. Right next to a couple sheets of toilet paper that are stuck to the dirty tiles near the trash. I stifle a curse as they catch fire.


‘Hey, I think there’s someone here.’


Shit. I pick up the lighter and stamp out the flames. Just in time, before Trent Barlow and his buddies come around the corner. Totally wasted, obviously. Trent’s eyes narrow to slits as he spots me.


‘Beat it, Fantino,’ he says.


I’d love to punch the fat blunt right out of his lips, then smack him in the mouth. Nobody tells me where to go, or orders me around. But Trent Barlow doesn’t get that, and I’m dying to teach him another lesson. Even so, one last glimmer of sense within me says it’d be better to get out of here before Trent starts asking what I’ve been doing. I kick the charred tissue under the sinks and pray they don’t smell burning.


I stroll past Trent. ‘Fuck you,’ I say, keeping my voice bored. In the mirror, I see them glance at each other, then Trent leans against the tiled wall. He frowns slightly as he pats his pants pockets.


‘Shit, got a light?’ He looks up, and my blood runs cold. Like there’s some law against carrying a lighter. God, Fantino, chill. You did nothing wrong.


I say, ‘No,’ all the same, though.


‘Ah, c’mon, man, I can smell it on you.’ Trent’s eyes are mocking.


Fine, he noticed. So I guess it’s now the lesser evil to act like I’ve been smoking here too. I reach into my jacket pocket and feel the warm metal of the lighter. Trent nods briefly as I give him a light and he takes his first drag.


‘And tell your bitch of a mother that I’ll fuck her up if she says another bad word about Nadia.’


I freeze. It’s rare for me to stick up for Ava Fantino, but whether or not we’re fighting, nobody talks about my family like that. Nobody. Even though I loathe the way my mom’s been slut-shaming Nadia Barlow and her influencer friends on her show for the way they’ve gotten their claws into one eligible New York bachelor after another. Pointless to discuss it with Mom, though, seeing that even after the social media shit-storm her words kicked up, she didn’t show the one ounce of regret or sympathy that anyone with even basic media training ought to possess. Not my mother, though. She’s Ava Fantino, the queen of light TV, and she can do whatever the hell she likes, on or off camera. People out there switch on to forget the world for a moment and have something to laugh at, not a lecture from me on wokeness, Colin. Maybe, but if Ava Fantino keeps up this way, she’s in serious danger of getting cancelled by our sissy generation.


I take a step towards him, hating myself for the fact that, despite everything, I feel I have to defend my family’s honour against him. ‘Seriously, man, was that a threat?’


‘I dunno,’ he says, blowing smoke in my face. I clench my fist around my lighter and have to stop myself throwing a punch. ‘Was it?’


‘Talk shit about my family one more time and you’ll regret it.’


‘Tell your mom the same from me.’


‘I can’t help it if your sister will sleep with anyone.’ Wow, way to go, Colin. So I’m no better than my mom. The disconnect between my ideals, words and actions is making me sick. I walk through life that way. And then I’m surprised when it kicks me in the balls, but it’s all I know. I don’t even flinch as Trent takes a threatening step towards me. ‘But, hey, you know she doesn’t mean the stuff she says on her show,’ I add. His loser friends hold him back as he goes to lunge at me like the Neanderthal he is. I lift my hand and salute him. ‘Enjoy the party, Trent.’


‘He’s not worth it, man,’ I hear, as I step out of the bathroom into the corridor, and I have to agree with his buddies. I’m not worth it, I’m worthless, no need to tell me that. I’ve internalized it. My pulse is racing with fury. And because they almost caught me self-harming. I’ve gotta be more careful. No more lighter shit in public places. I’ve gotten careless lately. Probably cos I’m doing it nearly every day now. Whenever the pressure gets to be too much. Which is more or less all the time. But if my mom hears about it, I’ll be on some shrink’s couch sooner than you can blink and, God, I don’t need anyone telling me I need to quit it. Like I don’t know that myself.


My footsteps echo in the dark corridor. As I head outside, I pass couples making out and groups smoking. Same old, same old at Ainslee. Parents blow fortunes on this fancy private school so their kids can get beat up same as in any public high school in the country. The only difference between my school days here and my friends’ at Carnegie is the small class sizes. The rest of the bullshit is the same. It is what it is. You’re just a cog in the machine, and if you don’t function, it gets painful.


Nobody notices me as I cross the yard. Then I meet Lexie, from my Spanish class, who gets me chatting with her friends. Once she’s glanced three times at my mouth and bitten her own lips, I know she wants to go home with me. But I’m not in the mood. Besides, I’m hoping that Pax will finally get back to me and bring Maresa along. I hate that I’m thinking about her. And I hate that the one-time thing with her turned into a three-time thing, and that I’m fantasizing about number four. And about whether it could turn into something more. Shit, I’m seriously screwed. And I’m sick of always being the one who gets feelings first. All down to my messed-up childhood – I don’t need a therapist to tell me that. So I don’t let myself feel them. The emotions. Anyway, we talked about it, Maresa and me. No commitments. Just a bit of fun. We’re handling this like adults. My cell phone buzzes.


P: Still at your lame party? Can we come get you yet?


I glance around. Fellow students everywhere, chatting, laughing. Seriously, what is there for me here?


I only hesitate a moment before I type.


‘You leaving?’ Lexie asks, with that mind-numbing singsong in her cotton-candy voice.


‘Maybe,’ I mumble, not looking at her.


‘Can I come?’


Seriously? I’m not one to talk, but how desperate can you get? Luckily, I don’t have to answer her because the voices around us get louder. Actually, not luckily. Now I see it.


The flames and the smoke rising into the night sky.


‘Where’s that coming from?’ someone yells.


My blood runs ice-cold.


Shit.


I can’t stop thinking about the burning toilet tissue. Was it definitely out? I should have looked again before I left. It was right next to the trash can. Which was full. Fuck.


The others are paralysed, staring at the building. I turn away. My legs and hand move automatically. I dial a number I’ve never dialled before. It takes seconds for someone at the other end to answer.


‘Nine one one, what’s your emergency?’


Breathe.


Shit. Shit . . .


‘Fire,’ I gasp. ‘On the corner of 90th and Columbus. Ainslee School, I think.’


‘OK,’ says the man. He’s calm, they probably get special training. I’m not calm. I feel like the world’s stopped turning. ‘The fire department is on the way. Please stay on the line and keep away from the building. Can you tell if anyone is hurt?’


My heart is hammering in my ribs, and there’s a crackling in my ears as I turn. Silhouettes in long ballgowns and perfectly fitted suits. Students with something to celebrate. ‘No, I . . . I dunno.’


‘What’s your name, sir?’


Oh, God . . . Tell him. You can’t deny it. Just do the right thing. Just for once, do the right thing.


