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  chapter one




  Nihil sed optimus.




  It’s Latin for ‘nothing but the best’. OK, so quoting a dead language might not seem like a cool way to begin, but it’s our school motto and I thought you should know

  that right from the start.




  Anyway, the truth is you can’t get through the ancient oak doors of St Jude’s Academy unless you have a brain the size of a planet and your parents appear five years running in the

  Sunday Times Rich List.




  Nihil sed optimus, like I said.




  My brain’s a pea compared with my gifted, hyper-intelligent, living-in-a-bubble fellow students. Oh, and I don’t have rich parents either, so I have no clue why they ever let me in.

  The only thing that’s special about me is that I have perfect recall: a photographic memory. It’s useful for passing exams, but it’s not always a blessing – sometimes I have

  no control over what I remember and the things I’d rather forget – my memory catapults back to a time or a place and it’s like living it all over again. And when you see something

  so awful you want to bury it deep in your mind and never think about it ever again a memory like mine is a cruel thing to have.




  Here’s the thing about this school – you can wear the uniform, you can board in a Jacobean mansion in rolling Cotswold countryside with all the protection and privilege in the world,

  but you can still end up on a mortuary slab four weeks before Christmas, hours after they’ve dragged your body from the lake.




  The body I’m talking about belonged to Lily Earle. She was my roommate and the very first student I met here at St Jude’s. She was happy on that first day of term, and that’s

  how I most like to remember her.




  ‘Hey, I’m Lily,’ she called across the quad as I lifted suitcases out of the boot of Aunt Olivia’s car. ‘You must be the new girl, Alyssa.’




  I nodded and blushed. This girl is mega confident. She’s a breath of fresh air, no hang-ups to drag her down.




  Boy was I wrong.




  I mean Lily dazzled right from the get-go. Her smile was big and broad, her voice low with a husky edge. On that first day her tousled rock-chick hair and black eyeliner set her aside from the

  uniformed crowd, not to mention the breathtakingly short skirt and the legs that went on forever. I remember every detail.




  ‘You want to meet some of the gang?’ she offered. I had no chance to refuse because Lily was as irrepressible as a can of shaken-up Coke – open, hiss and stand back.

  ‘Luke, come over here. Luke Pearson – Alyssa . . . ? Sorry, I forgot your last name.’




  ‘Stephens.’




  ‘Alyssa Stephens. Luke’s a maths genius – yuck! And would you believe – his dad drove Formula One racing cars.’




  I said hi to a kid who made it clear he couldn’t have cared less about meeting little newbie me.




  ‘Gotta go,’ he muttered, hitching his bag further on to his shoulder and staring off into the middle distance.




  Lily laughed at him. ‘Gotta go where? Paige isn’t here yet.’




  ‘Who says I’m looking for Paige?’




  ‘Yeah, but you are,’ Lily insisted before she dragged me off to meet Zara and Harry.




  ‘Don’t let the long blonde locks fool you,’ was all Lily said about Zara Maxwell Stirling, who did at least manage a smile when introduced. ‘She understands quantum

  physics.’




  ‘Hey,’ Zara said with a backwards swish of the shampoo-ad hair and a half-interested glance in my direction.




  ‘Whereas with Harry what you see is pretty much what you get,’ Lily explained.




  What I saw was a tall, thickset, muscular guy who could have stepped straight off the rugby field. His hair was short and blond, and he’d probably had his nose flattened in pursuit of an

  odd-shaped oval ball. I expected him to grunt a greeting and wasn’t disappointed.




  ‘You’re new,’ he said. Not a question but a blindingly obvious statement.




  ‘Thanks, Captain Obvious!’ Lily grinned, then dragged me on across the quad, pointing out other students and teachers: ‘Jack Hooper – we call him Hooper. He’s kind

  of shy. That’s Guy Simons – head of sport, yuck!’




  ‘Sport’s not your thing?’ I ventured.




  ‘There’s only one kind of physical activity that I enjoy!’ she answered with innuendo so heavy that it made me laugh out loud.




  ‘Exactly!’ she giggled. ‘So tell me, Alyssa – have you ever been in lurve?’




  ‘Whoa!’ What could I say to this sudden change of gear except a flat ‘no’?




  ‘It’s amazing – just you wait!’ she sighed.




  From which I gathered she was happy. She had someone she loved and who loved her – lucky girl.




  I’d been at St Jude’s for less than a term when, through our first-storey, stone-mullioned window, Paige and I watched them pull Lily Earle’s corpse from the

  freezing water. Even from a distance of two hundred metres I recognized Lily’s long dark hair and the black leather jacket she’d been wearing when we said goodbye.




  ‘Are you sure it’s her?’ Paige had asked, wanting it not to be true.




  ‘It’s her.’




  Like I said, I have to force my mind back to the last time I saw Lily alive in late November– it never goes there willingly. But I make myself because maybe I’ll

  remember something else that will give me a clue. I’m looking for something that happened during those lost four days between her scramble to pack her bag before she dashed from the dorm and

  the day they found her body.




