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Tisdale Leavers 2014




Stephanie O’Connell


Posted Wednesday 17th April 2024


Hi everybody! Long time no speak! Hope everybody’s doing well – just wanted to share this ol’ thing I found on an old USB stick. It’s our leavers’ assembly presentation! All our ‘most likely to’ lists and fun memories – and tons of photos of us ten years ago! How cute is that?! Anyway, just thought I’d share as I got a real kick out of it [image: ] xx


Attachment: LEAVERS ASSEMBLY DIGITAL YEARBOOK_ CLASS OF 14


Shaun Michaels Wow! What a throwback! This is so fab, thanks for sharing, Steph! LOL, look how young we all were!


Bryony A omg, love this


Ashleigh Easton shut tf up, Steph, this is hilarious. @Hayden Vaughn, you seen this?


Hayden Vaughn I have now!!


Hayden Vaughn Awesome find, S! Those old pics of you and Shaun are adorable. I’ve been back in town a bit helping my mum clear out the house, so weird driving past the school all these years later.


Bryony A omg bet, I totally thought the same last time I passed by. If you’re in town @Hayden Vaughn, we should hang! I’m around for a while, my next movie doesn’t start filming for a couple of weeks


Stephanie O’Connell Ooh let me know if you do, I can come visit my parents and see you guys at the same time! It’ll be like a cute little reunion!


Bryony A WAIT NO WE SHOULD TOTALLY HAVE SOME KIND OF REUNION


Shaun Michaels @Bryony A, don’t even get her started – you know what Steph’s like, she’ll have a big party organised for the entire year group before you know it! Stephanie O’Connell Ugh, I would if I had the time! Between work and getting my degree part time – not to mention a wedding to plan!!!


Shaun Michaels You don’t have to tell me twice [image: ]


Ryan Lawal yoooo, somebody say reunion? I’m down.


Hayden Vaughn Pls nobody let Ryan organise a reunion. If prom was anything to go by, we’ll all be legless after the first glass of spiked punch, idk if I have that kind of alcohol tolerance these days


Ashleigh Easton buddy you didn’t have that kind of alcohol tolerance in *those* days either.


Ryan Lawal pfft like you’re one to talk, Easton. regular party animal over here


Ashleigh Easton Not all of us needed booze to compensate for a distinct lack of personality.


Ryan Lawal hey those are my friends you’re insulting. don’t listen to her, lads [image: ]


Ashleigh Easton Piss off, Ryan.


Ryan Lawal such a way with words still … can totally see why you won that essay competition in Year 12 you never let anyone forget about.


Ashleigh Easton File under things *I* never forgot about: that I need to use only small words to communicate with you.


Hayden Vaughn Guys, please. I haven’t had this many Facebook notifications in years. Stop.


Bryony A Yeah, take it to the DMs you two [image: ]


Ryan Lawal she started it


Ashleigh Easton He started it.


Ryan Lawal HA! beat ya to it!


Ashleigh Easton @Bryony A, didn’t you do some drama workshops at the school last year or something? Think they’d let us use the hall for a get-together?


Bryony A I know some people. I’m sure I can make it happen xo


Stephanie O’Connell Yayyyy! Bryony, you’re a lifesaver! This is going to be so cute! [image: ]


Ryan Lawal star of stage and screen to the rescue! yes, Bryony! see you tossers there [image: ]


108 more comments …












Chapter One


Bryony


‘Most Likely to Become Famous’


There are few people I truly loathe in this world, but Steph O’Connell and her sparking the idea for this school reunion is one of them. I’m a close second on the list, right now, for going along with it all.


The balloon-arch delivery guy is competing to take my second-place spot, though, after shrugging his shoulders and saying that the assembly ‘isn’t part of his job’ and meaning that I’m spending my free period at the end of the day wrestling with hundreds of blue and silver and white balloons, tying them to the framework of an arch per the YouTube tutorial I’ve just found.


‘You know,’ says Yaz, one of the history teachers, who started here around the same time as I did, ‘considering you’re seeing all your old schoolmates and hosting an epic party tonight, you don’t look very excited about it.’


‘Oh, no. What gave you that impression? I’m super excited.’


The words slip out with a growl – an actual, honest-to-God growl – as I wrangle a bunch of balloons into place on the wire frame. Yaz just laughs. She must put my stress down to the last-minute change in schedule to deal with the decorations because she just says, ‘B, relax, it’s gonna be fine. Everybody’s going to love it. Plus, you know – it’s in the school hall. They’re hardly expecting the Oscars, are they?’


That’s exactly the problem though, and I can’t bear to explain it to Yaz. I have a sneaking suspicion she has her own sneaking suspicions about me, but admitting it out loud is … Ugh. A full-on shiver rolls down my spine. It’s unthinkable. Unconscionable.


I didn’t intend to be the one organising the entire reunion, but somehow it ended up like that after I mentioned I could help out and then suddenly half the damn year group were jumping on the bandwagon, thanking me for arranging it … Steph was always in charge of stuff like that when we were in school. Even bloody Ashleigh used to organise talent shows and fundraisers and things. I just showed up, the life and soul of the party.


But I guess that was a long time ago, and we’re all different people now.


For example, Steph is not the defacto organiser extraordinaire anymore. The rugby lads have proper jobs now. Trendy Elise from my A-level English lit class spent three years living on a farm in New Zealand. And I am a liar.


Something surges up from my stomach to sting the back of my throat, hot and acidic and violent. I think it might be shame, but the thought spooks me so much I decide to call it plain old ‘panic’ instead.


