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  ‘She left the web, she left the loom,




  She made three paces thro’ the room,




  She saw the water-lily bloom,




  She saw the helmet and the plume,




  She look’d down to Camelot.




  Out flew the web and floated wide;




  The mirror crack’d from side to side;




  ‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried




  The Lady of Shalott.’




  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Lady of Shalott
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  Prologue




  Romy Dyer




  It might be trial by school cafeteria, but it’s no less horrifying than a courtroom. I shrink into my seat, scratching the oak table as if I can eradicate not only the

  spikily engraved R that marks my place, but myself along with it.




  The Starlets are crying, their voices hoarse from shock and sleeplessness.




  ‘She didn’t scream.’ Libby clutches her stomach with both hands, almost doubled over with the effort of breathing. ‘She never made a sound.’




  ‘That proves nothing,’ Madison says as she reaches out to wipe Libby’s eyes. I think this is supposed to be a kind gesture but she succeeds only in smearing

  mascara across her cheeks. ‘She didn’t have time to scream. It happened so quickly . . . everything changed just like that.’




  She leans against Libby as if comforted by the rhythm of her hysterics.




  Cassidy’s luminous green eyes shine with tears and something like hope. She traces the engraved C that marks her own place frenziedly back and forth. ‘Do you

  mean . . . she didn’t have time to realize what was happening to her?’




  I want someone to tell Cassidy that yes, Siena had no idea what she was falling towards, or how it would feel to hit it, or even that she was falling at all. I want

  someone to tell her that this is all a mistake, and that Siena isn’t dead, and that we aren’t ruined so badly that we might as well join her wherever she is now.




  ‘Don’t be stupid.’ Cassidy has a way of making people want to protect her, but Phoebe is immune to it. ‘Of course she knew. She knew

  everything.’




  Then I’m crying too, in a way I have no power to stop. I put my hands over my face to shut out Phoebe’s pale, set features, but in the darkness I see only Siena, and

  I jerk them away again.




  Phoebe stares me out. ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself. We aren’t fooled. We all know exactly how you felt about Siena. How you feel about us all, for that

  matter.’




  I tip back my head as if it will stop my tears from falling, looking beyond the Starlets across the cafeteria. This is an orientation day for the incoming Shells, the

  twelve-year-olds who will join Temperley High School next term, and right now our housemistress Mrs Denbigh is walking the new students through the French windows in formation. My vision clears,

  and, one by one, the Starlets follow my gaze as a tiny aurora appears between the curtains, her blonde hair a blazing halo in the July sun.




  I stand abruptly, my chair crashing over as I run out of the door, my shoes burning and jarring me with every step. I kick them off and run faster barefoot, my breath coming in

  sobs and gasps and howls.




  In my dreams I chase a sunbeam that haunts my endless nights. Often I wake as it melts into snow, or disappears beyond a pink horizon where rabbits play at dusk, but now it

  transforms before me into a golden rope woven with flowers and leaves and stars. It shimmers out of reach, a fathomless mirage that I would chase forever more without ever wishing to escape.




  And, for the fact that the truth about me and Siena remains as elusive as my sunbeam, I am able to feel thankful.




  





  Chapter One




  Six months earlier




  Siena Hamilton




  ‘I suppose you’ve heard?’




  Libby has no interest in a world beyond Temperley High, but her knowledge of everything within its stone walls is absolute. She’s scrolling rapidly through her phone, checking texts

  alongside tweets and status updates and missed calls. Frowning, she reaches into her Aspinal satchel to cross-reference her bulging day planner with her online diary, and this hesitation costs her

  the scoop.




  ‘She’s back,’ interjects Phoebe. This is only a lucky guess: Phoebe might possess a hack’s instinct for scandal but she lacks Libby’s networking flair.




  ‘Of course she’s back.’ I say this as if I already knew, because revealing ignorance at this table is as dangerous as wearing last season’s Miu Miu. ‘It’s

  January. She was always due back after a year.’




  ‘I’m aware of that,’ says Phoebe defensively. ‘I just hoped she might . . .’




  ‘Take the hint?’ Libby pushes her lensless glasses up her nose as she and Phoebe break into identical laughter.




  ‘Have you seen her yet?’ Madison abandons the problem sheet she and Cassidy are trying to finish before registration. ‘I wonder if Paris has been a good influence, or if

  she’s still the daughter of darkness.’




  ‘Inevitably it’s the latter.’ Libby straightens her lace Peter Pan collar. ‘A daughter of darkness who thinks she can treat us any way she wants.’




  We stare at the empty place at our round cafeteria table. We each sit before our own engraved initial, united by the six-point star carved deep into the mahogany that represents our identity as

  Temperley High’s premier clique. We haven’t had time to redecorate in the past year, so Romy’s spiny R remains an unfortunate reminder of its erstwhile inhabitant.




  ‘She didn’t think she could treat us any way she wanted.’ I trace my finger up and down the unclaimed sharp edge. ‘It was never about that.’




  They exchange glances. ‘You’re very compassionate, Siena,’ says Libby. ‘I’m sure I’ll never forgive her in the way you have. But then, I am the only

  one of us who carries the physical reminders.’