‘Sir? Are you still . . .?’


Panic breaks over me like a wave of icy water.


I hang up, take three steps backwards. I turn away and start to run.
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OLIVE


‘Take it slowly, pet.’


I bite back the snappy answer that’s on the tip of my tongue and force myself to take a deep breath. It’s costing every last scrap of my self-control to ignore the sharp stabbing in my right shoulder. It brings the tears to my eyes – annoyingly, I only took my last painkillers a couple of minutes ago. They don’t kick in right away and I had no way of knowing that Mum and Dad would get here so soon, be standing in my room ready to take me home from hospital. I’ve been here weeks, which seems like a lifetime, and now everything’s going too fast.


‘Let me take that,’ says Mum, reaching for my bag. There are a few clothes, some wash stuff, books and cushions, mostly brand new because I couldn’t stand the smell of smoke ingrained in the things they were able to save from my room after the fire at Dunbridge Academy in early July. The flames didn’t reach the girls’ bedrooms on the third floor of the west wing, but the fire raged in the stairwell and almost completely destroyed the lower half of the building. Nobody could tell how bad the damage was for several days. Not till the police and insurance experts combed through the charred remains and collapsed beams – by which time I was in intensive care. It’s not like I knew anything about it. Why would I? Almost two weeks intubated on a ventilator, because if I’d been awake, the pain from the burns would have driven me insane. It was still unbearable when they eventually brought me round. It still is, especially around my right shoulder where they had to do a graft, covering it with skin from my thigh so that the wounds could heal. Expressions like ‘autologous’, ‘split-thickness’ and ‘mesh graft’ are part of my everyday vocabulary, because this is my life now. And I hate it.


‘I’ll help you, pet,’ says Dad, the moment we’re outside and I’m reaching for the handle on the back door of his car. He opens it for me, like I hadn’t spent weeks in physio, relearning every stupid movement, and continually failing at the easiest tasks. Standing up for a while. Putting on a T-shirt. Doing my hair in a ponytail, for fuck’s sake, like I did every time I walked from the school to the pool, but I won’t be doing that again any time soon, won’t be training again in the near future. I’m not being pathetic or melodramatic. The doctors said so, repeatedly, when I couldn’t take it in, and, yeah, they’re just as insensitive as people say. Dad’s the exception, maybe.


I can do it myself. I don’t need your help. It’s hard not to say the words. But it’s more than I can manage to say ‘Thank you’ to him instead, as I slip onto the back seat. I avoid his eyes, and after a moment, he shuts the door. Our gaze meets again in the rear-view mirror as he glances at me once he’s sat in the driver’s seat, next to Mum.


My parents don’t deserve my rage. What happened isn’t their fault. It’s nobody’s fault. Except for the bastards who were smoking in the Dungeon on that July night. During their investigations, the police found a cigarette stub in what remained of the upper sixth’s party cellar. Dozens of people were there but apparently nobody saw a thing. They’ve closed the case now. Accident, not arson. A tragedy, a misfortune. But the good luck amid the bad is that nobody died. Apart from my dreams but, hey, I’m supposed to be grateful.


You were seriously lucky. If that burning beam had fallen just a tiny bit differently, it wouldn’t just have caught my shoulder: it would most probably have killed me. And maybe I’d have been better off if it had, but saying that out loud would just make Mum and Dad do a U-turn and deliver me straight back to the hospital. So I sit in silence in our car, with my silent parents, who are getting a divorce. It’s just a matter of time: Mum with her guilty conscience over the affair I caught her out in months ago in Ebrington, Dad still with no clue. I want to cry but I can’t. I’m here, I survived. I will keep on surviving. It’s not even that hard if you just get a fucking grip.


Come on, Olive. Keep it cold, live up to your reputation. Be your old self. Except I’m not my old self. Everything’s changed.


Don’t forget your friends. Don’t forget that you finally get to see them again tomorrow. At school, not in hospital, where they all came to visit as soon as I was well enough. They couldn’t come so often once term started, though, and I get that. They’re in the upper sixth now. Without me.


Damn tears. I blink.


‘Are you OK, darling?’


‘Yes.’ I gulp and lean back on the headrest. Dad’s heading for Stockbridge, our part of Edinburgh. I feel it every single time he glances at me in the mirror. He doesn’t believe me. Because he knows me.


Nothing is OK. I’m tired, knackered actually, I’m in pain, and there’s so much rage inside me that I want to scream. The anger was there even before the summer, but for different reasons. It’s been almost a year now. Since everything’s been going downhill and I’ve been feeling like I’ve lost control of my life.


Why did it happen to me? Why did I have to be the one who headed back to school early on that shitty July night? Why didn’t I say, ‘Fuck getting eight hours’ sleep,’ ahead of the swimming meet the next day and spend the evening with my friends at the summer festival in Ebrington? All for a bloody competition I didn’t even take part in because I was in a coma, hooked up to the machines in intensive care.


That was nine weeks ago, and at first nobody was certain that I’d ever wake up again. It wasn’t just my lungs that were damaged by the heat of the fire and the toxic soot, a burning beam fell on me on the stairs, long after I’d blacked out. The biting smoke, my racing heart as I ran for my life down the west-wing stairs. I can’t remember exactly where I lost consciousness. I only remember how incredibly loud the flames were. And how dark it was. Black, hot, panic, panic, panic. And then, what felt like just seconds later, white, beeping, pain. Hospital. Still panic, panic, panic. The same fucking panic even now, like my brain can’t grasp that I’m safe. That it was bad but I’m apparently made to survive bad stuff. What choice do I have?


Lucky. I was lucky. I have to tell myself so again and again. What an incredible stroke of luck that I was the only person to get so seriously injured in the fire. Not that I’d wish it on anyone else. Not even my worst enemies. Not, incidentally, that I have any. Not even my mother and the man who decided to smash up our family with her. I wouldn’t wish a thing like this even on them. Not on anybody. But I wouldn’t wish it on myself either.


Unfortunately, what you wish for and what you get are two very different things. Everyone on my floor had gone down to the festival in Ebrington. It wasn’t so far for the younger kids on the ground floor and the first floor to get out, away from the flames. The stairs were empty as I ran down towards the flames, through the smoke, which was already so thick I couldn’t breathe, even holding my pyjama sleeve over my mouth.


I jump as Dad brakes sharply, swearing under his breath. The seatbelt cuts into my shoulder. I grit my teeth with pain but don’t make a sound. Dad has to believe I’m fine. Otherwise I can forget our deal. It took hours of arguing and tears of desperation before he and Mum finally agreed that I can do the rest of my physio as an outpatient and go back to school next week.


