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			CHAPTER ONE

			Dreams are like knees—you don’t realize how fragile they are until something rips them to shreds.

			I sank onto the first row of bleachers overlooking Fairview High’s athletic field. One hand rubbed the massive brace gripping my leg, which was tight after my cross-campus trek. The other clutched the strange envelope I’d found in my locker but hadn’t opened in my rush to arrive.

			Arrive, so I could leave before the game started.

			Girls in royal blue jerseys and blue-and-white striped socks sat on the grass, stretching. I’d made it in time. Warm-ups, I could handle. Games, however, were more torture than physical therapy, a tactic that could’ve cracked terror suspects.

			If I’d happened to schedule PT during the three playoff games the past two weeks…well, it was purely coincidental.

			Several teammates waved from the field. One shouted, “We miss you, Britt. Can’t wait to have you back.”

			My heart stutter-stepped as I returned the wave. They’d be waiting a long, long time. But they only knew about the knee, not the rest of it.

			When the soccer ball made its appearance, a shot of pain kicked through my chest.

			I yanked my attention to the cream-colored envelope. Handwritten letters across the front spelled out my name: Brittany J. Hanson. A round, raised seal on the flap displayed the monogram PCM, the C larger in the center. The card inside read:

			
				The honor of your presence is requested

				Today, May 20, at fifteen minutes past three

				in the afternoon in classroom A−6.

				A Unique Opportunity Awaits.

			

			It resembled the announcements we’d received when my sister and brother graduated college, but unlike those, this card didn’t say who sent it or the meeting’s purpose.

			Three-fifteen was…I checked the scoreboard clock. Four minutes ago.

			Was it worth the trip? I couldn’t run, so I’d definitely be late. But it intrigued me.

			I shouted “Bye” and hurried across campus as fast as the knee brace allowed.

			Unique opportunity. The phrase set my pulse racing. I could use one of those. Didn’t even have to be unique—I’d settle for any old opportunity. It had come knocking once this year, but after I let it in, it bolted without the courtesy of a goodbye.

			Granted, unique opportunities were rare. I shouldn’t get my hopes up. But it was better than the ninety minutes of fingernail-extracting, tooth-yanking misery of a soccer match I couldn’t play in.

			Plus, someone who used calligraphy might serve snacks like tiny sandwiches or something wrapped in bacon. I never passed up bacon.

			A-6 was my English classroom, but why would our teacher, Ms. Carmichael, invite me to anything? Her comments on my essays frequently included the words uninspired, lack of thought, and disappointing. Was she the mysterious PCM who had access to my locker?

			When I reached the room, Amberlyn Hartsfield was sitting in the front row. Spence Lopez, a guy from the football team, lounged a few seats away, and another boy slouched in the last row with a book, long hair hiding his face. No one else was present. Also, negative on the bacon snacks.

			Fancy invitations for four people? Weird.

			Amberlyn grunted, showing my lack of punctuality had not gone unnoticed. “Some things never change.”

			Her muttered words reached me, which I’m sure she intended.

			“Like your constant uptightness?” I dropped into the seat next to Spence, smothering a sigh of relief to be off my feet. “Whatever this is, it hasn’t started yet. What’s the big deal?”

			She straightened a colored notebook and the invitation in the exact center of her desk. The stationery looked natural in her manicured hands. Her mail probably always arrived this way—party invites, credit card offers, and political flyers delivered on heavy cardstock in engraved envelopes.

			Her gaze flicked to my leg, and I saw the condescension drain from her face. For a second, she resembled the girl who used to share secrets and red Skittles with me.

			Pity-politeness based on failed friendship. Fantastic.

			I swallowed a growl. “No spring practice today?” I asked Spence. “Don’t you have freshmen to train?”

			He shook his head, making the longer hair above his undercut flop. “Girls took over our field for a strange sport called soccer.”

			I punched his shoulder.

			He grinned. “The other guys are watching the game. They were talking about how much the team misses you. Will you be able to play summer league?”

			Every time I received a similar question, it felt like a ball to the gut at short range, the air physically forced from my lungs. “Not sure. I might be on my yacht, cruising the Riviera.”

			He snorted. Our small town south of Santa Barbara, California, contained two types of people—those who owned yachts and those who cleaned them. Spence and I did not own yachts.

			Actually, I did know the answer to his question. I just hadn’t told anyone. The doctor’s diagnosis constantly echoed in my head. Phrases bounced around like out-of-control soccer balls: blood clotting disorder, blood thinner, no contact sports, change your diet, watch out for sharp objects. Be careful, be careful, be careful.