It’s okay, though. It’s just one night. I’ve been – well, not lying, exactly, but … vaguely untruthful, for years on my social media. That’s way more difficult to maintain than breezing through a few face-to-face interactions, especially when everybody will show up with such a solid preconceived notion of who Bryony Adams is these days.


They’ll show up expecting glamour, and glitz, exactly as would be befitting of a starlet like myself. Fun stories of times I bumped into hotshot actors and rubbed shoulders with household names, tales of parties and places they can only imagine. It’s – just another role to act. That’s all.


And I can do that.


No, you can’t, and that’s why you’re scrambling to save face.


I shove the nasty little thought aside and take a deep breath. I can’t let intrusive thoughts like that win. Not today. I have to get into character. I have to become the Bryony they’re all expecting me to be. The one I’ve been touting online for the last ten years.


Yaz and I finish up the balloon arch, swapping gossip about the maths teachers who are shagging and think they’re being subtle about it, whinging about our Year Nines who have totally checked out now they’re dropping our subjects come September, and gloating about the Year Eleven prank to hide dead fish in the staffroom that got scuppered thanks to Yaz overhearing some boys plotting by the bike shed when she was on duty the other lunchtime. It’s enough to take my mind off anything except my mental checklist of party preparations, and I’m glad she was free to help me out so I’m not left alone with my own thoughts and guilt.


(Panic. Panic, not guilt.)


Between the two of us, the hall is transformed. The caretakers cleared away the rows of chairs for school assemblies earlier and, without them, the space is bigger than I ever realised. A cheap, synthetic roll of red carpet runs from the double doors to the centre of the stage. The balloon arch, finally complete but ever so slightly wonky, is set against a stretch of blank wall with a box of photo-booth supplies next to it – cardboard glasses, feather boas, moustaches on sticks, the lot. There’s a long trestle table set up, with packs of paper cups and plates ready to go. I’ll bring the snacks and soft drinks in later, and the dinner ladies are generously making a vat of fruit punch they’ll leave out for the party. Yaz and I arrange a few chairs I asked the caretakers to leave behind into small groups, rather than the strict interlinked rows they’d usually form. There’s a guest book, and a box of felt-tips and markers I borrowed from the geography department – although how many of them actually work is anyone’s guess.


As a finishing touch, I Blu-Tack posters up around the hall, covering some of the displays and the windows with them. I’ve printed out all the ‘Most Likely To’s from our old digital yearbook. I’ve got a slideshow to put up, but this will be fun too.


And, most importantly, it means that right now, I get to stick a piece of paper over the big MEET OUR STAFF! board, where there is a passport-sized photo of my face smiling out from the position of Head of Drama.


I cover an entire section of the board with a large print-out of eighteen-year-old me striding across the stage in this very hall dressed up in gingham for my role as Dorothy in the school play that summer. For a second, I let my fingers trail over the edge of the photo. The memory of that performance is so visceral I can feel the chafe of cheap tulle against my legs, hear the cheers of the standing ovation I got. It felt like the beginning of the rest of my life.


My eyes drift from the photo to the words above it. My name, my predicted future.


Most likely to become famous.


Yeah, right.









Chapter Two


Steph


‘Most Likely to End Up Together’


‘Sweetie, are you almost ready? We’re meant to be leaving in fifteen minutes!’


‘Uh-huh!’ he yells back from the bathroom, and I hear the shower start up.


I can’t help but huff a laugh and roll my eyes, and my reflection in my childhood vanity unit is grinning back at me. She looks giddy and lovestruck, because of course he knows how much time he has to get ready – based not on when we’re supposed to leave, but on how far through my routine I am.


In fairness, I’ve only just started my eye makeup. He’s got time.


As I blend in some sparkly bronze eyeshadow and catch sight of the dress laid out on the bed behind me, excitement fizzes through me. I feel like I’ve just necked an entire glass of Prosecco in one go. There’s something oddly familiar about this whole thing: shutting myself up in my room while the noise of Mum and Dad watching telly downstairs drifts through the thin walls of the house; a new party dress just waiting to be worn while I paint my face for the evening and think of all the things I want to tell my friends.


It’s been years since I saw most of the girls from school. There are a couple I stay in touch with sporadically, but considering I haven’t thought much about these people in the last ten years beyond liking their Instagrams or commenting congratulations! on the big life updates they share on Facebook, I suddenly can’t wait to hug them and hear every detail of their lives. I wonder if Thea ever got over Josh cheating on her for a whole year, or if it wrecked her trust in men and that’s why she doesn’t seem to have settled down now; why Priya got a dog with her partner even though she always said she was allergic; if Morgan came around to like being a doctor when we all know her parents pushed her into doing a medicine degree.


I wonder what they’ll think of me. If they miss me, like I realise I’ve missed them.


There’s a photo tucked into the frame of my mirror, faded from the sunlight that’s been at it in the last ten years, of me and the girls on holiday. Seven of us stand in a tight group in front of some random club, arms wound around each other’s waists and shoulders, all of us in skimpy outfits and sky-high heels, glitter and neon paint covering our skin ready for the rave we plan to go to later in the night.


I smile, looking at it, and it’s easy to envisage us all now as more mature adults, sitting around with bottomless mimosas over brunch – every bit as raucous and vibrant as we were back then. Maybe I’ll suggest it. I do love a Sunday brunch with the girlies, to be fair, and unless their personalities have taken a complete one-eighty in the last decade, I think the old gang would like it, too.