It’s bad enough that Dad can hardly look at me. He’s really trying to hide it behind his professionalism, but whenever he’s with me, it’s totally obvious. My own father, a doctor, can’t bear to see me like this. Even though it’s his vocation to help the sick. That clearly doesn’t apply to his daughter, and I’m not naïve enough to think it’s because I don’t matter to him. Quite the contrary, and that’s the whole problem. Mum and I are everything to him. My dad’s a loving man and the fear of losing me almost destroyed him. I know that. Mum knows that.


Livy, sweetie, promise me. Her piercing eyes, her hands on my arms when she caught up with me in Ebrington that time, months before the fire, back when I didn’t know what real problems were. Looking around frantically, low voice, still speaking. Promise me that you won’t tell your father. It would break his heart, Olive.


We’re approaching our house. Mum glances over her shoulder to me. I immediately look away. The sight of our drive and the façade of the three-storey townhouse in dark stone doesn’t exactly help. I’ve never spent less time here than in the last few months. And that’s saying something, given that I’m at boarding school and only home for occasional weekends in term-time.


I feel like an intruder into the marriage of convenience that used to be my family. Dad’s carrying my stuff; Mum’s eyes are just as laden with expectation. You won’t say anything, will you, my darling? I can see it on her face. Every single time I’ve looked at her since that evening over a year ago. But I can’t worry about it now.


I step into the porch. It smells the same as ever. Coffee, old leather and the citrussy air fresheners Mum puts everywhere. I stand on the step to take my shoes off and feel like a failure because my body’s telling me it’s going to keel over in the next forty-five seconds if I don’t sit down. I, Olive Mary Henderson, can’t even manage to take off my shoes standing up. I didn’t know it was possible to despise yourself this much, but it really is.


Later, eating dinner with Mum and Dad, I feel like I’m on the outside looking in. I still hardly have any appetite, but I’ve got just about enough sense to finish up my plate of rice and vegetables. I’ll never regain my old fitness if I don’t eat enough. I didn’t have many reserves to start with and my time in intensive care has used them all up. The muscles built up from swimming and regular weight training – gone without a trace. My body’s like jelly, and even the bloody bowl is cracked. Everything’s so knackering.


‘Is it OK to go straight up to my room?’ I ask after dinner, because the fatigue is suddenly pulling at me. I long ago gave up being angry about going to bed when primary-school kids are still watching TV. I have to give myself time. Isn’t that what everyone keeps telling me?


I stand up. Dad hesitates. I should have known earlier, when he glanced at Mum. I sit down again.


‘We’d like to talk to you about something,’ he says slowly.


I don’t move. I manage to say, ‘OK,’ but it sounds more like a question.


‘We understand that you’re longing to get back to school, Olive.’


‘Back to normal life,’ I correct him. Normality. Everyday life, far from cheerless hospital rooms and constantly stressed-out doctors, who look at my shoulder, ask if I’ve had a bowel movement, as if I wasn’t a seventeen-year-old girl – i.e. someone embarrassed by their entire life at the best of times – then hurry on to the next room without even looking me in the face.


‘We know that, love,’ says Mum, glancing briefly at Dad. ‘And we want to make that possible for you.’


‘We spoke to Mrs Sinclair last week,’ he goes on. Hold on. Why didn’t I know about this? ‘She’s happy that you want to go back so soon, but she’s also very concerned about you and your health. As we all are.’


I nod, holding on to my self-control. ‘But you’ll be there to keep an eye on me,’ I say. Two mornings a week, at least. And any time Dad isn’t scheduled to be at Dunbridge as the school doctor, Nurse Petra will be there in the sick bay. It’s virtually the same as the hospital. I don’t need twenty-four/seven care: I need a glimmer of hope.


‘Yes, I will,’ he agrees seriously. He folds his hands over his lips. ‘Olive, your mum and I agree with Mrs Sinclair that it will be better for you to repeat the lower sixth.’


‘What?’ I laugh. I really laugh. Then my face freezes. Mum and Dad are looking at me in silence. ‘That . . . You can’t mean that.’


‘It’s the only way you can—’


‘The lower sixth?’ I interrupt Mum. ‘But they can’t just leave me behind! What about my friends?’


‘We know you found last year a struggle, Olive. It’s a big step up to A levels and you only just scraped through your exams.’


We may be in Scotland, but at Dunbridge we do A levels, four or five courses in the lower sixth, dropping to three for our final year. So she’s got a point. Not that I’m admitting to it. No way.


‘Yes, but Mrs Sinclair and all my teachers had faith that I could do it. She said so!’ My heart is starting to race, I’m raising my voice, starting to shout as I realize that Mum and Dad aren’t here for a discussion. They’re informing me of a decision they’ve made for me, as if I’d asked them to.


‘We know that, Olive,’ Dad says calmly. ‘And we’re not making this decision lightly. But that was before the fire. The new term has already started, and you know you’ve got to switch from A-level PE to Spanish – there’s a lot of catching up to do there. The upper sixth is stressful enough as it is, and you can’t just cram in a whole year’s worth of Spanish on top of that. It’s just not feasible.’


Not in the state you’re in.


Not while you’re still so weak, still having nightmares.


‘You can’t do this,’ I yell. ‘Mrs Sinclair said—’


‘Olive, we’re your parents. Until you’re eighteen, we have to take responsibility for you.’


I jump up. My shoulder throbs, but I hardly notice the pain. It’s nothing compared to the despair rising inside me.


‘You can’t do this,’ I repeat, because my mind’s a blank. Mum and Dad just sit there. The tears well up. ‘But what about my friends?’ My voice cracks. My friends in the upper sixth. Having this one last year with them before we’re scattered to the winds was the only thing driving me on to make quick progress.


‘They’ll still be there, pet,’ says Dad.


Mum says nothing, won’t meet my eyes.


I shake my head and turn away. I can’t let them see me cry. Not again. I bite my bottom lip; I straighten and walk tall. I don’t cry until I get to my room.
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OLIVE


‘I want to be alone,’ I snarl, as my bedroom door opens. My voice sounds gruff. I roll over to face the wall, not wanting Dad to see me like this. I’d have sworn he’d be the one to follow me upstairs. But just the firmness with which she shuts the door tells me that it’s my mother sitting on the edge of my bed.


‘Olive,’ she says.


I wriggle when I feel her hand on my back. ‘I’m tired.’


‘Darling, please. I want to talk to you about something.’


I stare at the wall and don’t move.


‘I wanted to tell you that the business between Alexis and me is over.’


The realization that she didn’t come up here to comfort me hits home with unexpected weight. She’s here to reassure herself that I won’t give her away. I could boak.


‘You haven’t said anything to your dad, have you?’


I shake my head automatically, then hate myself for it. The upside of fighting for your life in intensive care is that every problem you had before seems less important. But, sadly, they don’t disappear by themselves just because you ignore them for a while. On the contrary. Afterwards, they seem bigger than ever.