			But as long as I was the only one who knew, as long as I never spoke the words, I imagined I could contain it. Undo it.

			“Any idea what this is about?” He lifted his chin to point to the front of the classroom.

			“Nope. I was hoping for snacks.” I glanced around, but no bacon had magically appeared.

			The guy in the back sprawled in his seat, wearing a Captain America shirt and reading a beat-up paperback with a spaceship on the cover. I recognized him now—Peter Finch, a sullen guy I’d had classes with for years. He looked up and caught me staring. His blank gaze didn’t change, but his lip curled.

			I thought that expression was reserved for supervillains but apparently not. He aimed his sneer alternately at me and Amberlyn. What was his problem? Captain America was supposed to be nicer than that.

			Groaning, I faced front. Whatever this opportunity was, it’d better be good.

			“Do you think this is a psychological experiment?” I tapped my non-braced leg against the desk. “To see how long we sit here?”

			“No, Ms. Hanson,” a proper British voice said from the doorway. “It is not.”

			My posture straightened at the familiar accent.

			Our English teacher, Ms. Carmichael, glided across the room and settled at her desk.

			As was usual in her class, she presided. There was no other word for it. In her first year teaching here, she already ruled the school. Her styled, short hair was a pale blond probably called Champagne Bubbles or Old Money. Glasses dangled from a beaded chain around her neck, always accompanied by pearl earrings and flawless makeup that made her appear younger.

			“Thank you for coming.” She regarded each of us. “As your invitations stated, I have a unique opportunity for you.”

			Her expression didn’t reveal anything. Her cultured voice filled the room, each word enunciated in a crisp British accent.

			“I’ve decided to try something rather exciting. I called you here because I am offering each of you a chance to compete for a prize of one hundred thousand dollars.”

			A wild laugh escaped my throat.

			Spence made a strangled noise.

			Amberlyn gasped and sat up straighter.

			Our questions tumbled over each other—“Is this for real?” “How is that possible?” “You’re joking, right?”

			She waited until we fell silent. “Yes, this is real. It’s not a joke.”

			A hundred grand was…a lot of money. So much I couldn’t comprehend it. And hardly information you dropped so casually. My brain conjured images of stacks of bills, of Scrooge McDuck swimming in a pile of gold coins.

			Another image replaced those: the letter from UCLA, saying if I still planned to enroll in the fall, I owed ten thousand dollars by September 1 for registration, housing, and a hundred various fees, many I suspected they had made up.

			And that was for this year, to say nothing of the following three, when I wouldn’t have partial help. Even if they let me keep this year’s money, no more would come. People don’t pay for work you can’t do.

			Since my original Life Plan had been forced into an early retirement, I needed a new one. As my mom and siblings enjoyed pointing out so frequently, most Life Plans required a college education. One I no longer had a way to pay for.

			Until now.

			This prize would cover those made-up fees and more.

			Next to me, Spence leaned forward, his hands gripping the sides of the desk.

			Amberlyn capped and uncapped her pen repeatedly.

			Were the others dreaming of what they’d do with the money? College, a new car, traveling the world. It seemed too good to be true.

			“Where’s the money coming from?” I asked. “Is this school-sponsored?”

			“The school has approved this trip,” Ms. C said. “But it is something of a personal endeavor. I’ve been blessed with resources and wish to help others.”

			“I didn’t realize teaching paid so well,” I muttered to Spence.

			“Who said the money came from teaching?” Ms. Carmichael met my gaze.

			“Who cares where it comes from,” Spence said. “What do we have to do to win?”

			Good question.

			“Is there an application?” Amberlyn asked. “Do we have to write something?”

			“Like a book report or an essay?” I added.

			Or something equally likely to eliminate me? I’d had my chance at earning money, and it certainly hadn’t involved academics. My odds of winning anything from an English teacher? Whose class discussions I avoided and whose books I found tedious? I might as well leave now.

			Ms. Carmichael folded her hands and rested them on the desk. “Ah yes. Now we come to the fun part.”

			My hopeful heart pounded in my ears. My brain kept repeating that this couldn’t be real. The rest of my body ignored the logic. Don’t get excited. You can’t win anyway.

			“The contest will be a scavenger hunt,” she said.

			That sounded promising. Action-oriented, physical, concrete. I might stand a chance.

			“Inspired by classic British literature,” she continued.

			Not so promising. I held my breath.

			“To take place in England.” She smirked like she knew she’d saved the best for last.

			Sweet. I finally breathed. The laugh bubbled out again.