  She gathers her nut-brown hair into a ponytail to showcase the faint scar that runs along her hairline and behind her ear. Apparently it still smarts in cold weather.




  I smile. ‘Don’t worry, Libby. It’s not about forgiveness either.’




  ‘Good.’ Phoebe twists her own white-blonde braid around her finger as if she can’t decide how to continue. She’s a picture of innocence, but people should know better

  than to take her at face value. ‘So what will you do about Jack?’




  The school football team, the Stripes, are doing a lap of the gloomy pitch as part of their morning practice, and I watch my boyfriend Jack through the window as he pulls into the lead and shows

  off by running the final steps backwards.




  ‘What do you mean?’ I ask. ‘Why would I need to do anything about him?’




  ‘You won’t, of course.’ Libby frowns at Phoebe. ‘It’s just that . . . you know what Romy’s capable of. Maybe she’s spent her year at reform school

  planning revenge.’




  As she looks around for support, no one points out that a Parisian private school isn’t exactly Pentonville. Cassidy is pale and trembling, and I laugh to break the silence. She has a

  nervous disposition, and a resurgence of last year’s screaming nightmares would draw very unwanted attention to us.




  ‘Like Carrie?’ I ask.




  ‘Maybe,’ counters Libby. ‘She could have deadly powers for all we know. When she pushed me, I saw my whole life flash . . .’




  As much as we sympathize with Libby, there are times when I think I’d plummet down a ladder myself sooner than hear her recount the incident one more time.




  ‘Don’t worry, Siena,’ interrupts Madison. ‘We totally have your back.’




  ‘Of course, some of us have proven our loyalty more than others,’ says Libby, exhibiting her scar once again. Madison has a theory that she highlights it with lip liner on special

  occasions, but we’ve never caught her at it.




  ‘You’ve all proven yourselves sufficiently loyal.’ I place my hand in the centre of the table and they pile their own on top.




  ‘Starlets for all time,’ we whisper before raising our arms into the air. It’s a five-year-old ritual too childish to continue now we’re seventeen, but the others cling

  to it, and who am I to rob them of their comfort blanket?




  Jack is still wearing his muddy kit as he pulls up a chair beside me. He displaces Libby, who shifts offendedly a couple of inches, and leans over to kiss me, his lips soft but

  freezing. I press my cheek against his for as long as I can stand it and let him put his cold hands between my knees as I look him over for signs of change after the Christmas holiday. He’s

  reassuringly the same: tall and athletic with messy black hair and a face that always makes him look as if he’s up to no good. Usually he’s not.




  ‘You’re so warm,’ he murmurs with a look of concentration as he moves his hand up my leg.




  I push him away as Libby makes a disgusted face. ‘We’re at the breakfast table, Jack,’ she chides him. ‘I’m eating a granola slice. Please show some

  respect for protocol.’




  ‘Sorry,’ he says contritely as he turns to his giant cooked breakfast – he’s the cafeteria ladies’ favourite – and starts to eat. ‘Sometimes I just

  can’t help it.’




  He whispers into my ear. ‘Libby still isn’t getting any, then?’




  I shake my head, smiling at Libby as she watches us suspiciously.




  Phoebe leans forward. ‘Jack, did you hear who’s coming back this term?’




  Jack stops shovelling hash browns into his mouth for half a second and gives her a warning glance. ‘What are you planning, Phoebs?’




  Phoebe’s kitten eyes are round and innocent. ‘Nothing,’ she says, and it comes out like a mew. Sometimes I think Phoebe is a genius.




  ‘Good,’ says Jack. ‘Because I think you made your point very clearly last year. The last thing any of you needs is more trouble.’




  Madison raises an eyebrow as she tosses the little stars woven into her ash-blonde hair. ‘That’s a matter of opinion. And, if you remember, Romy created the entire situation by

  maiming Libby in an attempted murder. Don’t put the blame onto us.’




  Madison’s interjection is helpful as she’s the Starlet to whom Jack always refers as sensible. Phoebe and I smile at each other as he returns his attention to his

  fast-increasing cholesterol levels, and then we gather our books as the registration bell clangs.




  ‘Let the fun begin,’ Phoebe sings.




  ‘The fun of a new term,’ she clarifies as Jack looks at her warningly. ‘New lessons, and challenges, and . . . tribulations.’




  When they’ve gone, Jack pulls me down onto his lap and wraps his arms tightly around me.




  ‘Don’t get mud on me,’ I say, trying to twist away. ‘Or egg yolk.’




  He kisses me, and, in case he’s thinking about anything – or anyone – other than me, I don’t stop him until Mrs Denbigh blows her whistle from the teachers’ table.

  ‘Two feet on the floor, Siena,’ she shouts. ‘Both hands where I can see them, Jack.’




  ‘I have to go,’ I tell him, struggling to my feet as the other Stripes start cat-calling from their own table.




  He stands up and lifts my chin so I have to look at him. He gets offended when I talk over his shoulder to my reflection, not understanding that his face could never be as diverting as my own.

  ‘I’m serious,’ he says. ‘Tell me you don’t have anything planned for Romy.’




  ‘I really don’t. I have many more important considerations, like whether Bethany’s Achilles has healed for the start of netball season . . .’