‘Dad deserves to know the truth, Mum,’ I mutter.


‘You don’t understand, pet.’


‘Stop that.’ I turn to face her, to look at her. ‘Stop saying that. You made a mistake, there’s nothing to understand. You’re cheating on him. And you know it.’


Panic fills my mother’s face as I raise my voice with every sentence. She looks as though she wishes she could clamp a hand over my mouth.


‘Olive,’ she repeats, fighting to keep calm, ‘you’re right. It was a mistake, and one I regret bitterly. Listen, pet. You can’t want this to break up our family.’


‘No, leave me out of this! You did it. It’s nothing to do with me. It’s bad enough that you keep trying to guilt-trip me, make me cover for you.’


‘I’ve never tried to make you cover for me.’


‘Oh, no? So what was that when you ran after me to beg me not to say anything to Dad? What is this now? How am I meant to react when he looks at me like he does because he knows there’s something I’m keeping from him?’


Mum eyes me coolly. ‘I would very much appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to your father while I’m trying to rescue this family.’


The tears sting my eyes. ‘We haven’t been a family for ages, Mum,’ I whisper.


She flinches. I’m not sorry. It’s her fault. She and that stranger who doesn’t give a fuck that he’s destroying families. ‘How can you say that?’ she asks sharply.


‘How could you do that?’


‘Olive, when you’re an adult, you’ll understand that things aren’t always as simple as you think now.’


‘When I’m an adult, I hope I’ll be a loyal woman, not someone who’d betray the people she means something to, just for a bit of fun,’ I spit.


Mum looks at me and, in that moment, I understand she doesn’t love Dad any more. Otherwise, there’s no way she could stay this calm. ‘I’m very sure you’ll succeed in that, Olive.’


She stands up. I’m struggling to breathe.


They’ll split up. I just know it. It feels like there’s no other option. It’s just a matter of time and I haven’t the least idea how I’m meant to cope with it.


‘Get some rest. It’s been a long day,’ Mum says, as she leaves my room.


Hate is a very strong word, in my opinion, but there’s no better one to express what I’m feeling for my mother.


My chest is tight, and my heart is racing. I can’t just lie there. I have to do something. But there’s nothing I can do. It’s an unbearable feeling, but it’s true. There’s no way of resolving this situation and that’s driving me crazy.


I don’t know why I go to the door and open it. Downstairs, I hear Mum’s footsteps followed by a quiet ‘And?’ from Dad.


‘It was a big shock to her, but I’ve spoken to her.’ Mum sighs. I clench my fists. ‘I hoped she’d take it better.’


‘She’s seventeen, Meredith. Of course it’s the end of the world.’


‘Do you think we’re doing the right thing, Neil?’


Silence.


‘I think we are, love.’
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COLIN


There’s only one thing worse than sitting on a plane that’s sending you directly into exile in Scotland, and that’s sitting next to your mother on a plane that’s sending you directly into exile in Scotland. But I guess I should be grateful that Ava Fantino didn’t put me in shackles before having me transported across the Atlantic, and is only accompanying me. God knows what she’s scared of. That I’ll skip the flight to Heathrow and get a charter to the Bahamas instead? I consider myself pretty clever but even I would have a hard time doing that after my parents froze all my cards. But, fine, it is what it is. First stop London, then we get the next plane to the middle of nowhere.


There are hardly any direct flights from New York to Edinburgh and that tells you everything you need to know. Looks like Mom and Dad deliberately hunted out the most remote boarding school in the world.


We think a reset, some time away from home, would help you to redefine your goals and to get a grip on what really matters in life.


A reset. Seriously. I’m still laughing.


At least until things have blown over. I’ll take care of the whole business. And you’ll use this time, finally, to learn the meaning of respect.


I don’t know what I expected. That it would be just talk, same as ever. That we’d fight it out around the kitchen table in our zillion-dollar penthouse because I’ve crossed the line and I’m digging my own grave, et cetera, et cetera. But this time they were dead serious. Froze my accounts, informed me that if I carry on like this, I could forget about accessing my trust fund when I turn twenty-one. I still feel like this isn’t real life, just some stupid movie. Less than seventy-two hours after the gym at Ainslee Manhattan burned to the ground, Mom had gotten a place for me at Dunbridge Academy. Scotland. Europe. Thousands of miles from my whole life to this point. Still, I guess I can be glad that it’s this school. The people there will speak something like my language. Or I assume so. The alternative would have been this mountain school up in the Swiss Alps or somewhere. The promo video on their website alone was enough – students in fancy uniforms, speaking French and German with the sun setting in the background.


So, Scotland. Crappy weather, even crappier food, ruined castles, sheep, total wilderness. But you can drink when you’re sixteen so, hey, Europe has its advantages. Though I doubt there are many parties at this school. I zoned out when they got to the ten p.m. curfew and the alcohol ban on the school premises. Sounds like hell, but I guess I deserve that. Not that I care. I’ll be out of there sooner than Mom can turn around. If she’s lucky, I’ll be able to open the door to our Upper East Side apartment for her in person when she gets back from her business trip to London.


God, I’m bitter. No way I’m the kind of son Ava Fantino wished for. But, hey, she’s not the kind of mother I’d wish for either. I didn’t wish for any of this. I just want an easy life, back in New York, at another school, whatever. No way am I staying in Scotland. Just a few weeks and I’ll be back. Fuck it, I promised Cleo. And now I have to think about something else: if I remember my kid sister in tears at the airport as I went through security, my own fucking eyes start watering. I’ve hardly slept for days. It was bad. I dreamed about buildings in flames, sirens, ambulances, flashing lights. About getting into Paxton’s car and partying with them because I’m a goddamn monster. Yeah, I called the fire department, but I was too scared to wait for the cops and answer questions.


I turn up my music and stare motionless out the airplane window at the suburbs we’re already descending over as ‘All for Us’ by Labrinth and Zendaya pounds in my ears. Until a couple weeks ago, I didn’t even know where Edinburgh was. Why would I care? It’s not the kind of city I think about when I think about Europe. London would have been slightly better but I’d have had too many distractions there, as Mom put it.


I glance over at her. She’s sitting upright in the business-class seat beside me, not deigning to look at me. Her entire attention is focused on her iPhone, no doubt answering emails of earth-shattering importance, or cancelling vital meetings. I seriously wonder how she survived transatlantic flights back when there was no Wi-Fi on planes. I can’t talk, though. The new season of Euphoria was all that got me through the last few hours. Sleep was impossible. My mind was circling too much. Has been since last week. Since I read the headlines. Since there’s been no denying that I’m the worst person in the world, too chicken-shit even to take responsibility for my own actions. I don’t know why I didn’t go to the police but to Mom, who looked at me and nodded. She said she’d make a few calls and I shouldn’t speak to anyone. How was I supposed to know that she’d also be getting me a place at boarding school to keep me out of the line of fire? I should have gone to the cops and confessed. Simple. I wanted to, once I realized what Mom and Dad were doing. Calling in every favour to clear my – and therefore their – name. Because that’s all that ever matters. No way the press can ever hear that Ava Fantino’s son is in the shit. For real this time. But I didn’t even have to give evidence, unlike my classmates who were questioned by the police as witnesses after Homecoming. I’ve never felt as sick as I did when I saw their panicked messages in our group chat.