			Amberlyn squeaked. Spence met my gaze, his eyes wide and bright. Even Peter grunted behind me.

			But…

			“That’s not exactly cheap,” I said. “Assuming we need the cash prize, how are we supposed to pay for a trip across the pond?” I tried to mimic her accent on the last three words.

			“That will be taken care of.”

			“You’re paying for us to go to England and giving one of us cash?” I drummed my fingers on the desk. “What’s the catch? Do we have to use this for college or books or something?”

			Amberlyn raised her hand even though there were only four of us. “Is this like when the French club went to Paris or the student council to DC?”

			“They didn’t get cash prizes for those,” I said.

			“That you know of,” Amberlyn replied.

			“There is no catch.” Ms. C’s face remained calm. “You may use the money however you see fit. Consider it an investment in your future.”

			I tapped the desk. “So how does it work exactly?”

			“I’ll handle the arrangements, speak with your parents, and ensure you have adequate supervision while overseas. All you have to do is decide if you’re willing to be challenged and possibly learn about yourself in the process. Travel tends to have that effect.”

			Learning about myself didn’t sound fun, but I never said no to a challenge. A scavenger hunt in England was a better way to spend my summer than watching from the sidelines as my team played soccer without me. Or wearing a chicken costume on the main drag, holding a sign for the Lord of the Wings restaurant like my siblings had.

			“Why us?” Spence asked.

			Peter still hadn’t spoken, but his posture had straightened and he’d been listening to Ms. C with wide eyes.

			“I selected each of you for a specific reason that will be made clear in time.” A glint in her eyes, the slightest quirk of her mouth, said Ms. C was enjoying this.

			What possible reason could she have for me? English was far from my best subject.

			But I could win this, with less contemplation and more action. The familiar pregame energy built inside me—a feeling I’d missed the last few weeks—making my muscles tense, my senses sharper.

			Deep breath through the nose, count to ten, release slowly. Better not to imagine how winning could change my life. Wanting things rarely ended well, especially things I didn’t have control over. Even things I thought I had control over were ending badly recently.

			Indifference was a proven armor.

			“When do we leave?” Amberlyn uncapped her pen again and poised it over her notepad. “How long will it take? What can we do to prepare?”

			“If you agree, you and your parents will sign a nondisclosure agreement, and I will provide your plane ticket. You’ll leave at the end of June and be gone for ten days. Though you’ll begin in London, where I will meet you for the start of your journey, the trip will take you throughout the UK. Other details—including the specifics of your tasks—will wait until you arrive.”

			Amberlyn’s grip tightened on her pen, and I could practically hear her teeth grinding. Personally, I figured not being able to prepare favored me.

			Plus—London. I’d never been farther from Southern California than the Grand Canyon. If I didn’t win, at least I’d be getting a free trip to England. Images of men in red uniforms and tall, black hats paraded through my mind. I couldn’t contain a giant grin.

			“Why the mystery?” I asked.

			“When it is your money involved, you may be as mysterious as you wish.” This time she fully smiled, telling me she didn’t mind my interrogation.

			My mind whipped through questions. Would Mom let me go? Would I be better off getting a job that guaranteed money? Would I stand a chance against Amberlyn, Peter, and Spence?

			Overthinking never accomplished anything. Action was better. Despite my efforts not to get excited, desire ignited inside me. I needed to believe something good could still happen to me.

			I nodded once. “Where do I sign?”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A month later, I crossed the tiny gap between the airplane and the gangway—my first step onto a new land. My heart skipped, and my feet wanted to join it, my enthusiasm overcoming the fact that I felt like I’d been run over by a bus.

			Amberlyn, with her sleeping pills, doughnut-shaped pillow, and travel-size makeup bag, looked ready for a photo shoot. She frowned as I waved goodbye to my businessman seatmate. “I bet he’s never had a worse flight. You’re so rude.”

			The doctor had told me to walk once an hour to keep my messed-up blood moving, plus do exercises for my knee, so I’d barely slept, and I’d made the guy next to me move so many times he eventually offered me the aisle seat.

			“When you have your knee cut open and metal screws attached to the bones,” I said to Amberlyn, “then you can comment.”

			She turned away.

			Forget her. I was in England! Accents were different. The overhead announcements sounded fancy. And besides LAX to fly here, this was my first airport experience, so even signs directing us to customs put a spring in my step.