  ‘How did she tear it again?’ he asks mildly.




  ‘She’s extremely clumsy. And whether vermilion makes me look jaundiced . . .’




  He frowns. ‘I’d no idea you had so much on your mind.’




  I’m about to elaborate on my complexion concerns when it occurs to me that he might be joking. Incognizant of the commitment involved, he sometimes treats the responsibilities of Starlet

  membership as trivial.




  ‘And the plight of the white rhino, which Libby and I are working tirelessly to rectify,’ I say instead.




  He laughs as if he can’t help himself. ‘I wondered what your sponsored bikini car wash was in aid of. What was it about the white rhino’s plight in particular that touched

  you?’




  I turn the conversation back. ‘Why do you care what we do to Romy, anyway? Is there something you want to tell me?’




  My voice is light but he knows I’m serious, and for a second our eyes fix on the empty star point.




  ‘I love you, Siena,’ he says steadily as he reaches for my hand. ‘You and only you. Don’t forget it. In fact . . .’




  ‘Yes?’ I prompt. Soliciting compliments is some way beneath my dignity, but there’s no harm in offering encouragement when he’s feeling tongue-tied.




  ‘The next few months will be important for us, if everything goes to plan,’ he says. ‘I hope this term will be our most exciting ever.’




  My heart is beating fast, and I collect myself before I betray my excitement. For a moment I actually wondered if Jack might go down on one knee right here, in the cafeteria. Even though

  he’d never do anything so indecorous, I breathe an internal sigh of relief at his words, which are his first hint that a marriage proposal is imminent. The end of our schooldays is

  approaching at speed, and, with no firm reassurance from him about our future, I’ve even wondered if . . . well, it doesn’t matter now.




  Supplementary details would be helpful, but the breakfast table, with its debris of muesli and coffee stains and stagnant appetite suppressants, isn’t the place to discuss something as

  romantic as a betrothal. Instead, I put aside my mud-related misgivings, wrap my arms around his shoulders and kiss him hard. There’s no harm in a carefully judged public show of

  togetherness, especially during times of shifting sands. I pull away again as Mrs Denbigh’s whistle sounds with increasing shrillness.




  ‘Remain two feet apart,’ she bellows. ‘Or I fetch my bucket of water.’




  I kiss him once on the cheek as I turn to leave, as if I’m branding him. Feeling the buzz of my phone, I retrieve a message from Libby.




  Are you ready for the off?




  Even though Jack’s gone, I still check that no one’s watching before I reply.




  I’m always ready.




  





  Chapter Two




  Romy




  For twelve months I drew and erased chalk marks that counted down weeks and days and minutes. I explained ceci n’est que temporaire so often that it became my

  nickname amongst my classmates. I spent endlessly overachievers and diplomats’ kids on the Harvard fast track, and endlessly confusing afternoons watching dubbed re-runs of Gossip Girl

  in a Common Room thick with smoke.




  I hoped that my enrolment in the French-only quarter of my international school was, as my dad promised, accidental; that being reprimanded for tripping over false

  cognates was good for me; that the Opéra Bastille and the Genevan Model UN Conference and a brutal volleyball championship would be helpful distractions.




  But in the end none of this mattered at all, because, while my conscious hours passed as blurrily as the chalk I smudged across the dormitory walls, my never-ending dreams,

  spiked with Tarot cards and trapdoors and unfathomable amounts of trouble, remain as vividly technicolour today as they did on the day I left.




  And just like that, in the time it takes to fly from Charles de Gaulle to Heathrow and take a cab down winding, narrow Oxfordshire lanes and a driveway lined with oak

  trees that conceal the place I hate most in the world, I’m back at Temperley High.




  And, as I’d feared on my darkest nights away, nothing has changed in a year except that the Starlets have grown more unified and more powerful and more untouchable. Despite

  my entirely separate Parisian existence, my new haircut and wardrobe and determinedly laissez-faire attitude, I’m still nothing but an exile; an ex-Starlet whose errors can never be forgotten

  or forgiven or rectified.




  So I stand once again before my erstwhile form group as Mrs Denbigh, sturdier and bushier and more eager than ever for us all to be friends, or at least not kill each other while

  she’s on duty, reintroduces me to the girls who hoped they’d never see me again and the boys who never gave me a second glance.




  Why don’t they notice you? Siena complained when we were fourteen and she was tired of me encroaching on her time with Jack. I’d warned her that finding me a

  boyfriend would be an impossible task, and she’d finally started to believe me. You’re a Starlet, for crying out loud.




  I frowned in embarrassment into her ever-present mirror as she pulled my hair out of my face. I don’t care whether boys notice me or not.




  You must care, she said. What else is there to live for?




  She ran her fingers up and down my back until I twisted away from her. What are you looking for?




  Your re-set switch. It must be here somewhere.




  ‘I expect Romy can teach us all a thing or two about Parisian fashions,’ Mrs Denbigh suggests now.




  She’s trying to help me, but her suggestion elicits nothing but eye-rolling from the back row and a giggle from Phoebe as she whispers something to Madison, hand over her

  mouth so she can’t be lip-read, as she’s done ever since we were Shells and they spoke in their own language – devised by Libby and complete with past tenses and prepositions and

  five synonyms for the concept of cankles – as back-up security.