Since then, everything went so fast that I felt like I was watching from outside as I packed my suitcase and said goodbye to Dad and Cleo at the airport.


I couldn’t read Mom’s face as I gave my little sister one last hug. She clung to my hoodie, wouldn’t let go. Not even when I whispered again and again that I’d be back soon. I’m sure of that. Mom and Dad can send me to a goddamn boarding school across the Atlantic to stop the truth coming out but I’m a world champion at breaking the rules. It’s only a matter of time before I’m back in New York. And then . . . no clue. No way I can go back to Ainslee. But there are other private schools in Manhattan: Worthington, Burton, Atkinson . . . I’d have no problem with Carnegie or some public high school either. At least then I’d be with the people I call my friends, even if Mom and Dad see them as second-class citizens. My friends who thought I was kidding when I messaged them to say my parents were serious this time.


Mom looks up, so I quickly turn away. Can’t let her think this fazes me. It was damn hard to hold my poker face the whole flight, though. Earlier, when we transferred in Heathrow, and I suddenly saw prices in pounds on the signs and heard unfamiliar British accents as people hurried past us, it was a shock, made it clear that this was really happening. That my dad wasn’t making empty threats and that my mom is here in person to guarantee that I really get to this boarding school and don’t take some shortcut right back to the States. To be honest, she’s only doing it because she can combine it with a business trip to London. I think she’s filming an ad for Tag Heuer and then with Chris Marchant, a colleague who had a talk show in LA for years. He was never as successful as my mother, or not until he came home to Britain recently to start over. But in the States, Late Night with Ava Fantino has been the number-one talk show for at least ten years now. There’s not one A-lister that Mom hasn’t had on as her guest. Musicians, actors, politicians, influencers – everyone seems to be just waiting for the accolade of an invitation from her.


A humourless smile plays around my lips: nobody has a clue what this woman’s like off camera. The whole world admires Ava Fantino. A career woman with a quirky sense of humour, a beaming smile and a perfect family. But I see my mom on screen more often than I do at home. Dad’s not much different, even though he has no taste for the media spotlight. He’s just as busy as legal eagle to Mom and the rest of New York high society, covering their asses. And now mine. It’s as gross as it sounds. Every time I heard the doorbell in the last few days my pulse shot up because I was expecting it to be the cops, coming to take me away, like I deserve. But I didn’t speak to anyone, just got on the plane to England. I only read online articles and screaming headlines. Investigations. Potential arson. Electrical fault, accident, we’d know more soon.


I shut my eyes because I feel as nauseous as I did that night.


I stomped out the toilet tissue. It wasn’t burning when I left the bathroom, I know it wasn’t . . . But the fact is, the gym was on fire just a few moments later when I got outside and turned around. Flames lighting up the New York night sky, fire-engine sirens, people screaming. And I just ran away like a fucking coward.


I clench my fists and silently curse the airport security guy who confiscated my lighter back in New York. Obviously I know you can’t have open flames on a plane but I thought you were allowed a lighter. The officer wasn’t interested in a discussion about it, though, maybe because it’s one of those windproof ones that can make a pretty big flame, and I didn’t want to risk Mom hearing about it.


It’s not so bad. Of course there’s another in my checked baggage – and that really is against the rules. So I have to pray they haven’t removed it, in which case I’ll have to find some alternative. I guess I should be grateful I don’t have anything on me. Scratching and cutting and all that shit really isn’t my thing. But I don’t know whether I’d control myself if I could take a lighter to the bathroom right now. Fuck, I’ve got a real problem, I know that, but I can’t tell a soul. I haven’t self-harmed since the Homecoming Ball. God knows how I’ve managed that. Maybe because I was too scared of getting caught. All I know is that the pressure is building and I’ve spent days feeling like a vent with someone’s finger over it. It’s only a matter of time until the next explosion.


The fresh air as we step out of Arrivals in Edinburgh helps a little, but as soon as I sit down next to Mom in this car that’s taking us to the school, I feel like a caged animal. Then I almost have a heart attack as the driver turns into the oncoming traffic at the first intersection. I open my mouth but can’t speak. I stare in shock at Mom. She’s totally unfazed and it takes me three more seconds to get it. United Kingdom. Drive on the left. God, anyone would think I’d never been out of the States before. Let’s put it down to lack of sleep. Mom just raises her eyebrows scornfully as I sink down again. My heart is still pounding, my palms are clammy, and it’s only when I start to feel a bit dizzy too that I catch on: there might be some other reason for my edginess and horrible feeling of panic.


Mom’s eyes drift over me as I bring up the app where my current blood-sugar levels are transmitted from the sensor on my arm. She glances at the display as I reach for the croissant we were given on the plane and I’d kept for later. It’s gone stale and I hardly manage a mouthful. Lack of sleep is doing its shit. I don’t have to look to know that I’m low.


‘Everything OK, Colin?’ Mom’s voice is reproachful and cool. Almost like I did this deliberately. But I didn’t choose to get this diagnosis at the age of eleven, since when my entire survival depends on injecting the insulin that my crappy pancreas ought to be producing for itself.


‘Yeah.’ I try not to sound grouchy, which she’d just blame on low blood sugar. ‘Everything’s fine.’


‘You have an appointment to introduce yourself to the school doctor this week,’ says Mom, eyes front again. ‘He’s been informed. You seem to be the only diabetic at the school, by the way.’


I hold back any reply and start eating. The plane croissant is vile but I don’t have much choice – the only alternative is a sandwich that doesn’t look any more appetizing.


‘It’s important for you to know who to contact in an emergency.’


‘No kidding.’ I stare out of the window again and force myself to focus on the landscape flitting past and not the shakes, which won’t stop. We left the city behind ages ago and we’re in the total wilderness. Hills, sad-looking bushes and nothing but sheep everywhere. After a few minutes without spotting a single house, I give Mom a quick sideways glance.


She points up ahead and then I see it too. I hate to admit it, but for a moment there, I’m almost impressed. Dunbridge Academy looks like a castle. It sits high above a bend in a river, with fields and trees in the background. The dark brick building looks more imposing than it does in the photos I saw online. But also more weathered.


And there’s nothing else. A small lake, the river that snakes through the landscape. I read somewhere that there were stores within walking distance, but it doesn’t look as though they actually exist.