			I couldn’t believe I’d convinced Mom to let me come. For being a latecomer to the overprotective-parent thing—and by latecomer, I meant two months ago when she decided an opponent’s incompetent slide tackle was somehow her fault—Mom seemed determined to make up for lost time. But sad faces, lots of chores, and a call from Ms. Carmichael won her over. Playing on her desire for me to “make something of myself” like my siblings hadn’t hurt, either. Although, I doubted a week in England would lead me to Cal Poly grad school like Drew or law school at Stanford like Maya.

			After clearing passport control, we trooped toward baggage claim. The carousel was awfully colorful. Strewn among the suitcases were the contents of a bag—T-shirts, underwear, toiletries. Several people chuckled or clucked as they freed bags from the flood of laundry.

			The blood drained from my head.

			No.

			Those colorful panties were mine.

			I wasn’t into fashion, but I always imagined if I were in one of those bank robberies where the criminals forced everyone to strip to make sure they didn’t have weapons or phones, I would give them creative underwear to laugh at.

			There went my Snoopy briefs. The bikini-style with cartoon frogs. Rainbow polka dots, Harry Potter, and Superman.

			Ugh. Was that my toothbrush on the metal belt? So much for getting rid of airplane breath.

			I spotted my duffel bag, royal blue with our school name in white. Gaping open and mostly empty. Also, preventing me from pretending I had no idea who owned that stuff until everyone was gone, embroidered letters spelled Hanson across the side.

			“Hey, Britt, isn’t that yours?” Spence wasn’t even attempting not to laugh. Or to keep his voice down.

			Amberlyn retrieved her enormous, perfectly zipped pink plaid suitcase, pushing aside one of my sports bras.

			My clothes were joyriding on other people’s luggage. I had no other option but to suck it up. Head high, fighting a blush, I elbowed my way forward, shoulder-checking Spence as I passed, and snatched the empty duffel bag, then started scooping clothes into it. The bag smelled like grass and sweaty shin guards, but I hadn’t had another.

			Spence kept laughing and made no effort to help, not that I wanted a guy touching my underwear.

			Amberlyn crouched beside me, silent. She handed me T-shirts and a hoodie, attention locked on the luggage rather than me. I snagged my deodorant, running shorts, jeans, and socks, cramming everything into my bag in a jumble.

			Then Amberlyn cleared her throat. My Ninja Turtle panties dangled from one finger. “Really, Britt?”

			Her tone held more humor than mockery, and I was briefly caught in a time warp, transported back six years to when we used to be friends. She dropped them into my bag and straightened, and the time warp collapsed so fast I doubted its existence, leaving rubble in its wake.

			I thought I’d found everything, but I waited through another cycle of the conveyor belt to be sure. When I zipped the bag and stepped away, I sensed eyes on me.

			I looked around, but most people’s gazes flickered away before I made eye contact.

			“I’m missing the TARDIS ones,” I announced in a loud voice. “I know someone has them. Come forward now, and I won’t press charges.”

			Quiet chuckles greeted my words.

			I learned a long time ago if you make a joke and laugh first, they can’t laugh at you.

			“C’mon, Britt.” Amberlyn’s voice rolled its eyes.

			I slung the duffel over my shoulder and headed for my classmates with my head high. This would not dampen my spirits.

			Peter and Spence carried fancy backpacker-style backpacks. Amberlyn towed a set of matching pink suitcases.

			As if the flight hadn’t been bad enough. Amberlyn had spent hours poring over notes from the last year of English, covering every book and poem we’d read. Peter scribbled in a journal, implying he wrote for fun, which Ms. Carmichael probably loved. And Spence pulled out a guidebook on England, forcing me to distract him by reading through the seats and pointing out funny place-names like Catbrain, Felldownhead, and Great Snoring.

			Since Ms. C had been vague about the contest details, I’d figured there wasn’t much to do to prepare, besides getting my passport. England had too much literature to read every book, even if I wanted to. Which I did not.

			My competitors had a head start before we landed. Now, before leaving the airport, I came across like a rookie who couldn’t close a zipper.

			Attention, airport travelers: Britt Hanson is in over her head.

			Whatever. Luggage didn’t matter. People seeing my underwear didn’t matter. Winning mattered.

			Focus on that.

			Peter smirked as I passed. “Cool socks.” He nodded at my leg. “Making a fashion statement?”

			Kneeling had undone two snaps on my workout pants, revealing the compression socks I’d tried to hide. The tight, white sock came to right below my knee, swallowing the bottom few inches of my scar.

			My heart skipped a beat. I quickly redid the snaps. “They help circulation. I do have screws in my knee, after all.”

			I speed-walked toward customs before anyone had a chance to mention the socks again. The last thing I needed was my classmates asking questions.