  I know better than to reply, and an all-too-familiar lethargy takes me over as I trudge to an empty seat in the second row. I try to make eye contact with several students whom I

  once believed friends, but under the Starlets’ gaze they stare furiously at their desks as if I’m not even there. Allowing myself one backward glance, just to see which guise Siena is

  wearing today, I’m blindsided and paralysed and jettisoned in the second it takes to do so.




  Because Siena at seventeen is more breathtaking than Siena at sixteen, or fifteen, or all the other ages at which her beauty grew in inverse proportion to her niceness, and

  she’s entirely aware of her brilliance. Her eyes are bluer, and larger, and more intense. Her golden hair is still piled up in jewels and leaves and flowers, but I sense that it’s grown

  longer, as if she can’t find a stylist worthy of touching it. She’s thinner, her cheeks pale and hollow, and she’s lounging in her seat, her gazelle limbs carelessly sprung as if

  at any moment she might uncoil and escape from captivity.




  She’s smiling at something Libby has said, and I catch the tail end of that smile as she meets my gaze. I can’t look away: I’m frozen as she scrawls on her

  notebook and holds up the page as soon as Mrs Denbigh has turned towards the whiteboard.




  She’s pierced the paper with earrings shaped like stars, displaying them as if they’re in a jeweller’s. They wink and dazzle and laugh at me as I read the words

  beneath them.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Clock tower.




                Midnight.




                Formal dress.




                Feel lucky.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  This particular invitation, or threat, or Mayday, depending on your outlook, is directed squarely at me, and, as Mrs Denbigh begins her register at exactly nine o’clock,

  the ancient clock in the tower strikes like a death knell.




  





  Chapter Three




  Siena




  Registration, always inconsequential, is especially so today, and Mrs Denbigh’s vain attempts to restore peace give us time to evaluate this new incarnation of Romy.

  Phoebe and Madison giggle, while Libby narrows her eyes and Cassidy shivers like a startled mouse.




  We assess the back of her head as she sits down a few rows in front of us.




  ‘She’s different,’ observes Phoebe after a moment. ‘What’s happened to her?’




  ‘Her hair has grown back in now she’s got rid of those awful purple streaks,’ says Madison. ‘I can’t think why we let her get away with them.’




  Romy’s long hair, dark brown with auburn lights and a swish that she never uses to her advantage, was almost pretty enough to accommodate those heinous streaks, but is considerably

  improved now. I might even be envious if I weren’t blessed with naturally blonde hair, an achievement that can never be surpassed.




  ‘Her clothes are better too.’ Madison gives Romy’s blue Pilotto dress a grudging once-over. ‘That ensemble is quite presentable. At least she’s ditched that leather

  jacket with the peace signs painted on the back.’




  ‘She had to ditch that,’ Phoebe says. ‘Not even an emo like Romy would tolerate it covered in Libby’s blood stains. And no amount of dry cleaning could cleanse

  those memories.’




  Madison winces. ‘Do you remember her Doc Martens with the multi-coloured laces? Never mind contravening dress code; I’m surprised they were even legal. Maybe she got stopped

  at Customs and had to rethink her life choices before she was allowed to enter the Champs-Élysées.’




  Phoebe sniffs indignantly. ‘It goes to show that you should always trust your instincts. We should never have let her near the Starlet brand.’




  Romy is rigid, as if she’s listening. This is encouraging: last year one would have thought that our critiques weren’t even relevant to her, let alone that she was taking them on

  board. And she needs to listen, because today we have a special message to impart.




  ‘Let’s hope she’s had time to rethink her loyalties,’ I say loudly. ‘We might be broad-minded, but we don’t have an endless supply of

  chances.’




  ‘You sound as if you’re considering readmitting her,’ Phoebe frowns. ‘I assume that’s just your signature tolerance speaking?’




  ‘Naturally,’ I say. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, the Starlets have evolved seamlessly into a five-piece. All that remains of Romy’s legacy is her table engraving,

  and I think we should leave it there, like a lest we forget.’




  As Romy flips her hair over her shoulder, her shiny manicure and burnished highlights flame in the sunlight, and from this angle she could be any one of us. She turns awkwardly, as if

  she’s forcing herself to do so, but when she meets my eyes I know she’s daring me to engage with her. She makes no sound, but I still hear her voice as plainly as if it were yesterday.

  It’s distorted by choking and sobbing and shock, and it’s so much effort for her to force out the words that it’s obvious how fervently she means them.




  Even if she’s completely wrong, not to mention delusional.




  Can’t you see what’s happening? You think she’s your friend, and you let her do this?




  I stare her out with my blandest expression. It’s not as if we’re sharing the same memory, after all; she doesn’t even know I remember that moment. I offer up the diamond bait

  when I have her full attention, but her reaction is impossible to decipher.




  Our eye contact is severed by chair-scraping as the bell rings and we start to get up.




  ‘Romy, stay behind,’ calls Mrs Denbigh.




  ‘What’s that about?’ asks Libby under her breath.




  Madison giggles. ‘Romy’s starting as she means to go on: in trouble from her very first lesson. Do you think Mrs Denbigh is giving her community service?’