There are other photos around my room, remnants of a former life. There’s a string of Polaroids strung above my bed, most of which are more pictures from that group holiday after we finished school. Tickets from bands that everyone went to see, or cinema tickets kept special from dates with Shaun – memories that teenage me felt it was so important to preserve – are pinned to a corkboard that would occasionally host a revision timetable; there are a couple of photos from my time at uni and a giant poster of Edward Cullen on the wardrobe door I never could quite bring myself to take down.


There’s something surreal about the familiarity of my old bedroom. I know that pink duvet so well – remember picking it out of the Argos catalogue one time – and I could feel my way around in the dark no problem. One of the plugs by the bedside table doesn’t work and if you don’t close the curtains just so, they’ll slip open, let the light in and wake you up too early. I know every inch of this room – but it’s like a well-preserved relic. Something out of a museum that I’m experiencing as a bystander, not quite able to marry it against the idea of my bedroom, the one where I sleep on the left side and he has one of those gentle-wake-up sunrise lamps, with potted plants and an expensive rug over the original parquet flooring – a room that’s functional and comfortable, and doesn’t need to be the sole expression of my personality in the home.


Oh, if teenage me could see me now …


Applying a meticulous streak of eyeliner, I do a quick audit of my life. The misguided year studying French at university before realising I wasn’t cut out for it and actually, quite honestly, could not stomach the idea of a year abroad all by myself, and the abrupt change to studying a business degree – useful, yet broad enough that I could grant myself time to decide on my future. The time bouncing between jobs every eight months, trying to discover what was right for me, and finally settling into the role of paralegal three years ago while getting my qualifications part time.


Then, of course, there’s the ‘fun’ side of the highlight reel: the holidays and monthly Sunday brunches, the horse-riding classes that turned into show-jumping competitions. The swish apartment, and the glittering diamond on my left hand.


I’d give my life full marks, if it were up to me. Glossy and shiny on the outside looking in – and utterly lovely in reality, too. I’m doing a job I love, have a beautiful home and vibrant social life, and I’m planning the wedding of my dreams to the man I love. It’s exactly where I pictured myself being.


I set aside the eyeliner, finish my mascara, and dig through my makeup bag for my lipstick before realising I forgot to pack lipliner. Damn it.


That’s alright, though – teenage Steph to the rescue! I’m sure I must have left something behind during the summers home from uni …


I open the left-hand drawer on the dressing table and, lo and behold – makeup stash of old. The Benefit mascara there is so ancient that half the writing has worn off the tube, and the nail varnishes left behind are probably dried up and useless now, but there’s also a stumpy MAC lipliner pencil – one I bought to match the Ruby Woo lipstick I got for my sixteenth birthday off the girls.


There’s something so right, I think, about using this now. How many parties did I wear this to, back when? That Ruby Woo was my pride and joy. It’s a very full-circle moment.


Curious, I root around in the drawer to see what else I might have left behind in here. There’s a tiny pink pencil case that I used to carry around in my schoolbag to keep my tampons in (it’s still got some in it, and I think I should probably throw them away but just push them further to the back of the drawer for now), a tangled-up and tarnished necklace, half a pack of long-dried-out makeup wipes …


My fingers brush the glossy paper of a photograph, and I push the tat aside to get a better look, finding a small pile of them.


Oh, I think. I remember this.


It was the school orchestra trip to Italy, in Year Twelve, just after Easter. The photo on top is the entire group, with the teachers who chaperoned the trip and all, at some old church where we played a concert for the locals. We’re all holding our instruments, beaming at the cameras. I pick out familiar faces of friends from my year group. Bryony is front and centre, hip jutting out and flute held high and proud above her head while she smoulders at the camera, which makes me laugh. I spot Shaun and Hayden in the back of the group with the rest of the percussion section, Hayden’s bright orange hair and awkward grimace a sweet contrast to the funny face Shaun is pulling, undoubtedly because he knew Hayden wouldn’t smile for the camera properly. He was always sweet like that.


There’s a photo of me and the girls in some pizzeria, one of all of us in the wind section at another concert, one of a bunch of us in the hotel playing card games. I crack up laughing at one showing a crowd of random people in a square gathered around while Ryan stands on the ledge of a fountain and plays his trumpet, and Ashleigh stands facing the camera, glowering as if to say, ‘Are you seeing this prick too?’ She looks ten thousand per cent done with him even as everybody else cheers him on, and I suddenly remember all their bickering on the bus – and in class, and in the hallways. The petty rivalry to end all petty rivalries. I can see why I hung onto the photo.


The last one in the pile gives me pause, and my fingers trace over it gently.


Teenage me looks up with a broad smile and glittering eyes, cheeks flushed and tanned from the Italian sun, face pressed against Shaun’s. He looks so young there, with that softness to his face, the barely defined jaw hinting at the man he was growing into. His skinny legs stick out of his shorts in the photo, his toned arms are wrapped snugly around my waist to anchor me in close, and – he’s not looking at the camera. Of course he’s not.


He’s looking at me. Like I’m the only thing in the world worth looking at. I do a double take at how tangible it is, to see the adoration pouring off him in that photograph. I don’t remember taking it – but I remember how it used to feel, with Shaun. How he was the very centre of my world right from the very first kiss we shared. It’s no wonder everybody thought we’d be the most likely to end up together; we were always destined to be the childhood sweethearts who rode off into the sunset. We were forever, we used to say.


My traitorous heart gives a little somersault, seeing the two of us so completely in love.


Quickly, I shove the entire stack of photographs into my handbag for the night. I bet the others will love to see them too, and we’ll all get a kick out of that one of Ashleigh. I’m sure she’ll have a good laugh over how much she used to argue with Ryan over every little thing, and how silly the whole thing used to be. And, if nothing else, it’ll be a nice little memory to pull out if ever the conversation gets a bit stilted – we can reminisce over the shared memories of the trip.