			Outside, a man in a dark suit holding a sign that said carmichael greeted us. A town car limo, like the president rode in, waited at the curb. Was that for us? No way. Although, if Ms. C had the money to award a hundred grand, a limo was vending machine change.

			“Can we maybe stop at a drugstore?” I asked. “I need a new toothbrush.”

			Peter snorted, and Spence broke into fits of laughter.

			“Of course, miss,” said the driver as he loaded our bags into the trunk and opened the back door.

			Leather seats faced each other, and glass separated us from the driver. Spence stretched out, and Amberlyn sat properly, glaring at his tennis shoes on the leather seat. Peter hunched in the corner as if the car were too small for him and the three of us, his eyes saying he hated me, the world, and puppies and rainbows.

			On the new app we’d downloaded, I sent my mom the required text to let her know my plane hadn’t gone down over the Atlantic, then drank it all in.

			The city streets were packed. Old-fashioned-looking black taxis contrasted with giant red buses that looked like they’d driven out of a children’s cartoon. Pedestrians crowded the sidewalks, and several incredibly brave bicyclists shared the road with tiny cars dwarfed by our beast of a vehicle.

			I wanted to press my face to the glass like the world outside would suck me in, swallow me into its excitement. To burst out of the car bubble, plunge into the crowd, be part of the thrill.

			The driver took a scenic route past Buckingham Palace, Big Ben, a giant church, and an ornate drawbridge. My eyes leaped from one sight to the next, a fascinating blend of new and old, grand and sleek, quaint and modern. My heart pulsed with the city beat.

			This couldn’t possibly be real. I blinked hard, and London was still there. Laughter bubbled in my chest.

			Amberlyn provided a running commentary on the sights like a tour guide until Peter’s glare made her falter and fall silent. I almost—almost—felt bad for her, except her knowledge put her one more step ahead of me.

			We ended in a posh neighborhood of tree-lined streets and white buildings with columns. Flower boxes and sculpted houseplants decorated every balcony. The driver parked in front of a row of apartments.

			While he opened the car door for us, another man exited the building. He directed us up the sidewalk and into a lobby with polished marble floors. My tennis shoes squeaked, and I felt the crystal chandeliers and gleaming wood panels turning up their noses at my American-ness.

			A fancy brass elevator operated by a man in a dark suit carried us to the top floor. The penthouse apartment had creamy walls with gold molding, floor-to-ceiling windows, and dark hardwood floors with plush rugs.

			Ms. Carmichael waited, perched on an armchair, as we tromped in. Her coral-colored skirt suit and pearls could’ve come straight from the Queen’s closet.

			Amberlyn was the only one fancy enough for this place, in her leggings, cute sweater, and ankle boots. Not only was I underdressed, but I smelled after a day of travel, and I definitely needed mouthwash.

			Ms. Carmichael rose. “I trust you had a pleasant flight. I’m sure you’re tired, but the best way to overcome jet lag is to keep busy.”

			After a meal served on real china in a formal dining room, we settled on leather couches while our teacher took the chair. The setup reminded me of class. I couldn’t stop my foot from jiggling. The city had temporarily distracted me from the challenge ahead.

			Four unfamiliar people now stood against the wall. Two women, one wearing a black-and-white dress and one with a blouse and skirt. And two men, both in suits. All appeared to be in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties.

			The men were too young for Ms. Carmichael and too old for me. Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the view.

			I caught Amberlyn’s eye and wagged my eyebrows. Her lips pressed together as she fought to hide a smile, but she did nod as if to say, I know.

			“Do try to stop drooling, Ms. Hanson.” Ms. Carmichael raised a hand, and one of the pieces of eye candy brought her a stack of envelopes.

			A thrill zipped through me. Time to find out what I had to do to win.

			“Now, for the details. You will receive a series of clues telling you where to go and what task you must complete to obtain the next clue. There will be eight in all. The tasks and locations will correspond to various works of classic literature.”

			Amberlyn’s notes might’ve come in handy right about now.

			“You will also find a journal. This competition is inspired by The Canterbury Tales, and as such, I’d like you to record your experiences as a series of tales. You will give these to me at the end of the adventure.”

			Writing tales. Journal. Books I barely remembered or hadn’t read. I was in serious trouble.

			She handed the envelopes around. I shook the contents into my lap. Along with the papers, notebook, and pen, I found a flip phone that I wouldn’t bother using since it didn’t have data, and a smaller envelope full of colorful bills that felt like Monopoly money.

			“The phones are prepaid, for emergencies,” Ms. Carmichael said. “They’re programmed with my number and the number of your chaperone.”