  I’m cheered by this. ‘I hope it’s something terrible, like cleaning the Stripes’ kits after their summer matches, or dragging the swimming pool for frogs, or missing the

  Valentine’s social with Radley.’




  ‘She should be made to join the Geology Society,’ Phoebe adds bitterly. She once had to take minutes at their AGM as a punishment for using their rarest specimen as a pumice stone.

  ‘She’d never survive that.’




  ‘Have you forgotten that she was a member of something far worse?’ Libby reminds us. ‘G Soc is positively colourful and gregarious next to Student Council.’




  A shudder passes right through me at the mention of the Student Council, who meet in an office underneath the back stairs to discuss the library decor and weekend prep sessions and other issues

  too grey even to contemplate. Members so drab and dismal that they appear to have mouldered from within are seen in public only when they swoop into assembly wearing bat-like scholar’s gowns,

  their skin sallow and their noses beaky, their hair colourless and lank. The culmination of their mediocre membership comes when two of them assume the positions of Head Girl and Boy following an

  ancient nomination system that no outsiders care to understand or participate in.




  ‘There’s no excuse for it,’ Libby murmurs each time one of them takes to the microphone with a reedy reminder for us to return our library books on time so we don’t

  deprive others; to keep silent after curfew; and to donate to the bake sale or the art gallery or whichever other unedifying and entirely unaspirational project they’re plugging.




  ‘How’s it possible to be so unsightly?’ Madison comments now with a sense of wonder. ‘Are they even mortal?’




  ‘There is something of the netherworld about them,’ Libby agrees. ‘I worry that if one of them comes too close, their greyness might contaminate me like

  spores.’




  ‘None of them would dare,’ says Phoebe. ‘They usually sort of flap away when they see us.’




  ‘That’s because the celestial light we emanate might turn them to dust,’ explains Libby. ‘But who knows: with any luck, one day we might make them disintegrate

  altogether.’




  ‘I can’t imagine why Romy was permitted to be a Council member,’ Phoebe complains. ‘What came over us?’




  ‘She duped us,’ says Madison. ‘We trusted her.’




  Libby flips back her hair sadly, showing her silvery scar. ‘And look how she repaid us for our trust.’




  





  Chapter Four




  Romy




  I’m surrounded by Starlets before I can pick up my bag. I know better than to ask for clarification of their note, but their derisive expressions show me that, whatever

  the purpose of their invitation, it wasn’t an overture of friendship.




  ‘How was reform school, Romy?’ Phoebe asks, her kittenish appearance always so at odds with her acerbic put-downs. ‘I heard that’s where you spent last

  year.’




  ‘How’s remedial class, Phoebe?’ I ask. ‘I expect that’s where you spent yours.’




  Phoebe mutters something about remedial class and Home Economics class being two different concepts, and I take advantage of the distraction to head for the safety of Mrs

  Denbigh’s desk. I’ve almost made it when she calls out again.




  ‘Siena, I want you to stay behind as well.’




  I groan inwardly, turning around as Siena halts so suddenly that Phoebe almost walks into her. ‘Excuse me?’ she says blankly.




  Libby is immediately by her side, skimming through her day planner and shaking her head regretfully. ‘Siena has a packed schedule today, Mrs Denbigh. She doesn’t have

  a window until late this afternoon. Could we perhaps pencil something in during prep?’




  ‘No.’ Mrs Denbigh is irritated. ‘Whatever Siena’s doing, it’s less important than this.’




  Libby is insulted. ‘You aren’t suggesting that charity work should take a back seat . . .’




  She lets the sentence dangle in the air, and Siena smiles ruefully as she leaves Libby to firm up a more convenient appointment. But Mrs Denbigh, instead of negotiating, sets two

  chairs in front of her desk and motions me into one.




  ‘Can I find you a stand-in?’ Libby offers. ‘I could have a less busy student with you in three minutes.’




  Mrs Denbigh ignores Libby entirely. ‘Now, Siena,’ she barks.




  Libby looks startled but quickly regroups. ‘I’ll handle the schedule, Siena,’ she reassures her. ‘I can cover for you in this morning’s debate, for

  a start. What is it again? This House believes . . . that crocodile-skin bags can be totally ethical?’




  She departs before Siena can reply, talking on her phone at high speed. ‘I need to postpone Siena’s dress fitting. Something’s come up. I know . . .

  it’s inopportune. Can we get her in this afternoon? Prep time is fine; I’ll finish her English essay and Madison can sit tomorrow’s French test for her . . .’




  ‘Ethical crocodile-skin bags?’ I mutter when she’s gone. ‘Is she for real?’




  ‘I was the opposition,’ Siena says without looking at me. ‘It’s called a debate.’




  ‘Libby can’t replace you as the opposition. How can she support animal protection? Skinning giant reptiles must be one of her more humane pastimes.’




  I don’t expect her to elaborate, but she smiles triumphantly. ‘If you must know, the prize is a crocodile-skin tote no matter who wins. Libby, as my best

  friend, will be on the side she’s required to represent. As always, that means mine.’




  I shrug at her best friend jibe. ‘It’s lucky that you’re so replaceable, then. It’s lucky that I am, too.’