‘I thought there was a town nearby?’


Mom looks over for a second. ‘Yes, Ebrington.’ She points to the houses on the other side of the school. ‘The village.’


‘The village?’ I repeat in disbelief. I guess I didn’t read the brochure carefully enough because I thought it was in Edinburgh. I was wondering why we’d been on the road so long. Now I get it. We’re not in Edinburgh any more. And Edinburgh may not be New York, but it was something I could have worked with. But this . . . It’s an insult.


‘You won’t want for anything at the school,’ Mom says. ‘Besides which, you’re here to concentrate on your studies.’


For God’s sake, she can’t leave me here.


I was born at New York Presbyterian; I’ve lived my whole life in Manhattan. I knew it was a privilege to have the whole big city on your doorstep, and I knew it wasn’t the same everywhere. But how can people live like this? There’s nothing here. Nothing! It might be kind of nice for a two-week vacation, but not in the long term. I won’t even have a fucking car.


And no signal either, I realize, as I check my cell phone. Oh, God, let there be Wi-Fi in this jail . . .


I tense as the driver steers the car over the bridge into the cobblestoned inner courtyard. OK, I admit it’s kind of cool. It feels like we’ve crashed some movie set, because everywhere I look, I see teenagers in hoodies or jackets with the school logo on them. Where are the dumb kilts and blazers from the website? I get a bad feeling that I’m going to be acquainted with them by tomorrow morning when classes start, because I had to give the school my measurements in advance so they could order the uniform for me.


‘Won’t be long,’ Mom tells the driver, once he’s unloaded my bags. Her words are a stab in the chest. What was I expecting? Her to take me to my room, to hold my hand? Ava Fantino’s a busy woman with no time to waste. Least of all on her useless son who causes her nothing but trouble.


The driver doesn’t look thrilled, but he nods.


‘Where’s the principal’s office?’ Mom asks the first group of kids to come into the courtyard through the gate. They’re younger than me and I feel their curious eyes on me. Did I mention how little I like being the new guy? It makes me nauseous. I say nothing. Not ‘hi’ and not ‘thanks’ as they actually show us the way. I feel uneasy that we’re just leaving my suitcase standing there but, hey, this isn’t fucking Times Square.


‘Are you new?’ a girl asks, stroking back her hair.


I make an effort not to roll my eyes, just chew the gum I found in my pocket. ‘Looks like it, huh?’


‘Where are you from?’


I sigh deeply. I’m not in the mood to chat. It’s not worth it. ‘New York City,’ I say.


‘Wow,’ she says. ‘That’s cool.’ Eyes me. Respect. But the two guys drop back a bit, look scornful, start to whisper. What am I doing here?


I stop listening to what they’re saying as we walk to the office. The door opens. A guy who’s already past his prime invites us in, ushers us to the principal’s office. No, the head teacher’s office. Dark wood, a huge desk. The head teacher’s younger than I expected and she looks friendlier than I imagined.


‘Colin, Ms Fantino.’ She comes towards us. ‘Nice to meet you in person.’ She holds her hand out to Mom and then to me. ‘Welcome to Dunbridge Academy.’
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OLIVE


‘Olive,’ Dad says, after I haven’t said a word for the whole drive from Edinburgh to Dunbridge Academy. I didn’t speak over breakfast with Mum either. ‘I understand that you’re peeved, love.’ There’s sympathy in his voice now.


‘I’m not peeved,’ I say. Which is true. I’m not peeved, I’m desperate. There’s a difference. ‘I’m just not in the mood.’


‘It’s for the best, pet.’


‘Stopping me seeing my friends? That’s for the best?’ I turn to Dad. ‘Not that it matters, I guess, after all those weeks in hospital. I’m out of the loop now anyway.’


‘You know it’s in your best interests to repeat the lower sixth.’


I turn away and look out of the window. ‘Whatever.’


‘And you’ll see each other just as much as before.’


Right. Till they do their A levels at the end of the year and leave Dunbridge. Without me.


I gulp, but don’t reply. There’s no point. I know when it’s not worth arguing with Mum and Dad any more. They made this decision without me. I can’t do a thing about it. Not while I’m seventeen, at least. Which is another seven weeks exactly. So the end’s in sight. It won’t be long before my parents have no say and I can make my own decisions. Seven weeks. Not for ever. I have to tell myself that over and over.


Dad turns into the driveway and through the gate onto the cobbles of the Dunbridge inner courtyard, and my heart is starting to hammer. It just is. I can’t stop it. I’m suddenly only too aware that this is the first time I’ve been here since the summer. The first time since my entire life went up in flames.


My eyes are drawn straight to the west wing. My body goes numb as I catch sight of the scaffolding over the façade. The dark brick walls are covered with a semi-transparent plastic sheet, emblazoned with the name of the company doing the repair work. It’s kind of a miracle that the fire brigade got the flames under control before they spread to the other wings. The damage is manageable. The school reopened in time for the start of term, although the tragedy meant that the hundredth-anniversary celebrations didn’t go ahead as planned when the new academic year began in August. They’ve been postponed until next summer. How thoughtful, how extremely tactful to forgo a glittering party seeing that I was only nearly killed, and nobody but me was seriously hurt. A wee bit of smoke inhalation among the few fourth- and fifth-formers who were still in the west wing at the time. The only other damage was to property. And to my heart, now thumping because I can’t tear my eyes off this building. I was in there. I could have died. That feels so unbelievable now that I just can’t grasp it, and although I spent weeks in hospital thinking about it, it feels like I’ve had no time to come to terms with anything.


‘Olive.’ I jump as Dad takes my hand. I immediately snatch it back. I’ve got nothing to say to him because apparently anything that matters in my life can be decided over my head now. ‘Please don’t be angry, pet.’


The sympathy in his voice makes it almost impossible for me not to cry. So I have to focus on the rage. Anger is better than helplessness. Anger drives you; helplessness holds you back. And I can’t be held back any more. I was paralysed long enough. I can’t go back to those seconds I was standing on our corridor, waiting for my flight reflex to kick in. I have to get a grip on life again.


I reach for the door handle and pain shoots down my arm. I still haven’t learned that my shoulder is not OK with sudden movements. Everything is still sore – the grafted skin is super sensitive, and the scarring restricts my mobility. But, sure, I was lucky that the burns aren’t even bigger. They cover the area from my right collarbone, over my shoulder to my chest. I’ve often seen myself in the mirror since then. With the bandages at first, and then without them. I wanted to, but I never cried. I studied my body, but I think part of me still hasn’t twigged that that’s really me. Still, I’ve got loads of time to accept that at my leisure now. In the lower sixth, on my own, without my friends.