			“Chaperone?” I scanned the people standing along the wall, and my gaze lingered on one of the handsome men, with deep brown skin and full lips. “Can we pick?”

			“You have been assigned someone to accompany you.” Her lips twitched. “They are not to provide assistance. You’ll essentially be on your own. They will observe, make sure you remain safe, and oversee the challenges.”

			“Like a babysitter,” I said.

			The youngest lady on the end, in the skirt and flats, sniffed.

			I smiled at her, and she raised an eyebrow at me.

			Ms. Carmichael drew one deep, slow breath. “Should you encounter trouble, they will be there to help as a last resort. Now, you also have two hundred pounds for transportation, meals, and lodging. When you require more, your babysitter will provide it. Within reason. I’ve assigned you each a room in this flat, should you need it, or if you’d like to leave anything you packed.”

			She eyed Amberlyn’s massive pink suitcases, which possibly contained her entire library, her little brother, and enough clothes to stock a thrift store. Or, in her case, a fashion boutique.

			“You have nine days. I expect you to hand in your journals on the morning of July seventh.”

			A set date? I tapped my foot and squinted at her. “It’s not a race?”

			“Not in the sense that the first to finish is the automatic winner,” she said.

			“What’s the fun in that?” Time was measurable. A tangible thing that would let me win.

			“I know, right?” Spence said.

			“This is about the experience,” Ms. Carmichael said. “You should not be so focused on rushing to the next place that you fail to appreciate where you are.”

			I leaned toward her, resting my elbows on my knees. “So, how do we win?”

			“I will review your tales and hold a private interview with each of you. That’s all I’ll say now. I want you to have open minds to experience and write what you will, without preconceived ideas from me.”

			The odds of me writing anything remotely inspiring were low. I wished I knew what she wanted.

			Ms. C shifted slightly. “Any questions?”

			Too many to know where to start. The main one being, why was I here?

			The assistants came forward, and the young woman who’d acknowledged my joke approached. “I’m Alexis. I will be accompanying you.”

			“It’s okay,” I whispered loudly as I stood. “You can say babysit. I can tell you totally used the same word yourself.”

			“I believe I used the term nanny.” She didn’t smile, but her eyes held a twinkle.

			“Fair enough. Call me Britt.”

			My nanny was in her mid-twenties, shorter than me, with a shoulder-length, brown, wavy bob and big brown eyes. Her blue blouse was tucked into a narrow black skirt, accompanied by sensible but stylish flats. Even though she looked and sounded like an elegant pixie, I didn’t sense judgment of my casual clothes and loud voice.

			“Call me Al,” she said.

			Unexpected. “That’s fun. When we were little, my brother, Drew, was obsessed with Batman. He pretended we had a butler named Alfred and always asked Alfred to do things for him.” I paused. “I don’t suppose you’re driving me around England in a Batmobile? That would be awesome.”

			“I believe Ms. Carmichael expects you to use public transportation,” she said. “Besides, I’ve heard the Batmobile has terrible fuel efficiency.”

			“Like those crazy red buses? Cool.” I studied the other chaperones, who were talking with my classmates in other parts of the room. “What exactly do you do for Ms. Carmichael?”

			“I babysit Americans.”

			“Does that pay well?”

			She raised an eyebrow. “I’ve a dreadful suspicion there isn’t enough money in England to pay me to keep up with you.”

			“I like you, Al.”

			“Then all my dreams have come true.”

			I grinned. We’d get along fine. “I need a plan. Oh yeah. You’re not supposed to help. Can you show me to my room? Or am I supposed to guess which one’s mine?”

			“I believe that falls within acceptable assistance parameters.”

			“Acceptable assistance parameters,” I repeated in a horrible British accent. “Thanks.”

			She grabbed my duffel bag, and I followed her down a hall to a room with dark, modern furniture—a twin bed, small dresser, and nightstand. Out the window, the sky was light despite the late hour. Treetops and buildings spread below us.

			“I’ll be outside if you need me.” Al closed the door and, I assumed, positioned herself in the hall like a security guard. Weird.

			I plopped onto the bed and immediately rolled up my pant legs. The tight, itchy socks had to go. The doctor recommended I wear them for three days after arriving, but recommend did not mean the same thing as require. Take that, vocabulary tests. I rolled the socks down and yanked, wiggling my toes when they were free.

			With my legs stretched out, I noted that my tan lines were fading. My knees and thighs had always been a nice golden brown, while my lower legs, usually covered by shin guards, were pale. The tan lines had made me proud. They were an identifying mark, clearly stating I was a soccer player.