I ignore how dry my mouth is, and how hard my heart is beating.


The shower shuts off in the next room. He comes back, dropping a kiss onto my cheek before getting ready, the jeans and shirt laid out next to my dress waiting for him.


‘You look gorgeous.’


‘It’s not too much?’


‘Never.’ That grin and those dimples make me swoon every dang time. Except, right now, it feels like an uneasy swoop of my stomach, tying it into knots.


Instead of trying to smile back, I double-check my bag, making sure to pop my lipstick and old lipliner in there, and a tissue to blot, and then slip into my dress and shoes.


He’s ready to leave by the time I ask, ‘Zip me up?’ – because of course he is. He knows me so well. Beat for beat. A synchronisation that’s existed since the very first time we said ‘hello’ in the hallway.


The fingers tracing up the bare skin of my back are sure and gentle. The hands that settle on my waist so he can hold me there for a moment while he brushes a kiss on the back of my neck are familiar and natural. The scent of his cologne teases my nostrils, and it smells like home.


I think about the photograph of me and Shaun in my handbag, and the fact that tonight I’ll be seeing him in person for the first time since the break-up, then turn to Curtis to slip my hand in his, hoping he doesn’t feel it shake. The cold metal of my engagement ring presses into my finger.


‘Come on. Time to go.’









Chapter Three


Shaun


‘Most Likely to End Up Together’


‘Darling, I’m really not sure about this … Don’t you think I’ll just be a bit superfluous the entire night?’


I laugh, not because Aisha uses words like ‘superfluous’, but because she thinks even for a second that I might feel like she’s getting in the way tonight. As if I wouldn’t enjoy a night out with my gorgeous, brilliant fiancée. I step aside from the steady stream of people making their way from the car park up the slope to the main building. My arms slip around her waist and I drop a kiss on the tip of her nose, so I don’t mess up the pretty pink lipstick she’s applied.


‘Not in the least,’ I tell her. She bites her lip, which makes me want to laugh again, because now she’ll be the one ruining her lipstick. ‘Lots of people are bringing their partners and spouses tonight. And Bryony was very clear on the invitation – the more the merrier.’


‘I know, but I just think …’


‘And you know some of the guys already. I’ve introduced you.’


‘I know, Shaun, but …’


Uncertainty flickers in her brown eyes and I feel a pang of sympathy for her. It’s not that Aisha hates parties or is uncomfortable meeting new people, but – I get it. This isn’t a few old mates from my schooldays. This is everyone. Around eighty or ninety people, plus whatever significant others show up. Admittedly, I haven’t seen the vast majority of them for ten years so they’ll be as good as strangers to me, too, but we’ll still have shared experiences and fond memories to reminisce over. I’ll still know who they are.


If I had to show up with about a hundred and fifty people that Aisha had some connection to while I knew nobody, I’d probably feel a bit of a third (or, hundred and fifty-first) wheel, too.


Then she checks the time on her phone and says, ‘I suppose even if I did get a train now, I’d be too late to catch the others anyway,’ and I remember I convinced her to sack off plans with some of her work friends to come here with me tonight. She’s not anxious – she just thinks she had a better offer for Friday-night plans.


Which I also get, in fairness. If I had the choice of a night at the pub with the guys or mingling with Aisha’s old schoolmates, I know what I’d prefer.


I give her a smile and tell her, ‘Come on, it’s going to be great. I promise. And besides, I can’t wait to show you off to everybody.’


That puts a gleam back in her eyes. Aisha sways slightly, her body brushing against mine, and then her shoulders give that little wriggle before she straightens up to her full height (which is not inconsiderable in those heels – she might even put some of the rugby lads to shame) and says, ‘Okay.’


I squeeze her waist once more before we join the current of people moving towards the school.


‘Huh,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘Oh, nothing. Just – that little building there, with the blue guttering around the roof? That used to be these rickety old demountables. The languages department was out here.’


Aisha laughs, her arm looping through mine as she relaxes a bit more. ‘The kind with asbestos, that they probably should’ve torn down even before you were in school, you mean?’


‘That’s exactly the kind.’


It’s weird to see the change. Weirder still that it feels weird. It’s been ten years – of course things wouldn’t have stayed the same here. As much as I hated trudging across to German class in the pouring rain, and how freezing it was in winter, and the musty smell that clung to the place no matter what Frau Jones did with Febreze plug-ins … I feel kind of sad, to know that it’s gone.


Which is stupid, obviously, but the nostalgia hits me so hard that I barely even pay attention to what Aisha is saying about something someone’s just posted on their Instagram Story.


Time slows down as we make our way up the stone steps and through the main reception, past the rows of lockers that lead to the cloakrooms and toilets. My head swivels towards each thing I used to know so well – like the wall where they still have a big board tallying house points. (My old house, Dickens, is currently lagging behind in last place, which seems about right – not everything around here changes, I guess.) I look off to the right, to the cloakrooms, my mind following the path to where I used to hang up my coat and bag for PE or sports clubs, and that time I snuck into the girls’ to snog Steph, and the overwhelming stench of Impulse sprays that coated the air in there. We pass a corridor on the left that I know leads straight to the maths and geography rooms, with a staircase at the end of it coming out at the back of the school to the art and DT block.