Dad looks at me as we get out of the car. He opens the boot but doesn’t speak again. He takes the only bag I’ve got. I didn’t need much stuff in the hospital and most of my things are still here. By some miracle, the rooms at the far end of the west wing were undamaged. The fire mainly spread through the lower floors and on the stairs. But that means the girls’ dorm wing is largely unusable. Mrs Sinclair and the house-parents must have had a job finding places for everyone in the fourth to the upper sixth to sleep in the meantime. Some rooms in the new block have been turned into temporary dorms for the fourth-formers, and people in the south wing have had to budge up to make room for the fifth. And the impossible has happened – the sixth-formers have been moved into the east wing. Yep, with the lads!


There’s never been anything like it in the history of Dunbridge. I can hear Tori’s excited voice as if it was yesterday. She came to see me in hospital the moment she was allowed, and she and Grace spent more time with me than anyone else. Thanks to them, I know that the boys in the east wing have been moved around so that the whole third floor is now home to girls in the lower and upper sixth. The larger single rooms have been made into twins, and though it’s bulging at the seams, nobody’s had to be housed outside the school grounds. Henry’s sharing a room with Gideon, and Charlie Sinclair’s currently the only boy with one of the new twin rooms to himself, greatly to Tori’s joy. She’s sharing with Emma.


It feels all kinds of wrong to turn right through the arcades into the east wing instead of the west as I’ve always done. It’s Sunday evening and everyone’s already had dinner. The juniors are running around the second courtyard behind the old church, which is now the dining room, as if this school had never been on fire only a few months ago. Is it possible that everyone but me has already forgotten the disaster because the sun’s shining and life’s good? Am I being melodramatic? Difficult? If so, then I’m sorry, but I think I have a right to be.


Little groups of pupils wander towards us, people say hello and stare at me, then whisper to each other. I can hear them behind us, all the way along the arcade. Dad walks slowly, regularly glancing doubtfully at me.


‘What?’ I mutter, because I can’t deal with his worries. Like I can’t deal with not being the same person I was before the fire. My dad’s seen me cry, with pain, with despair, after nightmares that were worse than the reality. He’s seen me at my absolute lowest. The fear that this image of me is now seared on his mind, replacing the one of the old Olive, is driving me crazy. The old Olive who managed on her own. It’s high time to change that.


‘I’ll text you if I need anything,’ I declare, as we reach the foot of the east-wing stairs. I see the disappointment on my father’s face as he realizes what I mean by that.


‘I thought I’d just bring your bag up to your room, pet.’


I take it from him. ‘No need.’ It’s heavier than I thought, but I don’t let that show. It’s important for him to see that it’s not too soon for me to be back at school, the way he constantly fears. ‘Thanks for the lift.’


Dad hesitates. ‘Olive, are you sure you . . .?’


‘Yeah,’ I lie. ‘Tori’s waiting for me. She’ll give me a hand.’


He doesn’t need to know that that’s not true. I did message Tori while we were on our way to school, but she hasn’t answered. She’s probably with Sinclair. I’ll find out soon enough.


‘Don’t forget that you’re meeting Mrs Sinclair tomorrow morning.’


I bite back a hollow laugh. How could I forget that? I can’t sit in the head’s office, like a little kid, to discuss how I’m going to manage back in the lower sixth. What would happen if I just joined my pals in class? Would they drag me out and chain me to my desk? Or suspend me if I won’t play ball?


Seven weeks, Olive . . . Then this problem will be a thing of the past.


‘I won’t forget.’ I put my foot on the bottom step. ‘See you.’


‘See you tomorrow, love. Call any time you need us.’


I turn away so that Dad won’t see me fighting to stay composed.


Why would I need you? I mean, seriously. Even Dad can’t do anything about the nightmares.


I walk up the stairs in silence. I can’t remember when I last did anything entirely alone, unaccompanied by nurses, physios, medical students, visiting friends or parents. And now I know why. After just two flights of stairs, my heart is pumping so hard in my chest that there’s a moment I’m scared it’ll stop. I wish I could sit down. But I can’t show weakness. Least of all now that I can hear voices and footsteps at the bottom of the stairwell.


The corridor on the third floor of the east wing looks almost exactly the same as in the west, but it still feels weird to walk into it. Most of the doors are shut and it’s quiet, which might be because dinner’s only just finished and people like to hang around a wee while before coming up to their rooms to get ready for wing time. Besides, it’s Sunday. Anyone who goes home for the weekend generally gets back as late as possible to have as long as they can with their families.


Arriving now isn’t the least bit like coming back after the summer holidays when all the corridors are crowded with pupils, their luggage and confused-looking parents. My academic year might only be starting now, but everyone else has been back for yonks. And nobody’s here to meet me.


OK, apart from Ms Barnett. She rushes out of her office when she catches sight of me and gives me a big hug. Of course, she’d be here too, moved over from the west wing with everyone else. Mr Acevedo, the lower-sixth boys’ house-parent, has moved up a floor to keep an eye on the upper sixth too – Mr Tanner is now needed elsewhere with the younger lads.


Ms Barnett gives me a serious look. ‘It’s lovely to have you back with us, Olive.’


Maybe the one advantage of being back in the lower sixth is still having her as house-parent. Although it comes to the same thing either way this year. All the sixth-form girls are on this floor, so we all have the same house-parent: Ms Barnett. Ms Kelleher is now looking after the second form.


Ms Barnett asks me how I am and I reel off my pat answers. I’m getting there, thank you. Aye, it’s been tough. I’m glad to be back too.


None of which is true. I’m not getting there. It wasn’t tough, it was hell. And I’m not glad. I’m overwhelmed, furious and powerless, because there’s no explanation. No guilty party. Nobody I can blame for my life having been turned upside down. But I don’t say that because people can’t deal with it if you’re honest with them. And I don’t need sympathy, and I certainly don’t need special treatment. But obviously I get those anyway.


Ms Barnett tells me I’ve been given the last remaining single room with the rest of the lower sixth. It’s the door nearest the stairs. I should probably say thank you for this thoughtfulness, but I’m too angry. Although I’m genuinely relieved to be closest to the exit, and not at the far end of the long corridor like my old room was. It’s just so humiliating to be like this now.


Clearly, I don’t have to do the morning run. And I don’t have to do games or lessons that clash with my physio sessions in Ebrington. I’ve been kicked off A-level PE – my favourite subject – and now I’m doing Spanish. Mr Acevedo, who taught me for GCSE, says he’s happy to give me extra tuition to help me catch up. Nod, thank you, nod, thank you. Then Ms Barnett finally hands me my key.


‘You know where I am if you need anything, Olive,’ she says, letting me go at last. ‘Anything at all.’


I nod, pressing my lips together, and head for my room. My things have already been brought over from the west wing. I open the door, and nearly die of shock.