  A memory flashes into my head of me and Siena as bored Fifth Formers, escaping from a tedious, Libby-led, review of the Starlet Statutes, via Siena’s balcony. Siena

  followed me down the trellis, wincing as Libby noticed our absence and yelled at us over the ledge: Siena, you ripped your tights.




  Siena looked fearful, as if this actually mattered, so I pulled at the hole, laddering the tights from ankle to thigh. Guttersnipe, screamed Libby. Siena has a dinner

  tonight!




  Oh God, Siena groaned. She’s right. My mother is expecting me in an hour.




  Her hair was pulled sideways and I released the pins so that curls fluttered around her face. Anyone would think you didn’t want me to attend this dinner, she said,

  trying not to smile. Don’t you know that it’s a state occasion? I’m wearing Prada.




  I shrugged. I’m going riding tonight. Have fun at your dinner.




  I hadn’t made it across the paddock before she was beside me, her hair secured in the tights that I’d wrecked beyond repair. I’m in so much trouble, she

  shouted as she took the lead. You’re the worst influence ever.




  Now she checks her flawless reflection before turning her attention to Mrs Denbigh. ‘So how can I help?’ she asks with a conciliatory smile. ‘Is this about what

  happened between Jack and me in the cafeteria? I’ve told him to take a cold shower before breakfast, but . . .’




  I pull a face. ‘Please spare us the disgusting details.’




  Mrs Denbigh ignores me. ‘It’s not about that, Siena, although I do live for the day when you and Jack learn to . . . control yourselves.’




  Siena pats her already pristine dress. ‘I’m in complete control. The boys around me are a different matter: it’s unfortunate that their hormones sometimes run

  away with them.’




  ‘Mrs Denbigh,’ I cut in, ‘I’m well aware that we’re all just bit players in The Siena Show, but I haven’t finished unpacking yet, and I

  hoped . . .’




  Mrs Denbigh clasps her hands as she looks at us. ‘I want to make it clear that last year’s events are not forgotten. We may not have resolved them, but, if either of

  you puts a foot out of line with regard to each other, I assure you that we’ll reinvestigate.’




  Siena frowns. ‘The incident in question involved Libby and Romy. It had nothing to do with me.’




  I expect Mrs Denbigh to take her side, but she hardly reacts. ‘In my experience, Siena, everything has something to do with you.’




  Siena smiles graciously at this perceived compliment. ‘I’m willing to forgive Romy, and I’d like nothing more than for us to move on as friends.’




  I shake my head. ‘Forget it, Siena. You’ve made it clear that you were never truly my friend.’




  ‘It’s a shame you couldn’t find Romy a lycée with a finishing school attached,’ she tells Mrs Denbigh sympathetically. ‘Such wasted

  potential.’




  Mrs Denbigh starts directing comments to Siena about Temperley High being a home from home; too small a family to form factions that exclude others. Evidently considering this

  irrelevant to her, Siena searches her bag for face powder. Libby usually holds her mirror for her and she looks momentarily unequal to the task.




  ‘I completely agree,’ she says, contemplating the compact as if it’s a demanding puzzle. ‘After all, there’s nothing more important than

  family.’




  





  Chapter Five




  Siena




  I leave the classroom at speed, but stop short as I almost collide with Jack. He’s leaning against a row of lockers and smiling as he always does when he knows I’m

  keeping a secret.




  ‘What was that about?’ he asks. ‘Are you in trouble, or was Mrs Denbigh begging you to be Head Girl next year?’




  We laugh at the absurdity of this concept, because, aside from being a cadaverous Council clone, our Head Girl is always a scholarship case. Accepting the position is practically a public

  poverty announcement, like inviting one’s contemporaries to throw pennies at them in the corridor. The more uncouth Stripes have been known to anoint the victor thus, but none of the Starlets

  would ever dream of doing so. There’s nothing worse for pulling one’s purse out of shape than carrying coins in it.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I ask him. ‘Shouldn’t you be in Maths by now?’




  ‘Yes, and this is making me late.’ He takes my hand and leads me around the corner. ‘But I need to see you on your own, and that’s not as easy as it sounds.’




  He’s so earnest – as if we can only meet by formal appointment – that I almost smile. He should know that, availability allowing, Libby frequently lets him jump the queue.




  ‘What did you need to see me about?’ I ask, looking at my watch. If he’s quick, I’ll only miss the debate’s opening arguments.




  ‘I wanted to check you’re still on for dinner tonight,’ he says. ‘You haven’t forgotten?’




  I maintain a neutral countenance. ‘Dinner,’ I say reflectively. ‘Tonight.’




  ‘My mother’s fortieth?’ he says. ‘You know how emotional she gets around birthdays, and this is a big one. I need the support.’




  Libby has standing appointments in my diary for unavoidable commitments such as this, but it’s understandable that it’s taken second place to the more pressing event we’re

  planning tonight.




  I consider the best approach. Jack looks a little upset, so I take his hand and pull him the length of the corridor. Although he looks as if he might resist, he falls into step with me as we

  cross the courtyard and climb the stairs to his bedroom in Riverside.




  ‘I really am late for Maths,’ he says as I shut the door behind us. He no longer sounds very emphatic.