It’s like I’m sixteen again, mucking around in the hallways between classes with my mates or claiming a radiator by the window at lunchtime in winter, ready for when Steph and her friends arrived and she’d give me a kiss and thank me for saving them from frozen bottoms. I smile at the memory – I’m looking forward to seeing Steph again. Congratulating her on everything she’s achieved, and even her new man. I hope she’s doing as well as she makes out on social media; she deserves that.


A phantom school bell peals through the halls and, for a moment, the people around me are in itchy black jumpers and blue ties, hair gelled up and school bags swinging from their shoulders.


I blink, and the only sound is the pulse of pop music coming from the hall and the quiet chatter of my fellow ex-students and their partners, who are dressed in varying degrees of casual-and partywear.


I suddenly feel underdressed in my jeans. Like I should’ve worn a suit, or something. Like Mr Grantham is going to leap out from a corner with those wiry glasses perched on his bulbous red nose and scold me for not having my top button done up or my shirt tucked in per the school rules, and if he catches me looking like such a layabout again, that’ll be detention.


I shake it off when Aisha squeezes my hand.


She’s grinning at me. ‘This looks so cool! Why didn’t you say? I thought it was going to be some sad, boring old thing in a gym!’


There are strobe lights flashing inside the hall, and laughter pouring out from it. More like a party than a get-together.


I manage a smile. ‘Bryony was organising – and she never did anything by halves. She did promise us a spectacle. An event.’ I try to say it with enough of an air of grandeur to mimic the girl – woman – herself, but I don’t think Aisha will truly understand unless she meets her.


I realise that a bit of a queue has formed and, craning her neck to look, Aisha tells me that everyone seems to be getting greeted one by one on their way in, which makes me snort, because yeah, that sounds about right. Sounds very Bryony.


The queue moves forward steadily, not forming too much of a bottleneck. I’m not expecting to find Bryony herself manning the door, checking people in. Her chestnut-brown hair is dyed so dark it shines purple. She’s in a rainbow-striped sequin jumpsuit that shows off her cleavage and makes her look like she belongs in a nightclub, not a school hall. The lights bounce off her outfit, turning her into a human disco ball.


Her eyes slide to mine and I watch the question in them gutter out as recognition takes its place. She clicks her tongue and flips her long ponytail over her shoulder. ‘Ah, I know you! Shaun! You haven’t changed at all, have you?’


A laugh slips out of me and I move to hug her. Bryony squeezes me tight. ‘Speak for yourself! Hey, this looks amazing. How’d you pull it all off?’


‘Oh, you know.’ She flicks her head, ponytail swishing, and winks at me. ‘I know some people who know some people. It wasn’t so hard.’


I introduce her to Aisha, and Bryony dazzles her with that same smile that used to bag her orchestra solos and leading roles in the school plays and saved her from ever getting in trouble for being kind of bitchy – like that time she told Ryan his new haircut made him look like an army reject and called him the ‘colonel’ of the rugby team until it grew out. I imagine it’s the same smile that has her sailing through auditions now, too.


‘I’m so glad you guys could make it,’ she tells us, and for all I know about Bryony being a great actress, I can see that she’s sincere. ‘There’s a guestbook just inside, and help yourself to food and drinks.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, but Bryony catches my arm as Aisha wanders on ahead of me into the hall.


She arches an eyebrow at me. ‘Steph’s here, you know.’


‘Uh, yeah. I figured.’


She grins and lets me go. I don’t have to look to know she’s watching me like this is her new favourite soap opera; she always used to love stirring up shit and then seeing how it played out, like that whole mess with Josh and Thea.


Walking into the hall, I don’t pay attention to the lighting or the décor or even stop to laugh at the fact that she’s rolled out a literal red carpet for us – I’m just thinking, Did Steph say something about seeing me? Is she nervous? Why would she be nervous? It’s been forever.


But then, as Aisha and I collect some drinks, I see her. Blonde hair in soft, delicate waves down her back, her body rounder, cheeks fuller than they used to be, and looking drop-dead gorgeous in a strappy, bright purple dress. It flares out from her waist and teases along her mid-thigh, the fabric swishing gently as she moves, gesturing animatedly as she talks. There’s a man at her side I’ve seen on Facebook and she’s surrounded by a gaggle of girls that I recognise just from the back of their heads – as a group, they’re unforgettable, and it’s like no time has passed, seeing them all together like this.


As she’s talking, Steph’s eyes move around the room, and her gaze lights on me.


My heart stops beating, and I swear even the world stops turning. Is she going to ignore me? Run over to hug me? Do that awkward wave when you’re not sure what else to do and go back to her conversation? Make a point of touching that guy on the arm or chest as if to drive home that she’s not mine anymore?


I’m all too aware of Aisha standing beside me, and wonder if I should be sliding an arm around her waist, wonder what Steph thinks of her – of me and her, together. I want her to know how well I’ve done for myself and how happy I am and – I also do not want her to be noticing Aisha at all in this moment.


I don’t know why her reaction suddenly matters so much to me. I was okay about seeing Steph. Looking forward to it, even; we shared a lot of the same friends at school, moved in the same circles. We’d been friendly even before we were an item, and the break-up was hardly some big, vicious bust-up where we both said and did unforgivable things. It was pretty amicable, all things considered.


But seeing her across the school hall …


It brings back a lot of memories. A lot of feelings I thought were left well and truly in the past.


Until finally, she smiles at me.


It’s that smile she always used to give me. The one that felt specially reserved for me. A little bit cheeky around the edges, and entirely kissable. Blue eyes warm and open, like she has nothing to hide from me, is willing to lay every emotion that might flicker through them bare for me to see.


Like she’s so completely and utterly happy to see me.