‘Welcome back!’ Tori yells, as Sinclair hoots a party blower. Emma and Henry are throwing confetti, and I’m frozen in the doorway, like a block of ice.


‘What are you doing here?’ I gasp, once I’ve recovered from the surprise.


‘Waiting for you, of course,’ Tori replies, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. She smiles and Sinclair grins, pointing to a cake on the desk. It’s iced with Welcome Back, Livy. I’m not sure exactly which part of that makes my eyes well up, but it doesn’t matter. Since the fire, I haven’t felt like myself. There are still days when I’m so thin-skinned I’m crying constantly, and others when I’m too numb to feel a thing. I don’t know which I prefer.


‘Don’t cry,’ whispers Grace, as she hugs me. I nod and wipe away the tears. That’s only too easy as I put my arms around her and feel her hard shoulder blades. This isn’t the moment to confront Grace with the thing that’s been giving me bellyache for a few weeks now. Weeks . . . Months more like. When she visited me in hospital, I saw how much weight she’d lost. The first few times she came, I was too out of it to notice, but once I was recovered enough to take little walks around the ward, Grace could no longer hide it, however massive the jumpers and cardies she was wearing. Even now, the sight of her scares me because her cheeks are so sunken and her eyes so deep in their sockets. Grace stares at the floor like she’s read my mind. She pulls her cardigan tighter and steps back a bit so the others can hug me too. Gideon’s eyes meet mine, then rest on Grace. Tori flings her arms around me.


My throat constricts again as she hugs me tight. It messes with your head when everyone treats you like you’re made of extra-breakable glass. Tori doesn’t. The others do, though. I can understand why.


Maybe I should be glad of that. After all the hugging and saying hi to Emma, Sinclair, Henry and Gideon, my shoulder’s aching. Standing up is tiring and by the time I sit on my unmade bed, I’m feeling a wee bit dizzy. Everyone else sits as best they can, dotted around the room, on the desk chair, the desk, the chest of drawers, on the floor. A roomful of my friends, yet it feels like there’s an eternity between us. I gulp.


‘Have you guys heard?’ I ask, when nobody speaks.


Grace is sitting next to me and she puts an arm around me. Henry clears his throat and nods. ‘Mrs Sinclair told me there would be two new arrivals in the lower sixth on Monday. I’m supposed to greet you in my role as school captain.’


‘Two?’ I ask in surprise.


Henry nods.


‘You and some American guy,’ Sinclair replies for him. ‘He’s going to be sharing my room.’


‘Your room? I thought they were keeping the forms together?’


‘There was nowhere else for him to go,’ says Sinclair. ‘The rest of the lower sixth are already sharing and the rooms aren’t big enough to squeeze anyone else in. And it wasn’t exactly fair for me to be the only guy with a room to himself.’


‘I’ll gladly swap with you,’ Henry murmurs, barely audibly, but Gideon hears and punches him. ‘Heeeey!’ Henry rubs his forearm in mock outrage.


‘You know I’m the best roommate anyone could wish for,’ Gideon says. ‘Statement of fact.’


‘Everyone has to snuggle up a bit,’ says Tori, with a shrug. ‘It’s kind of cosy.’


‘That’s one word for it,’ Emma mumbles, taking refuge in Henry’s arms as Tori kicks out. ‘Hey!’ She sounds just like Henry did. I smile, rather against my will, then remember what Sinclair was saying.


‘So this new lad . . . Is he here already?’


Sinclair shrugs. ‘I didn’t see him before dinner, but he might have arrived by now. Let’s hope he’s chilled.’


‘If he’s starting this far into term, you can bet he’s been in some shit,’ Gideon remarks.


‘Didn’t your mum say anything about him?’ Tori asks Sinclair curiously.


‘No, you know her, the model of discretion.’


‘Aye, right, how could I forget?’


‘She seems to know his mum, though. Think she must have owed her one. She doesn’t normally take anyone partway through a year. And if she does, as an exception, they’d start after Christmas or at Easter.’


‘So I guess I can count myself lucky I’m not the only newbie crashing halfway through term,’ I muse sarcastically.


‘So that’s settled then?’ The suppressed hope in Tori’s voice nearly tips me over the edge. ‘You’re repeating the lower sixth.’


I swallow. ‘They didn’t give me much choice.’


‘But surely your parents understand that you’d rather . . .’


‘Tori,’ says Grace, quietly.


‘No, I’m not having it, OK?’ Tori looks like she’s about to jump up, but Sinclair puts his hand on her knee. ‘Livy belongs with us. We need to do our A levels together.’


‘Mum and Dad don’t see it that way,’ I mutter. ‘And neither does Mrs Sinclair.’


Tori turns to Sinclair. ‘Talk to your mum.’


‘I don’t think she’d take kindly to me interfering,’ he says.


‘But it’s our last year together.’ Tori turns back to me. Her voice is so choked up that I’m fighting back tears myself.


You. Will. Not. Cry.


Not again.


But it’s so bloody hard being in a room with your favourite people when you have to face the fact that everything’s going to change. Everything. It was finally perfect. I’d patched things up with Tori, she’d got together with Sinclair, Emma had accepted my apology, we’d put on our performance of Romeo and Juliet, and we’d fought for greater equality at school. And then Fate came along and battered me over the head.


‘We’ll all still be here,’ Grace says quietly. I’m sure she means well, but it’s only making things worse. ‘Won’t we, Tori?’


She nods cautiously. ‘At least we’re all on the same floor. I’m just next door.’


I blink. ‘Great.’


‘We’ll see each other here in the wing, at mealtimes, at midnight parties. It’ll only be classes where it’s different, but that’s not the end of the world.’


Don’t make me laugh.


‘Everything will be the same really,’ Tori promises.


I shut my eyes. If the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that nothing stays the same. Nothing at all. Especially not if you wish for it with everything you’ve got.


COLIN


A closet. A tiny hole with shabby furniture and they have the nerve to call it a room. I couldn’t believe my ears at the meeting with the head when Mr Acevedo, who was introduced as my house-parent, our resident advisor here in the dorm wing, said that I have to share it with somebody else. This has to be a sick joke, but Mom didn’t even bat an eyelid when I turned to her.


‘Nope, not a chance,’ I say, once Mr Acevedo gives us a bit of space. ‘No way am I staying here if I don’t even get my own room.’


‘You’ll deal with it.’ Mom glances at her smart watch. I know what’s coming before she even speaks. Even so, my gut churns as she looks up. ‘I can’t leave the car waiting any longer. Want to come back down?’


I clear my throat, then shake my head. Maybe I’m being childish but I can’t deal with it any more. I guess I should be glad she even came up after we talked to Mrs Sinclair. That she took this detour to Edinburgh instead of staying right there in London, where she’s heading back later for dinner at the Shangri La with some industry folks before flying to New York again. Without me.
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