  ‘I know you are,’ I say as I unbutton his shirt.




  ‘I wouldn’t mind, but it’s Applied, which you know is my weakest . . .’




  I push him onto the bed and kiss him across his collarbone and down his chest. He inhales sharply, and soon he’s stopped talking about Maths. And, more importantly, his mother.




  When I stand up to head for the nearest mirror, Jack pulls me back onto the bed.




  ‘I’m out of time,’ I say apologetically. ‘Maybe we could revisit this later?’




  He rolls his eyes. ‘I didn’t mean that. Can’t we just talk for a minute?’




  ‘Of course.’ I sit carefully beside him, twisting my hair back into its grips as neatly as I can with only the window as a reflection.




  ‘Your hair looks pretty when it’s a mess,’ he says, trying to tug it down.




  I swipe his hands away before letting him draw me close so that my head rests in the hollow beneath his collar bone. He smells like cinnamon, his bare skin soft and warm, and I almost allow

  myself to close my eyes and stay there, listening to the rhythm of his heart.




  Then my phone vibrates – it’s in my bag across the room but I have a sixth sense when I’m needed – and I brush him off. ‘What did you want to talk about?’




  He doesn’t reply until I’m reaching for the door handle. ‘Do I take it that dinner’s off?’




  I shrug. ‘Tonight’s just crazy for me – you know what the start of term is like. Libby will reschedule for next week.’




  ‘It won’t be my mother’s birthday next week.’




  I blow him a kiss as I open the door. ‘You should have cleared it with Libby first. You know I have a bad memory for details.’




  He mumbles something that sounds like I did, but I’m already too far away to return for clarification. Certainly time spent with Jack’s mother is intensely precious to me, but

  I tactfully steer clear of her when her birthday is imminent, just as I do my own mother. Proximity to the youthfully exuberant can only serve to intensify the agony of the ageing process.




  I arrive in the Common Room to find the Starlets in our favourite seats. The popular sofas are positioned underneath a large mural depicting vanity, and no one else,

  other than our opposite numbers in the Stripes, ever dares sit here. The debate is over, and, judging by the prominence with which she’s displayed a pink crocodile-skin bag on the table, I

  guess Libby won for me. She’s unequalled at eliciting a swift denouement to any problem. The bag, which was designed by Cassidy’s father, is actually fake at my behest, but Cassidy is a

  good secret-keeper and you’d never know that it didn’t once swim green and free in the Nile.




  Madison moves to give me the chair facing the reflective French windows while Phoebe sends a nearby non-Starlet – a civilian with hair so lank and unmemorable that we refer to her by

  number only – to fetch my morning mimosa.




  ‘What have you been doing all this time, Siena?’ asks Madison.




  Libby looks up from the floor plan she’s studying. ‘Can’t you guess? There’s only one activity that messes up Siena’s hair like that.’




  ‘Horse riding?’ blurts out Cassidy. She bites her lip immediately, because horse riding is considered to be such a reminder of Romy that Libby has banned the words as well as the

  activity. The other Starlets didn’t argue, especially after her eye-opening presentation on the effects of dressage on the thighs, but then none of them is overly keen on animals anyway.




  Libby narrows her eyes. ‘Really, Cassidy. Isn’t it obvious what Siena’s been doing? Or should I say whom?’




  Recently Libby has started to complain that she ranks second to her boyfriend Tristan’s keen interest in synchronized swimming. While his aquatic social life is flourishing, she’s

  increasingly intolerant of successful relationships.




  Madison giggles. ‘You and Jack are terrible, Siena. Didn’t Mrs Denbigh just keep you after class to warn you about that behaviour?’




  ‘Yes,’ I say, pleased to be given this palatable excuse. ‘But it’s no wonder that she resents my romantic life when she’s locked up here like a nun all year

  round.’




  ‘We should set her up with someone.’ Cassidy’s eyes gleam. ‘A toy boy, like the new synchronized swimming instructor, would be very on-trend. She’s feisty, despite

  being so old. Perhaps she could even teach him a thing or two.’




  Libby shakes her head before I can note that Mrs Denbigh is emphatically not Diego’s type. ‘We don’t have the capacity to take on any more aid work right now. I could

  perhaps schedule it into September, if the charity safari doesn’t come off.’




  Libby is our social secretary, but in reality her role is even greater than that. Our lives are so high-octane, even without factoring in our academic commitments, that we’d never fulfil

  our charitable potential without her expert management.




  ‘Are we ready for tonight?’ I ask. ‘Just tell me on a need-to-know basis, because I’m not interested in the details.’




  ‘Are you sure, Siena?’ asks Libby. ‘Logistically this is a little complicated, and I’d hate for you to . . .’




  ‘Really, Libby,’ I interrupt, rolling my eyes. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to follow what’s going on.’




  ‘Does it have to be fortune-telling?’ Cassidy looks ashen. ‘And does it have to be in the tower? It’s going to be so . . . dark up there.’




  ‘Fortune-telling was the root of Romy’s crime, Cassidy,’ Libby says patiently. ‘The tower was the scene of Romy’s crime. Hence the punishment.’




  She hands her a box of candles. ‘You can count these; it’ll settle your nerves.’