I can’t help but grin back at her, and I know I’m done for.









Chapter Four


Hayden


‘Most Likely to Succeed’


The school feels so … plain. When did it get like that?


These halls used to hold so many memories – good and bad. This place was the epicentre of years of my life. The most ordinary things used to feel so important, like the fact that my locker was right in the middle of the bottom row and I’d practically get trampled by everyone else in between classes just trying to swap out my books, or that one seat in the library that I favoured because it had good natural lighting and the librarian couldn’t see if I was eating lunch there, and the supply cupboard down by the English rooms that I avoided for an entire year, taking the long way around to class, because I heard some of the rugby lads were shutting unsuspecting people inside it for a laugh.


I don’t know what I expected to feel, coming back here, but I do know it wasn’t this sense of … complete underwhelm.


It’s just a building. Just walls with too many layers of paint on, and scratchy carpets and creaking radiators and fluorescent strip lighting. It’s so unextraordinary that I pinch myself, wondering if my sense of detachment is because this is all a weird dream.


Nope. Real.


I rub my arm and fall into step behind a couple I don’t recognise, joining a small queue for the party. Bryony is ushering people in, greeting them like a hostess, which makes me scoff. I bet she’s loving having the limelight, despite the fact she called this whole idea ‘kitsch’.


(I did wonder if she thought it meant ‘cute’ rather than ‘tacky’, but I don’t think Bryony’s the kind of person to get that wrong. She strikes me as someone who is – who always has been – very deliberate in everything she does.)


Still, I manage a smile for her when it’s my turn to enter the party, and I see the blank look on her face before she does a double take, her whole body physically reeling backwards as she blinks up at me in shock. ‘Hayden?’


I give a stilted chuckle. ‘That’s my name, don’t wear it out. How’s it going, B?’


She just blinks at me for several seconds longer, her green eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. Finally, she gets a grip, and draws me down for a hug. Once upon a time, I probably would’ve baulked at that sort of unnecessary affection. Once upon a time, I would’ve assumed that the only reason Bryony Adams would have to hug me was to stick a kick me sign on my back – ‘You know, to be ironic!’


‘God, sorry,’ she’s saying as she draws back. ‘You’re just – you don’t look anything like I thought you would. Did you dye your hair? I swear, it used to be bright red. Like, properly Weasley, you know?’


I scrub a hand through it. It’s already a mess, so I can’t make it much worse. Her own hair is bright purple in the harsh lighting. ‘Nope. Just, uh, faded with age, I guess. Few premature greys.’


She pouts. ‘Well, now you’re just an ordinary ginger. That’s boring, isn’t it?’ She laughs, and I don’t get the joke but smile back anyway. Her gaze snags on my hands, and she pulls a face. ‘You know you’ve got pen all over you.’


I look down at the colourful felt-tip streaks over my fingers and palms as if seeing it for the first time – which I sort of am. I’m so used to getting in such a mess after a colouring session with Skye who, at four years old, enjoys turning her dear old dad into artwork as much as she does her colouring book, I hardly notice things like this anymore.


‘Er …’ is all I manage, and stuff my hands into my pockets instead. There’s a snotty tissue from Margot in there I forgot to put in the bin earlier. I panic for a moment that Bryony can sense that, too. ‘Right. Occupational hazard.’


She laughs, and does a much better job of pretending to get the joke than I just did. Then Bryony adds, mostly to herself, ‘Jesus, and you got so tall, too,’ before telling me, ‘Guest book’s just inside on the right, help yourself to food and drink.’


‘Thanks, B.’


I can’t escape the conversation quickly enough, but once inside, I’m stunned.


I had pretty high expectations that Bryony would do something outlandish since she was organising this – I almost expected some cheesy theme and to walk into a scene from a prom in a high-school romcom – but she’s really outdone herself.


The place looks fantastic. Sure, there are some of those awful plastic chairs dotted around (they’re really still using those? They must be donkey’s old by now) and the table of party food and cheap bottles of pop looks a bit sad, but she’s got a red carpet, for crying out loud. Loose balloons scatter the floor and a massive banner declaring CLASS OF 2014 hangs across the stage. There’s a balloon arch in the school colours, currently a focal point with about twenty people gathered around, rooting through a box of dress-up supplies to take photos with, and little box-lights in different colours set around the room, flashing pink and blue and green and white like a nightclub, which does a great job of distracting from the fact that, you know, it’s a party in the school hall, like a crap Year Seven disco. The playlist – currently Arctic Monkeys – and the presentation scrolling automatically up on the projector add to the atmosphere. Even I’m not immune to the sense of nostalgia this time.


For a minute, I stand in the middle of the hall and watch the slideshow play out. It’s the same one that Steph shared with us a couple of months back, but, I quickly realise, Bryony must have updated it.


I watch as eighteen-year-old me, with his violently red hair cut short and school tie only slightly askew, all the rebellion I would allow myself back then, stands in front of a robot, looking a bit awkward but also a bit excited, showing off my creation for a national competition. I remember that robot. ADA – Automatic Dynamic Android, named for Ada Lovelace. She took home second place, but I still maintain that the winning robot only won because it had voice recognition. (ADA’s morse-code operation was a selfish indulgence because I was really into World War II spy stories at the time. I was my own worst enemy.)


‘Most Likely to Succeed – Hayden Vaughn’ the slide declares, and I feel a pang in my stomach for that kid on the screen. He was busy tinkering with robots and reading up on neurological science breakthroughs or trawling Game of Thrones fan-theory forums, with no idea of what was waiting just around the corner. (And I don’t mean the turn the writing and plot took in Season 8.)