			But I wasn’t. Not anymore.

			Yet another reason to wear pants. Hide the scar. Hide the tan line. Hide the problem.

			I tugged my pant legs down.

			Better to look forward than back. I pulled out the first clue.

			The envelope also contained a page titled “Guidelines,” but that sounded boring. I focused on the good stuff.

			All I needed to do was figure out clues, write a few stories, and win some money.

			No problem.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I chewed my pen as I reread the first clue, presented on a thick card similar to our invitations, also written in calligraphy. Our principal needed to know that grading papers wasn’t keeping Ms. C busy enough.

			
				At Lane’s End lies a place with a new Twist on an old social ill;

				Pip, David, and Oliver’s ghosts echo still.

				Perform an act of kindness to brighten a day

				Before receiving a clue and going on your way.

			

			I could do this. Twist. Oliver Twist? We hadn’t read the book in class, but based on the movies, Oliver was an orphan. Maybe Pip and David were, too? Orphans could count as a “social ill.” Did that mean I should visit a place with orphans?

			I dug out the cheap smartphone Mom had bought before I left, with a bare-minimum international plan, primarily for mandatory check-ins. Knee surgery, her new venture into concerned parenting, and a ticket to England had finally made her upgrade my prepaid flip phone.

			“Hey, Al!” I called toward the door, assuming she was standing in the hall awaiting my commands.

			The door cracked open, and her face appeared.

			“Is there Wi-Fi here?”

			“England isn’t the Dark Ages, Ms. Hanson.”

			I wiggled my phone. “Are you allowed to tell me the password, or do I have to solve a clue to get it?”

			One corner of her mouth lifted. “It is a literary quote. Think existential crisis.”

			I chucked a pillow at her.

			She caught it and set it on the dresser. “The password is to be or not to be. No spaces.”

			Seriously? “Thanks. I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“The anticipation will keep me awake all night.” She exited and closed the door before I could send my other pillow flying.

			A basic search confirmed all three names in the clue were Dickens’s characters who were orphans. Gold star for me. Also, depressing much, Charles? Another search revealed many orphanages, plus charities helping kids, throughout the city. Helpful. But one, at the far eastern edge of the city, was called Lane’s End Children’s Home. An act of kindness sounded simple enough. Once I arrived, I’d come up with something.

			Now that I had a plan, I wanted to begin. But it was too late to crash an orphanage where the kids were probably sleeping.

			Had the others solved the clue? Hopefully, none of them could begin tonight. We had to sleep. And this wasn’t a straight-up race. Which was too bad, because I stood a better chance at winning a race than writing a hundred-thousand-dollar journal.

			I sighed. Community college was looking increasingly likely. There was nothing wrong with that. It made sense. But images of UCLA refused to leave my head, with its green lawns and grand quad, new people to meet and things to see, the promise of attending football and basketball games, even if soccer was out. And I had two siblings working on advanced degrees, which tended to set lofty familial expectations. No one expected me to meet those expectations, but that didn’t stop them from existing.

			I needed to win—that was all there was to it. I might be in over my head, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			My alarm blared early the next morning. My head felt stuffed with cotton, and my eyes full of sand. But I had money to win. I shoved the items from Ms. Carmichael into my messenger bag and left the duffel since I didn’t know where I’d be going. Best not to risk a repeat of the underwear incident.

			In the dining room, dishes of fried eggs, toast, bacon, beans, and tomatoes filled the table. Al sat alone, sipping tea and reading an Agatha Christie novel. There was no sign of my classmates.

			I gulped strong, hot tea, swallowed the daily pill that was a new lifelong companion and ensured yesterday’s flight wouldn’t kill me, and grabbed two pieces of toast. “Ready?”

			She tucked the book into her purse. Today she wore a business skirt and a blazer.

			“Does the clue involve attending a board meeting?”

			She raised an eyebrow. “How would I know? I’m not allowed to help, remember?”

			I gestured to her outfit. “You look…formal.”

			“This is what I wear.”

			I glanced at my jeans, T-shirt, and blue tennis shoes. “Whatever makes you happy. The guy I sat next to on the plane said London has a great tube system. Does telling me where the nearest stop is fall within acceptable parameters?”

			“I believe that would be permissible.”

			I headed for the door, hoping she couldn’t tell I had no idea how to navigate the train station once I arrived. But I learned better by doing, so I’d figure it out when I got there.

			Al directed me to the station, marked by a sign with a red circle and blue line across it that said underground. Thank you, London, for making public transportation easy.