  ‘So why the big rush – did your family business go belly-up?’ Paige asked. We quizzed Lily while she frantically stuffed clothes into an overnight bag. Lily did everything

  at breakneck speed – talking, packing, texting her brother to say she was on her way. That’s how she was, multitasking, hurtling through life until she hit the final obstacle.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Does your dad want to make you the youngest ever MD of the digital media section of his multinational news corporation?’ I asked.




  ‘Give me a break, Alyssa,’ Lily said, stuffing frayed jeans and her favourite silver sequinned top into an overnight bag.




  ‘Sorry, but we’re only trying to find out why you’re freaking out.’




  No reply.




  End of flashback.




  So it’s not that I didn’t care that Lily was leaving St Jude’s before the end of term and I didn’t know where she was going or for how long. But I pictured her on a train

  heading for Paddington station, not tangled in pond weed and gasping her last breath within sight of my bedroom window.




  I mean, how do you not feel sick when you think of that? How do you not have nightmares?




  After Lily left that day, Paige and I immediately felt the quietness of our room without her and her rock-chick music constantly blasting out. The painting she’d been

  working on was propped on its easel, stinking the place out with the smell of turpentine and oils. It was her usual riot of reds, yellows and oranges, a happy abstract mess. Tubes of paint without

  their tops lay squidged out of shape on her desk; her brushes stood in a jar.




  Weird – Lily left a trail of destruction wherever she went (paint-smeared jeans strewn over the bed, knickers and bras under it, phone charger always flung into some dark corner and lost),

  but boy did she take good care of those sable brushes.




  Paige stinks in a different way – of horses and horse manure, hoof oil and liniment. But people don’t notice their own smells, I guess.




  I go the other way – I spray and spritz every personal surface, nook and cranny, maybe to an OCD extent. I just don’t want to walk into a room and see Harry or Zara or Jack’s

  nose start to scrunch. If I’m honest, especially not Jack’s.




  You’re going to think I’m totally heartless for thinking about a boy at a time like this, but my stupid memory is kind of inappropriate sometimes. So let’s pause the action

  again, press Rewind back to Day 1 then zoom in on Jack Cavendish and my first sight of him.




  I guess it’s the eyes – clear honey brown, heavy lidded with dark, straight brows. Or maybe the bod – six foot three with tennis players’ biceps, triceps, six pack and

  thighs. And you know those sporty little muscles just above the knee? Every time I see Jack in shorts and tennis shoes I can’t take my eyes off them. I’m weird that way, but only with

  Jack – I should make that clear.




  And need I say he’s also exceptionally intelligent, even for St Jude’s? He does things with numbers that a maths PhD student can’t do, and this is according to our Oxford

  graduate head of department, who’s taken on hundreds of gifted students and seen them through their baccalaureate. She says that even she is amazed by Jack’s genius.




  You’d have to hate him if he wasn’t also laid back, gregarious and above all funny. Killer combination.




  And the second Lily had stopped dragging me around and introducing me to the St Jude’s gang I noticed him. There in the main quadrangle where families were still dropping off their sons

  and daughters, and porters were carrying luggage through narrow arched doorways, up stone staircases along low corridors to students’ living quarters, I saw this vision step out of his

  dad’s red Maserati Gran Cabrio. See – every detail is imprinted in my brain.




  There was a glow about Jack as he stood in a shaft of sunlight, shaking his father’s hand and walking away. He moved slowly and gracefully into the shadow cast by the dorm’s

  weathered stone walls, creating the effect of him walking on water.




  ‘Alyssa?’ a voice said, and it took me a while to realize it was my Aunt Olivia trying to catch my attention. ‘I have to leave now if I want to make my meeting in

  London.’




  ‘Cool,’ I said.




  ‘You’re sure you can manage to find your room without my help? According to the details the school sent us, it’s room twenty-seven.’




  I’d managed trickier situations, starting at a very young age, so I nodded.




  ‘Then I’ll say goodbye.’ Aunt Olivia, bless her undemonstrative heart, was ready to deposit me in the quad like a parcel neatly tied up and delivered. I had my matching M&S

  cases at my feet, my whole future ahead of me. Her task was complete.




  Quick job description. Aunt Olivia is my closest living relative since my parents died in a plane crash when I was three years old. She’s my mother’s older sister, childless and

  career focused, named in the will as my guardian in the event of Mum and Dad’s early death – you have to wonder if maybe a spooky premonition came into play here.




  To tell you the truth, there wasn’t much family money and, anyway, it’s held in trust until I reach twenty-one.




  My aunt obviously loved my mother, but she doesn’t love me. Couldn’t, actually, and this is because I remind her too much of the sister she’s lost – the same long,

  flame-red hair and pale skin, the green eyes.




  I know this mostly from family photos, since even my miraculous power of recall doesn’t go back into babyhood and to actual, living memories of my flame-haired mother. No, what I do

  remember is the endless procession of nannies (Helens and Joannes and Brigittes) employed to allow my aunt to pursue her career. I lived in a big house without siblings, where there were birthday

  visits to the ballet, and Christmases minus any attempt to con me into believing that Santa Claus did exist. Which is how come I grew up the way I did – feeling like the odd one out, a

  serious, literal-minded kid with not much in her life to laugh about.