Not that I think I would’ve done anything differently. I would’ve still been a shy, geeky kid.


I’m still a shy, geeky person now, and I’m twenty-eight years old. I guess not that much changes, really.


But even as I think it, the slide cartwheels with a corny animation into a new one. It still has the same title, but the picture is replaced by one I recognise from my Instagram, and how Bryony tracked down my Instagram, I have no idea. Either she’s a master sleuth when it comes to social media, or Ashleigh, the traitor, provided it to her without asking me first.


Still, it’s a nice photo. My favourite, actually. I have it printed and framed in the kitchen at home. It’s of me crouched down with an arm around each of my girls on a snow day, Skye on one side and Margot on the other, all of us beaming at the camera and hugging close together, our cheeks pink with the cold.


Smiling, I turn away and scan the sea of not-so-familiar faces throughout the room. I know partners are welcome, but even people I went to school with suddenly seem to have changed beyond all recognition, and most of the ones I do recognise, I can’t remember their names anyway.


Steph is easy to pick out, because she still looks like the ray of sunshine she always was. It helps that she also looks exactly like she does on social media, and that she’s standing with the same group of girls she always used to hang out with at school. I almost expect to see Shaun with her, but the guy standing next to her, talking to some other men I don’t know, is definitely not Shaun. Good-looking in that conventional, cookie-cutter way, taller than Steph (though that’s not hard) and with a friendly face – but not Shaun.


No, Shaun is standing at the drinks tables, chatting to two of his best mates, Josh and Hassan. The tall, slim lady next to him is decidedly not Steph.


I don’t know why it’s hard to process seeing them both with other people, but they were always such a pair around school, it’s hard to consider them as separate entities now. Hard to consider them as true individuals ever existing outside of one another at all, really.


There must be about a hundred people here already, and it’s barely ten past seven. We must be getting old, I think, if almost everybody is here so on time for a party that started at seven. What happened to being fashionably late? Weren’t they all supposed to be pre-drinking somewhere before getting a lift in an hour after they said they’d show up?


I sort of wish I’d had a beer before coming, but settle for getting myself some of the punch. I don’t think the worst of the ‘lads’ are here just yet, so it should be safe. I joked about Ryan spiking it and I know we’re all adults now, but … I still wouldn’t put it past them.


‘Hey, Hayden! I thought that was you!’


I finish pouring myself a glass and hold it out to one side as I return Shaun’s one-armed embrace. He pats my back roughly, grinning when he pulls away.


‘How’s it going, mate? It’s been forever! You remember Josh and Hassan, right? And this is my girlfriend – fiancée, sorry – Aisha.’ He gives a cheeky wink that’s classic Shaun Michaels, and says, ‘Still getting used to saying that.’


Aisha blushes, and I give her a friendly smile before shaking the boys’ hands. The guys’ – the men’s. A processing error flashes up in my brain, not quite computing that we’re no longer teenagers.


‘Didn’t recognise you for a minute there,’ Hassan tells me, peering up at me in that same way Bryony did. Like his brain is struggling to reconcile these two images of me, too. ‘Were you always this tall?’


Josh grins and digs an elbow in Hassan’s ribs. ‘Nah, but you were always this short.’


He’s laughing as Hassan shoves him off, then Josh hooks an arm around his neck in a playful headlock, mussing his hair before Hassan wriggles free.


Yep. Some things just don’t change.


Shaun catches my eye, like he knows exactly what I’m thinking, and I relax a bit. I always liked Shaun. Everybody did. He and Steph were some of the most likeable people ever; the kind that you wanted to hate just for being so damn perfect, but they were so nice, you were incapable of doing anything but enjoying their company. I never heard anybody badmouth them, not once – not even Bryony.


‘Did you bring anybody with you?’ he asks, glancing around like someone might pop out from behind me.


‘Nah. Just me. The girls are with their mum tonight.’


‘Oh, man, that’s right! I straight up forgot you had kids.’ Josh claps me on the shoulder, brow furrowed. ‘Was real sorry to hear what happened, mate. It must’ve been rough.’


The only semblance of answer I can form is, ‘Uh.’


Hassan is busy explaining to Aisha, ‘Hayden was going to be it, you know? The next Steve Jobs. Honestly, when I heard about that guy who created Wordle, you remember that? When I first opened that article, I thought, hand on heart, that was gonna be Hayden. He was a total genius. Gutting, though – he had to drop out of uni after he got some girl pregnant.’


‘I didn’t have to,’ I say, bristling at how tawdry he makes it sound.


Aisha looks at me with a softer smile, head cocked slightly to one side. It’s curious, and there’s not the same sort of pity in it as in the guys’ faces. ‘You’ve got daughters, then?’


‘Um.’ I clear my throat. ‘Yeah. Margot – she’s nine, now. And Skye, she’s four.’


‘I didn’t realise you had two,’ Hassan says, aghast.


Josh gives a melodramatic shudder. ‘And both girls.’


Shaun rolls his eyes, but says to me, ‘Are you still with Margot’s mum, then? I didn’t know that.’


‘Oh, um, no. No, we just … Uh, she—’


‘Have you got any pictures of the girls, Hayden?’ Aisha asks. She must be able to sense I’m out of my depth and I breathe a sigh of relief as I get my phone out, showing her the background. The girls are squished into a toy car that Margot’s definitely too big for, so they’re both half spilling out of it, the photo capturing them both mid-laugh – and moments before Skye fell on her bum and started crying, and then Margot had a tantrum.


‘Oh, my gosh, they’re precious! They look like you.’