  ‘Cassidy’s not supposed to think about the occult,’ Madison says as Cassidy continues to tremble. ‘We can’t risk her being sectioned again, especially right before

  London Fashion Week. We won’t get Frow tickets without her.’




  Madison raises a good point, because Cassidy’s father’s high-end handbag line is responsible for most of our Frow access, and I’ll need as much coverage as possible as I seek a

  wedding dress designer.




  ‘Get on with it, Cassidy,’ says Libby. ‘We’ve a big night ahead of us.’




  ‘Fortune-telling isn’t real,’ whispers Madison behind her hand. ‘Romy was just good at faking it.’




  ‘Excuse me?’ says Libby alertly. ‘You think there’s another explanation for her accurate predictions, such as correctly foreseeing rain on the night of Winter

  Formal?’




  ‘Romy watched the Weather Channel,’ murmurs Madison. ‘Rain was forecast.’




  ‘She predicted that Cassidy would fail her Maths GCSE, and she did,’ Libby says triumphantly. ‘Would you care to explain that?’




  ‘The prediction condemned Cassidy to failure,’ Madison shrugs. ‘She never stood a chance.’




  ‘How about prophesying my balanced and fulfilling relationship with Tristan? I’d never have targeted him if it hadn’t been for that.’




  I wait for Madison to point out that this was merely a cruel joke on Romy’s part, but thankfully she doesn’t go that far. ‘Fine,’ she sighs. ‘There’s no other

  explanation.’




  Libby loves psychic phenomena, and Romy’s excellent track record, along with my endorsement, has her convinced that she’s the genuine article. It’s ironic that the very talent

  that secured Romy admission to the Starlets aged twelve was the same that ejected her four years later.




  I drum my hands restlessly on the chair arm and then stand up. ‘Aren’t you coming to watch swimming practice?’ asks Phoebe. ‘The boys’ January diets haven’t

  been enforced yet, so their Speedos will be really tight.’




  ‘Not today,’ I say regretfully. ‘I’m having a manicure. I won’t be back until this afternoon.’




  ‘You could have told me,’ huffs Libby. ‘Now I have to rebook your midday detention, and you know I’m already working on a plea bargain with Mr Tavistock.’




  ‘It’s an emergency.’ I hold out my hands as proof.




  ‘It certainly is,’ Madison says in horror. ‘What on earth happened to you?’




  Whipping out her phone, Libby photographs my artfully ragged cuticles at close range. ‘Don’t worry; I’ll show him this. It should buy us a few days.’




  Our Citizenship teacher Mr Tavistock is duty-bound to detain me every time I miss his lessons, and I’m currently in arrears. Judging by the hairiness of his own palms, I’m not sure

  that he’ll empathize with a cuticle-based emergency.




  I air-kiss each Starlet before heading for the door. Madison is holding a healing crystal to Cassidy’s temple as, pale and shaking, she counts and re-counts candles, and Phoebe is

  patrolling to ward off unwanted civilian attention. At times like this we’re a well-oiled quintet, and yet I can’t surrender the feeling that we’re a sextet rendered

  incomplete.




  As I reach the end of the corridor I check that no one’s around and then I double back, crossing the courtyard at a run.




  





  Chapter Six




  Romy




  The stables are always deserted at this time of day, but, as I open the creaking door and enter the gloom, I still hold my breath as if doing so will render me undetectable.

  The smell is exactly the same as I remember; of wood and straw and January air, a hollowness that’s always chilly whatever the weather. I wrap my arms around my chest for warmth as I run

  across the floor, my chin tucked firmly into my sheepskin collar.




  My stall, complete with neatly stacked straw, is exactly as I left it a year ago. The door swings ajar to reveal an unnaturally bare floor, and the walls, stripped of tack, are

  depressingly grubby. In fact, no one appears to have been here since the day I left for France, when my father stormed in to remove my horse and everything associated with him.




  I sit down inside, closing the stall door so that only strips of the room are visible through the slats. ‘I’m sorry, Star,’ I whisper as a band of despair

  tightens around me. ‘I didn’t choose this.’




  That horse was supposed to teach you responsibility, my dad raged in handwriting that left deep grooves in his embossed paper. You shouldn’t be surprised to hear

  that I’ve had him sold.




  Now I realize the futility of my hope that he was bluffing in those desultory letters, and jealousy stabs me as I imagine Star living with a new owner: a child who loses interest

  in him as swiftly as she does her Christmas presents, or a teenager as selfish and entitled as some of the girls in this school.




  I rest my head on my knees until the ache is replaced with an odd absence of feeling, and then I notice a glittering shape beside my foot. I pluck it and hold a tiny yet

  unmistakable gold star between my fingers, letting it flutter away as the main door swings open.




  Siena’s presence is always detectable, even when she can’t be seen or heard, so I know she’s there before her Ralph Lauren boots sound on the earthen floor and

  her golden hair flashes in the beam of sunlight that’s impossibly followed her inside. She’s been warned a million times about riding safety, and yet I’m not without reins or a

  saddle. Unsupervised, she always rides bareback – barefoot if she can get away with it – and never wears a helmet unless Mrs Denbigh forces it onto her head.
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