  Aunt Olivia, to give her credit, was the one who’d done her research and found out I could sit a scholarship exam for St Jude’s. ‘It turns out you’re an exceptional

  pupil,’ she’d said in a who’d-have-thought-it way, at the same time digesting my clutch of ten A*s at GCSE. ‘So we need to find you a sixth-form college where you

  won’t stick out like a sore thumb.’




  That’s me – all my life, a sore thumb. Thanks, Aunty Ol.




  ‘Bye,’ I said on the day she deposited me in the quad. No backward glances, no kisses, no regrets on either side.




  I was still thinking about Jack Cavendish and the way he seemed to glow.




  ‘Alyssa?’ A girl with fair, wavy hair broke my bubble. She rushed up behind me on the narrow stone staircase leading to Room 27, grabbed one of my suitcases and bumped it

  unceremoniously up the steps. ‘I’m Paige Kelly. We’re roommates.’




  Roommate number one – Lily Earle – hyper, artistic and in love. Roommate number two – Paige Kelly – horse-mad and easily surpassing me in the sarcasm stakes, as

  you’ll see.




  Fast forward through one week of being the shy newbie, getting used to my ‘exceptionally gifted’ fellow students, when Jack Cavendish ran up in full tennis gear and

  talked to me. Miracle.




  ‘You’re Alyssa Stephens – right?’




  I nodded, glanced down and caught sight of those little knee muscles that I mentioned earlier. Quads. Quadriceps femoris – ‘four-headed muscle forming a large, fleshy mass

  which covers the front and sides of the femur’. I looked it up on Wikipedia.




  ‘You’re rooming with Paige and Lily?’




  Another nod and a tragic sense that my pale cheeks had turned the colour of boiled lobster and my tongue was suddenly three times too big for my mouth. Open it to speak and the uncontrollable

  organ would slobber out over my bottom lip like some ancient, panting bulldog.




  ‘Can you give Paige a message from Luke?’ Jack asked, then took one look at my broiled cheeks and crazed attempt to keep on breathing, and quickly changed his mind. ‘Hey, on

  second thoughts I’ll pass it on myself. Any idea where she is?’




  ‘Stables,’ I mumbled, only it came out ‘stubbullz’ or ‘stblz’ with a kind of horsey cough hanging off the end. I mean, I totally mangled the vowels and came

  out with a sound that didn’t in any way resemble human speech.




  Jack frowned – a tiny crease appeared between those beautiful eyebrows. ‘Oh yeah, Paige is inseparable from that horse. I should’ve known where to look.’




  Idiot. You’d never think that my great-aunt, Lady Caroline Stephens, was a code breaker at Bletchley Park (she had the photographic memory thing going on too). With her attention to

  detail, she’d proved herself to be one of the best female brains of the Second World War. Or that my great-great-grandmother wrote seminal feminist pamphlets and went to prison with the

  Pankhursts. I come from a long line of super-intelligent women, for Christ’s sakes.




  ‘But anyway,’ Jack continued, ‘there’s something else I want to ask you.’




  ‘Fire away,’ I mumbled. From coughing horse to a fair imitation of Her Majesty the Queen in a nano second. Fire away, yah. Shoot me right between the eyes like a sick horse; put

  me out of my misery and make it quick.




  Jack grinned. (Whoa, that grin!) ‘It’s nothing bad. At least, I hope not.’




  ‘Oh.’ Gulp. How much worse could I be handling this, my first conversation with Jack Cavendish? I say ‘conversation’, but you have to have two participants to hold one of

  those, and so far my contribution was nil.




  ‘You can say no if you like. I promise not to fall apart.’




  ‘No to what?’ God, my blushes had spread through my entire body, and I was leaking from every pore.




  ‘A kid from the local comp is holding a party in the village this Saturday.’




  ‘He is?’




  ‘We’d need special passes.’




  ‘We would?’




  ‘Yeah, Cinders. Otherwise we’d have to be back before the clock strikes twelve.’




  ‘What are you saying?’ The ‘we’ was confusing me, plus the chimes of midnight reference. I clearly wasn’t following Jack’s train of thought.




  Significant pause on his part, then, ‘Come to the party with me?’




  My mouth fell open. Literally. Major slobbery-dog moment. ‘With you?’ I echoed.




  ‘Why not? No, listen, forget it. Harry Embsay probably already asked you and you said yes.’ Jack was hanging his head, turning away, jogging across the quad towards the archway that

  led to the stable block.




  ‘He didn’t, I didn’t!’ I called after him. I took a deep breath, swallowed hard, ran a few steps to catch up. ‘And yes, I’ll come. I’d like to.

  That’s so cool. Thanks for asking me. Wow!’




  ‘Jack?’ Lily did the jaw-drop thing, just like me. ‘Jack Cavendish asked you to Tom’s party?’




  ‘He did.’




  ‘You’re sure it wasn’t Jack Hooper?’