‘Poor them,’ I joke, and everybody laughs now. As Aisha takes control of the conversation, asking me polite and non-invasive questions and teasing Shaun about how they’re hoping to start trying soon, after the wedding is out of the way next year, I feel some of the tension ease out of my shoulders.


By the time I move on to chat to another group, and receive another round of sympathy and one audible ‘Ouch!’ for the fact that I became a dad instead of a graduate, I’m starting to wish the punch was spiked. When they exchange uncertain looks over the fact that I work from home part time as a software developer so I can look after the kids, because the girls’ mum is a nurse, and someone tells me they’re sorry about it, I’m starting to wish that I spiked it.


‘You were meant to be the next big thing,’ someone tells me.


‘I thought you said you were going to invent the next Facebook,’ Chris from my GCSE French class says.


‘You were always so bright. You could’ve been buying up Twitter and building rockets, if you’d wanted.’


‘I always thought you were gonna, like, win a Nobel Prize or something.’


‘I swear I still think I’m going to see you on one of those ‘thirty under thirty’ lists – LOL!’


‘You used to win all those awards and stuff, didn’t you?’ a girl called Elise says, face twisted in a sad frown. I think she was in my English class at some point. She used to wear non-regulation hoop earrings and blue eyeliner. ‘That must be so hard, Hayden.’


‘I don’t know,’ I say, feeling everyone’s eyes on me, and not quite sure when so many people clustered around to hear about the ‘sorry’ state of my life and express their sympathies for the death of my would-be success. ‘The girls got me a mug for Father’s Day last weekend, and apparently I’m the World’s Best Dad.’


They erupt into laughter, and hands clap my back affably and affectionately. I muster up a smile, and wonder if it’s too early to call it a night.









Chapter Five


Ashleigh


‘Most Likely to Kill Each Other’


I’m not hiding out in the school toilets.


I’m not, obviously, because I’m not fifteen years old.


I’m just … taking my time. Checking my hair, making sure my lipstick hasn’t smudged from the liquid courage I downed in the taxi on the way here.


Yeah, that’s all.


I lean into the mirror above the sinks in the girls’ toilets; it has that dark, dappled look around the edges and I’m sure it’s some original fixture from the seventies nobody has ever bothered to update, like the sinks and cubicles. My lipstick, at least, is flawless, and I don’t let myself second-guess the deep red shade, dark and stark against my pale, freckled skin. I try not to fidget with my hair either – the wispy fringe, and loose tendrils that frame my face where they weren’t quite caught in my bun. It’s held in place by about a dozen hairpins and sheer dumb luck, so I dare not disturb it.


Trying to occupy my hands, I smooth them over my flared trousers, pull my skintight top with its puffy, off-the shoulder sleeves back into place. Considering it’s my go-to outfit for a night out because it makes me feel so confident, all I can see now is how big my thighs look and how silly that tiny strip of stomach on show looks and how ridiculous the sleeves are, making me look wide and bulky instead of sexy and feminine.


I haven’t even said hello to anybody yet, and I’m already sweating like I have to get changed for PE and am paranoid that everyone will notice I forgot to shave my legs.


Spoiler alert: nobody ever noticed.


Okay. I can do this. This is fine. It’s just a party. I like parties now.


And I liked school, too, for the most part. I liked plenty of the people, and I’m still friendly with some of them. I was looking forward to tonight.


If only because there are plenty of people whose faces I’d like to rub my life in, and put them in their place. I’d really love it if some of them aren’t doing so great, too – maybe their partner left them or they were fired or, even better, they’re stuck in a job they hate with their dreams all turned to ash, while I’m out here doing so well for myself. What a shame that would be.


I grip the cold porcelain sink tightly, teeth clenched.


This is ridiculous.


But this reaction, however much it’s taken me by surprise, isn’t wholly unexpected. I’m returning to the place I spent my formative years of pre-adulthood to face a lot of people who tried their best to make my life miserable. The worst part of hiding out in the toilets and wanting to run home is that I was usually so much better than that, at school. It was a reaction I learnt to temper and control, so the comments about being a square and a try-hard and (my favourite, the most bizarre and inexplicable of all) a slut, would roll off my back. I stopped batting an eye when people snickered at me in the hallways. I trained myself to stop caring.


So why do I care now?


Why do I want them to like me?


I don’t. I don’t care about that. I don’t need to be the belle of the ball and centre of attention. I’m not vying for prom queen. I just …


Is it really so bad, that I want to prove to those kids who did look down on me, that I’m someone worth looking up to, now? It doesn’t make me a bad person to want that sort of vindication, does it? Just – human.


My phone buzzes somewhere inside my bag and I know it’s probably Hayden, following up on the SOS text he sent a few minutes ago. I promised I was almost here; he’ll be wondering where I’ve got to.


With a deep breath, I snatch up my bag, roll my shoulders back, and tell my reflection to get it together.


Bryony squeals when she sees me, even doing an excited little dance. ‘Bitch, look at you! You came to play! Um, hello!’


Equal parts embarrassed and gratified, I strike a little pose and give her a spin before walking the rest of the way to give her a quick hug. Bryony was always a hugger, so I imagine that’s why she’s stood at the door accosting people on their way in. That, and the glory of playing hostess tonight.


I’ve barely spoken to Bryony in ten years beyond a few civil exchanges on social media, but between her ‘bitch’ greeting and the warmth of her embrace, it feels like no time at all has passed – and like we’re closer friends than we actually were at school. Not that we ever were friends at school – merely classmates, peers. Maybe, I think, we’d actually have a good relationship these days, if we met now.
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