  ‘I’m sure.’




  ‘Jack Hooper’s the one with googly eyes and the big Adam’s apple. He’s a nice guy, but Jack Cavendish is sex on legs.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Wow!’ Lily seemed impressed. She sat cross-legged on her bed with her hair twisted up and piled on top of her head, surrounded by debris – empty paint tubes, sweet wrappers,

  broken Kindle. ‘Until Luke came along, Paige fancied Jack Cavendish forever – all through Years Nine to Eleven when we were in main school. In fact, she admits to creepily stalking him,

  don’t you, Paige?’




  ‘I wasn’t the only one.’ Busy polishing something to do with Mistral, her equine Olympic hopeful, Paige sat at the window with her back stubbornly turned.




  ‘Honest to God, she did,’ Lily insisted. ‘Any time Paige wasn’t jumping cross-country fences or doing dressage, whatever the hell that is, she was sneaking down the

  boys’ corridor and listening at Jack’s door or watching him out on the tennis courts with her binoculars trained on his butt . . .’




  ‘Bollocks,’ Paige muttered through clenched teeth.




  ‘Oh, sorry – not his butt but his bollocks,’ Lily laughed. ‘Alyssa, believe me – if you steal Jack from her, she’ll never speak to you again.’




  ‘Look who’s talking,’ Paige remarked without elaborating.




  At this stage – seven days into my first term at St Jude’s – Paige didn’t speak to me much anyway, not once she’d realized that I didn’t know a horse’s

  fetlock from its withers. She’d made it crystal clear that non-horsey people were low life, ranked alongside plankton.




  ‘I didn’t know I was stealing him from anyone,’ I pointed out.




  ‘You’re not,’ Paige cut in, expertly applying the metal polish. ‘Not from me, at least. Actually I’m going to Tom’s party with Luke. You know – Luke

  Pearson, son of the Formula One racing supremo and big-time property developer.’ More polish and a whole lot of rubbing. Then she attached pieces of bit to bridle, fastened buckles and slung

  the whole thing over her shoulder. ‘Who are you going to the party with, Lily?’ she asked pointedly as she strode out of the room.




  Lily reacted as if she’d been slapped in the face.




  ‘You OK?’ I checked. I think now of how vulnerable she was – up one minute and down, down, down the next – the type of car-crash personality you quickly learn to look out

  for. I remember the startled hurt in her eyes and how I wanted to smooth it away and make everything all right.




  She nodded then pasted on a fake smile.




  ‘So you’ll be going to the party with your special guy – the one you mentioned the first time we talked?’




  Lily shook her head. ‘No. Actually, Paige was referring to the fact that my beloved boyfriend just dumped me,’ she confessed quietly. ‘Anyway, I guess I deserve whatever she

  throws my way.’ Then she was up off the bed and playing loud music, preparing her brushes, squeezing paint, mixing colours while I found Jack C on Facebook.




  ‘What exactly are you looking for?’ Lily asked, leaving her canvas to glance over my shoulder and managing to dribble red acrylic on to my white top. ‘Do you want to know how

  many girls he’s slept with? Whether his current status is single, and, if so, how the hell that happened, even for a nanosecond?’




  ‘Why he even asked me to the party in the first place,’ I added, rubbing at the paint with my fingertips and making even more of a mess, plus revealing to Lily the fact that in the

  sphere of boys and relationships my self-confidence is zero.




  Her jaw dropped again and more paint dribbled. ‘You’re not serious?’




  ‘Yes, I’m serious.’




  With her free hand, Lily marched me to a mirror and made me stare into it. ‘That’s why,’ she told me with her wide, beautiful grin.




  





  chapter two




  Jack got two late passes from the bursar’s office and we went to Tom’s party in Chartsey Bottom. I kid you not and don’t laugh because it’s childish and

  not cool – this is the name of an actual village.




  You can’t quite see the Bottoms, as locals call it, from St Jude’s – there are acres of lawn, the lake and an ancient oak forest in the way. Then a small, fast-running river

  with an old water mill perched on its bank, a few farmers’ fields and finally you come to a row of limestone cottages forming one main street with a tea shop called the Squinting Cat (I

  don’t know, don’t ask), a specialist greengrocer’s selling organic veg, a florist’s, the Church of St Michael’s and All Angels, and the Bridge Inn. Behind the village

  is a gentle swell of green hills, then more woodland, then Upper Chartsey, even smaller than the Bottoms.




  It’s all chocolate-boxy beautiful and you have to be brain dead to want to live there. This is how Tom explained it to me when I first met him at his party the following Saturday.




  Tom, by the way, is tall and bony with corn-stubbly fair hair.




  ‘So how come you know Jack and the other St Jude’s students?’




  ‘We play them at five-a-side soccer,’ he told me.




  ‘And how come you ended up living here?’ I asked, one eye on Jack who was talking to a boy who’d barged in between us and hauled Jack off into a corner to discuss something

  important.




  ‘Ask my parents,’ Tom grumbled. ‘Except you can’t because they’re in Islington visiting my grandparents, which is where we used to live until Mum made us move out

  and buy this house in la-la land.’




  ‘I take it you don’t like it?’ I stated the obvious to keep Tom talking so that I could leave spare brain capacity to try and guess what was so urgent between Jack and

  barge-boy.




  ‘What’s to like? You see one field, you’ve seen them all. The same goes for cows and sheep – four legs and rancid smell, end of.’




  ‘I guess.’ There was a small pause then curiosity won out. I said, ‘Who’s that talking to Jack?’




  ‘What? Oh, that’s Jayden. He goes to my school. He and his mates crashed the party.’




  I had to admit that Jayden did look like a gate-crasher, even though I hate to stereotype. He had a lean, prowling look, hunched forward and peering out from under his projecting brow with grey

  eyes that darted everywhere and didn’t rest on the person he was talking to. Feral is the word that comes to mind, like a tomcat or a big, bruising male fox.




  ‘Will you throw them out?’ I asked Tom, who seemed not to care that every lowlife kid in the Bottoms might now follow Jayden’s lead. I did a quick head count, picking out Paige

  and Luke, Harry, Zara, Lily and Jack among the dozen or so invitees from St Jude’s.




  Out of uniform, the girls looked stunning – Paige not the least bit horsey in sky-high heels and a red dress with peplum waist, Zara the Hollywood babe in slinky, side-boob-flashing

  halter-neck and Lily doing her tousled rock-chick thing. But there were about the same number of guests who I didn’t recognize and didn’t feel so comfortable with – Tom’s

  friends from Ainslee Comp, ten miles down the main road towards Gloucester.




  This is a lot of people and place names to throw into the mix all at once. I felt that myself at the time – kind of overwhelmed by new faces and, feebly, ashamedly wishing that Jack would

  break away from wild-boy Jayden and come back to me.




  Great-great-aunt Caroline the code-breaker and my great-great-grandmother the suffragette must have been spinning in their graves.




  ‘So why do you call this la-la land?’ I asked, wrenching my attention away from Jack and Jayden.




  But Lily broke up our conversation before Tom had time to answer.




  ‘There you are!’ she cried, sliding an arm round his waist and standing on tiptoe for a full-on lip kiss. Her eyes were staring, her pupils dilated. ‘It’s ages since I

  saw you – at least ten whole minutes. Tell me you missed me.’




  Tom looked embarrassed. Lily surged on, swishing her hair back from her face and swamping him with another octopus embrace.




  ‘Cool party,’ she sighed, batting her eyelashes before kissing him again. ‘You play the best music. C’mon, let’s dance.’




  He wrestled himself free and kind of thrust Lily into my arms. ‘Don’t give her any more of anything,’ he warned. ‘I don’t know what she’s had, but she

  definitely can’t take any more of whatever it is.’




  Out came Lily’s bottom lip. ‘Awww!’




  ‘I mean it,’ Tom insisted, walking off.




  ‘He’s right,’ I tried to tell her. Her off-the-shoulder sequinned top was sliding dangerously low down her left boob, threatening a serious wardrobe malfunction, and her long

  hair hung lank over one mascara-smudged eye.




  ‘Party pooper,’ she muttered, hitching the top straight and falling off balance at the same time. Giggling, she clutched at me for support. ‘Hey, Jayden!’ she cried,

  spying Tom’s gate-crasher. She tottered across to join him and Jack, except that Paige and Luke got in her way just as her thin legs did that wobbly-spaghetti thing and she finally collapsed

  in a heap in the middle of the dance floor.




  Next thing I knew, Luke had pulled her on to her feet, Paige was dragging her to the downstairs cloakroom and Jack was at my side.




  ‘Does Lily do this a lot?’ I wanted to know. I hadn’t drunk enough myself to just shrug it off and carry on partying with the best-looking guy in the room.




  ‘Lily has a few issues,’ was all Jack would say. He seemed to be on guard after his conversation with Jayden and only relaxed after he saw him leaving through the French windows of

  the grand eighteenth-century house. Exit gatecrasher with two of his Uppers’ mates.




  ‘Glad you came?’ Jack asked me when the drama was over.




  I nodded, scared that if I attempted actual sounds I would re-create the slobbery-dog effect.




  Boldly he put his arm round my waist and sidled me up against the wall. ‘Glad you came with me?’




  Willingly cornered, I told him yes – a whole, recognizable word.




  ‘Me too. This is cool.’




  Loud music, dim lights, a crush of people and the warmth of Jack’s hunky body next to mine – this definitely qualified as cool. Concentrating on the hunky bod, I smiled at him then

  sighed.




  ‘Do you like this track?’ Jack asked when a new album started.




  The lights were low, the music slow and smooth. I nodded.




  It was a girl singer belting out a number about being in love for the first time. The song was her Number 1 hit – ‘You’re the One for Me’ – about the precise moment

  when you know in your heart that your life has changed forever. Sober, I pour scorn on stuff like this. After two glasses of Sauvignon and staring into Jack’s beautiful golden-brown eyes, it

  was a different story.




  ‘Dance?’ he asked.




  ‘Love is a window that opens up your heart,’ she sang. ‘I hear you tell me that we’ll never part.’




  ‘Typical Lily.’ Paige shrugged when I tried to quiz her about our roommate’s alcohol-assisted meltdown. I’d finished slow dancing with Jack, and Paige

  and I had joined the queue for Tom’s upstairs bathroom.




  ‘It wasn’t anything we said or did?’ I needed to be sure I hadn’t offended my hyper-sensitive roommate – easy to do by accident with someone whose skin is

  paper-thin.




  ‘What? Oh no. I love Lily to bits but she’s hard work sometimes.’ Paige informed me that Harry was at that very minute making sure that Lily got back home to St Jude’s in

  one piece. ‘Talking of Jack . . .’




  ‘Were we?’




  ‘Yeah. Well, we are now. Have you two – you know?’ Nudge, nudge.




  Paige’s question shocked romantic little me. In fact, it straight away made me think of bloodlines and thoroughbred stallions. ‘Hey, slow down, this is our first date,

  remember.’




  ‘So? We’re talking about a six-bedroomed house here.’




  I made a face as if I’d tasted something nasty. I didn’t want to discuss my oh-so-limited sexual experience – not there, not then, not any time.




  Paige came over all innocent. ‘What? You’re telling me you wouldn’t if he asked you?’




  Luckily the bathroom door opened and Luke emerged, cool as a cucumber. Cool as in looks – tall, lean, designer-label boy – and cool as in manner. He told Paige in an offhand way that

  he, Jack Hooper and Zara were moving on from Tom’s party to another in Upper Chartsey.




  ‘Can I come?’




  ‘It depends. We’re leaving right now.’




  ‘I’m ready.’ Abandoning her place in the queue, she winked at me again and wished me luck, the way she did when she was speaking to a fellow three-day eventer – hearty

  and insincere at the same time. The last I saw of her as I glanced from the landing down to the hallway below, she was draped around Luke as he, Zara and the other Jack exited through the front

  door.




  My Jack – I call him that just to keep things clear – was waiting for me downstairs in the room with the French windows. He could see I wasn’t totally into Tom’s party

  and all the new faces, writhing bodies and drunkenness happening around me.




  ‘You want to leave?’ he suggested.




  Which is how I found myself walking through an oak forest at 12.30 a.m. with the hottest boy on the planet.




  ‘What’s that?’ I squeaked when something whoo-whooed above our heads.




  ‘Owl. Watch where you put your feet.’ Jack pointed to a big root jutting out across our path, then he took my hand to help me jump across a tiny stream.




  ‘Where are the street lamps?’ I quipped. Give me pavements and green-man crossings any day of the week. Except tonight I found I was enjoying the mulchy silence as Jack and I walked

  hand in hand.




  I smiled to myself. Aunt Olivia had sent me to St Jude’s to learn literature and languages, history and biology, little thinking that learning in more fascinating, non-academic areas might

  also occur.




  ‘Why the smile?’ he asked.




  ‘Oh, nothing.’




  He slowed down until we almost came to a halt, leaned against me and whispered, ‘Yeah – something.’




  ‘Nothing. I’m just happy, that’s all.’




  ‘Then I’ll tell you something,’ he said, under the gnarled branches with glimpses of moonlight overhead. ‘You were easily the most beautiful girl at the

  party.’




  ‘No way,’ I contradicted, just that tad too fast. It’s my usual saddo way of batting back compliments and I think it stopped him from doing what he’d been about to do,

  which was to kiss me.




  ‘For sure,’ he insisted. ‘Harry and Tom thought so too because they told me so. You weren’t comfortable, though, and I’m wondering why not.’




  ‘I guess I was worried about Lily.’




  ‘She was hyper,’ he agreed. ‘Totally into showing us she didn’t care that Jayden dumped her.’




  ‘Jayden?’ This was the first I’d heard about Lily and the foxy, feral gate-crasher, obviously.




  ‘Just after term started. She told everybody he did it by text. Major drama. You two room together so I’m surprised you didn’t know about it.’




  ‘She mentioned her boyfriend ditched her, but she didn’t say who it was. Anyway, the text thing – not nice!’ Maybe the rejection explained why Lily’s moods

  typically plunged far down to a place where nobody could seem to reach her. ‘Is that what you two were talking about, back at the party?’




  Jack shrugged as we emerged from the forest and caught our first view of St Jude’s. ‘And other stuff.’ Feeling in his back pocket, he faked surprise.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.




  ‘The late passes – I lost them.’




  ‘You didn’t!’




  ‘I did. No, I didn’t.’ He was laughing, shaking his head, enjoying the look on my face. ‘Actually, I never had them.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really. I would have got a straight no from D’Arblay.’




  ‘The bursar? Why would he do that?’




  ‘I was grounded at the end of last term. D’Arblay’s an elephant – he never forgets.’




  A bit like me, then.




  ‘I don’t believe you did that!’ I wailed. I didn’t want to be in this much trouble within two weeks of starting at my new school.




  ‘Believe it,’ he laughed, running across the field, dragging me with him. ‘There’s a way to get back in without being seen, but we need to climb the wall behind the

  stables. Are you up for it?’




  I was going to do the girly ‘not in this dress’ thing, but then I thought, Sod it, why not?




  I ran ahead until we came to the wall.




  ‘You first, he said.




  ‘Stop laughing. This isn’t funny.’




  ‘OK, me first,’ he decided. His athletic vault on to the top of the high wall scored a perfect ten with this judge, I can tell you. Then he leaned down to offer me his hand.




  ‘I can do it,’ I insisted. My legs were almost as long as his, and I was no slouch in the gymnastics department either. So I hitched my floaty skirt over one shoulder and joined him

  on top of the wall.




  Hand in hand we jumped.




  My skirt billowed around me, and my hair fell forward across my cheek.




  We landed in the stable yard. Jack pushed my hair from my face.




  We were so close that his features turned blurry and I could feel his breath. Too close, too fast, too soon. I pulled away.




  ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.




  What was wrong with me? I liked – I loved the feel of his fingers pushing my hair from my face and the nearness of his lips. So why was I giving him the opposite signals?




  ‘No, it’s me – I’m sorry.’




  Jack jerked his head towards the main building. ‘So, shall we?’




  Shall we go back to the dorms – him to the boys’, me to the girls’ – and turn the lights out on what had been the best evening of my entire life?




  ‘Not yet,’ I whispered with my heart in my mouth.




  It was enough – I may have given off mixed signals, but this was the trigger – I didn’t need to say anything else to make Jack smile, lean in again and kiss me.




  Yes, he kissed me.




  Mistral, Paige’s grey horse, poked his head over a stable door and snickered.




  I kissed Jack Cavendish back. Sweet, sweet moment that I’ll always treasure.




  The memory kept me awake Saturday night and lasted all through Sunday.




  ‘So?’ The minute she woke up the morning after the party Paige demanded the down-and-dirty, horsey details.




  ‘So nothing.’ Love is a window that opens up your heart, I thought. My life had changed forever, but I didn’t feel ready to share with Paige.




  ‘Alyssa, you cannot be serious!’ she squealed. ‘You don’t go to Tom’s party with Jack Cavendish then go coy on us. It’s against the rules.’




  ‘Whose rules?’




  ‘Mine. C’mon, c’mon – give!’




  ‘OK, so we walked back together.’




  ‘You walked . . . !’




  ‘. . . Together. We talked.’




  ‘Talked!’




  ‘Don’t snort. It makes you sound like a horse. Yeah, “talked”.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘OK, then – we kissed.’




  ‘Better! Ooh, Alyssa, you kissed Jack Cavendish – for how long?’




  ‘I didn’t look at my watch.’ You know you don’t count the minutes in this situation. ‘Let’s just say we were the last ones back from Tom’s party.’

  All the lights were out in the dorm corridors and when I crept back into the room I shared with Paige and Lily, sleep was the last thing on my mind.




  Luckily a still-miserable Lily interrupted Paige’s inquisition. Speaking from under her duvet, she was hungover, deep down in the mire: ‘Who did Jayden end up with?’




  ‘I have no idea,’ Paige lied. She’d gone on with Luke and Zara to the party in Upper Chartsey (Uppers as opposed to Bottoms, mostly down to the drugs available at parties held

  there, I was told) and she must have been clued in to our feral friend’s every midnight move.




  ‘Anyway, don’t tell me.’ Lily groaned and pulled the duvet further over her head. ‘I don’t want to know. And, anyway, whose idea was it to send me home with Harry

  Embsay?’




  There are certain things so shocking that even I don’t retain them at the time. They explode in my head and scramble my brain and even when my thoughts knit back together

  in some kind of order, that one gruesome thing doesn’t reappear until much later. It was like that with Lily. But I have to remember it, even if I don’t want to. I owe it to Lily.




  Paige and I had come out of a maths lesson with Shirley Welford. We had the afternoon free so we went up to our room to change out of our uniforms into jeans and sweaters. It was Paige

  who’d looked out of the window and seen the emergency-service vehicles surrounding the lake – two police cars and one ambulance.




  ‘What are they doing there?’ She sounded irritated. ‘Look – they’ve put tape across the lawn. There’s a no-go area.’




  ‘So?’ I joined her at the window.




  ‘It’s blocking off the lake and the woods – just where I was planning to ride Mistral.’




  ‘Must be serious.’ Besides the vehicles I counted five police officers, two paramedics and three divers in black wetsuits.




  Looking back, I’m disappointed by how long it took for Paige and I to get our brains into gear.




  The divers slid into the lake and disappeared below the surface. A police officer saw D’Arblay walk across the lawn and warned him not to go beyond the blue-striped plastic tape. And still

  I didn’t do the simple two-plus-two arithmetic.




  ‘What are they looking for?’ I wondered.




  D’Arblay seemed to argue with the policeman. A diver resurfaced empty-handed. The grey light of a November afternoon turned everything monochrome.




  The diver took off his breathing apparatus and said something to the paramedics. A second diver reappeared and held up an object that seemed to be of interest. A shoe. A female police officer

  took it and placed it in a plastic bag as evidence.




  ‘Definitely serious,’ Paige agreed.




  It could have been any sodden, dripping shoe, and yet it looked familiar. Even from a distance I could make out rows of silver studs against the black leather. But no – I still

  wouldn’t let the idea into my head.




  The two divers slipped back into the water like seals. Minutes went by.




  ‘That shoe . . .’ Paige began.




  I shook my head.




  ‘It looked like Lily’s.’ It was Paige – she was the one to open Pandora’s box and let the nightmare truth fly out. ‘They think she’s in the

  lake.’




  Yes, they were looking for Lily, diving down into the murky depths, searching among the weeds and the mud. I held my breath, unable even to think.




  D’Arblay remonstrated with the cops. The two paramedics went right to the water’s edge. A diver came up with a heavy, limp, human-shaped form in his arms. He staggered out of the

  water and put his burden down. The body wore Lily’s leather jacket and its long black hair dripped muddy water. Both feet were bare.




  The truth was out and battering its way into my brain.




  Saint Sam (I’ll explain the nickname in a moment) strode across the lawn to join the bursar while the paramedics went into the ambulance and brought out a body bag.




  So now we’re back to the present, and still wondering what happened to Lily. Everyone is saying that she killed herself, but I don’t believe it. I spent a lot of

  time with her in classes, plus socially in the evenings. I shared a room with her, for God’s sake. Surely I would have picked up on it if she had been feeling suicidal. There must be more to

  it, something that I’m not seeing.




  As I remarked earlier, Adam Earle didn’t rush to St Jude’s when they found his sister’s body. Neither did her father, Robert, who, it turned out, was doing important business

  in Chicago. Her mother, Anna, eventually deputized her oldest son to show up at the scene and deal with possible press fallout. There were satellite vans, reporters and cameramen flashing and

  clicking at the gate when Adam drove by, straining for a picture to make the next day’s front page. High-profile media family falls prey to tabloid frenzy. Don’t we just love

  the irony?




  Adam talked with Saint Sam and Terence D’Arblay, plus a couple of Lily’s teachers, spending the most time with Bryony Phillips who was halfway through teaching King Lear to

  me, Zara, Harry and Lily, among others. ‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth’ and all that. It was in Bryony’s classes that I learned how much Lily hated every member of her

  family and especially her filthy rich father (or ‘the tyrant’, as she called him). She was definitely a one hundred per cent thankless child.




  Then, at 4.30 in the afternoon of Adam’s second visit, Saint Sam called for me and Paige to join them in his study.




  ‘This is a difficult time,’ Dr Webb began, elbows on desk, manicured hands clasped. The bursar stood to attention behind him; Adam Earle sat in one of the studded leather armchairs

  by the long, leaded window with the ancient coat of arms.




  Adam looks nothing like Lily, by the way. His hair was already taking leave of his skull, but what was left of it was fair and wavy. He had none of her energy, none of her neediness – at

  least that was my first impression as he sat sober-suited and quiet in the red armchair.




  ‘Paige, you’ve been friends with Lily for some time now. Alyssa, I realize that your acquaintance was shorter, but when you room with someone you do get close very

  quickly.’




  We stood and waited. We were still in shock over Lily and neither of us had anything to say.




  ‘We’re here to listen whenever you need to share your concerns.’ Saint Sam’s nickname suited him, obviously. He talked quietly, he looked you in the eye, has the stuffy

  air of a bishop, the calm, considered frankness of a counsellor, and always with the best interests of St Jude’s closest to his heart.




  Behind him, sentry D’Arblay gave a slight nod of agreement. Nihil sed blah blah. Nothing but the best. We’ll give you two fellow students all the professional help you might

  need to deal with this trauma.




  ‘Lily’s brother, Adam, would like to ask you a few questions.’




  ‘If you don’t mind,’ Adam added. Like politeness has to be observed even when your kid sister has just been found dead.




  ‘Don’t worry – none of this will go beyond these four walls,’ Saint Sam assured us. ‘Whatever you tell us will remain completely confidential.’




  As if we cared. All that mattered to us right then was how Lily had ended up in the lake.




  Adam stood up from his chair, stared out of the arched, gothic windows across the lawn to the lake beyond. ‘Did Lily say anything to either of you?’ he asked without turning

  round.




  Late autumn leaves swirled in eddies across the grass; the sky was leaden.




  ‘In what way?’ Paige countered.




  I felt uneasy, with a building suspicion that the grey suits were hiding something.




  ‘Did she tell you why she packed her bag and went?’




  ‘Yes.’ I don’t need to tell you that I remembered the conversation word for word. That’s the thing with us eidetics (look it up or I’ll tell you later) – our

  recall sometimes covers all five senses, not just the visual. ‘She said it was a family crisis.’




  It was then that Adam Earle turned his full attention on me and Paige, and his gaze grew more focused. ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Paige insisted.
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