			Once I stood in front of the tube system map, I was less impressed. The image reminded me of the summer my sister attempted to learn knitting and the yarn got tangled into a rainbow mess. A dozen curvy lines, each a different color, with hundreds of tiny names. Who thought this was a good idea? I tried to remember everything my plane neighbor had said about lines and stops.

			People bustled past. Everyone knew where they were going, so certain and determined. I elbowed my way through them, clearly traveling the wrong direction, toward the sign that said tickets.

			In a voice that made giving directions sound classy, the man behind the window answered my questions about traveling east and getting around the city. He gave me a day pass for as many rides as I needed throughout London and told me how to reach the platform.

			He ended with, “Welcome to London, mum.”

			It took a second to realize mum meant ma’am and another to decide I liked his manners.

			I handed over money, unsure of the true cost because of the exchange rate.

			“Get a receipt,” Al said from behind me.

			We joined the line going downstairs to the platforms, and I craned my head to look at everything. Al tugged me to the right side of the escalator, and I understood why as someone charged past us on the left.

			“This is so cool.”

			“You enjoy crowds, queues, and dark tunnels?” Al asked from two steps behind me, which seemed to be the official unspoken spacing rule.

			“A magical world could be waiting down there.”

			“Your optimism is truly boundless.”

			“I sense I’m going to need enough for both of us. This will be a great week. You’ll see.”

			I’d thought Al’s outfit formal, but once we boarded the tube car, I realized many people were dressed up. Black dress shoes that must’ve been the unofficial footwear of British males over the age of eighteen. Perfectly tailored suits on trim men who totally pulled them off. Others wore leather jackets, trench coats, dresses, jeans. Most read papers or stared at phones or listened to earbuds.

			A cross-section of life, riding the same train. Since Southern California wasn’t big on public transportation, the experience added to the British feel. All these people, and they were so English. Hundreds of strangers with stories and accents. I wanted to talk to them all.

			The train was packed. I wedged my way inside and reached for a rail, until a man stood, motioned to his seat, and let me take it.

			British manners. I barely stopped myself from hugging him.

			The girl next to me couldn’t have been more than a few years older than I was. She wore a silk dress and shiny flats.

			“Londoners are fashionable.” I gestured to her and to my tennis shoes. “It’s totally obvious I’m a tourist.”

			“S’all right. We get lots of tourists here. Nobody minds what you wear.”

			“Are you on your way to work? Do you always ride the tube?”

			We chatted until the train approached its first stop.

			“Please mind the gap between the train and the platform,” a cool female voice announced from the speakers.

			My loud laugh escaped, the one I couldn’t control that woke bears from hibernation and forced old men to turn down their hearing aids. I blamed the accent, the odd phrasing—did people fall into the tiny gap?—and the jetlag.

			People glanced at me without making eye contact. Apparently, when Brits put on their suits, they also put on indifference and a straight face.

			The girl smiled, a soft one that didn’t show teeth. “ ‘Mind the gap’ is a London thing. They have shirts and everything.”

			I had to get one.

			As we headed away from the city center, the train slowly emptied. I tapped my foot and tugged on a chunk of hair. Al sat nearby, staring into space. Clearly not one for conversation. How was I going to spend nine days with no one to talk to?

			I listened to the voice announce stops until I heard the one I wanted, one of the last, at the city’s edge. But the station was several blocks from the children’s home.

			“Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Al.

			“Ms. Carmichael informed us of the clues. And I’ve been here before. This way.”

			“Acceptable assistance parameters. I like it.”

			We walked through neighborhoods with attached houses like condos and onto a street where brownish-red brick homes had private yards. The street seemed normal, except the shapes of the windows, the makes of the cars, the colors of the stone buildings, were just different enough to remind me this was another country. I spotted the correct number, and we passed through a waist-high gate and up a cobblestone driveway.

			“So the kids here are orphans?”

			“Some. Others might have parents who are unable to care for them.”

			“That sucks.”

			“Indeed.”

			Game plan: Do something nice. Write a tale.

			Were they expecting me? I rapped the lion door-knocker several times. No one answered.

			“They’re likely too loud to hear the bell,” Al said.

			“If you disapprove of loudness, you’re in for a long week with me.”

			“Indeed.”

			I grinned. “Do you come here often?”

			“Part of my job for Ms. Carmichael is assisting with her charitable endeavors.”

			I slid her a glance. “She has lots of those?”

			“Quite a few.”

			“Where does she get the money? Did she rob a bank?”

			Al’s expression didn’t change. “If so, I was not asked to drive the getaway car.”

			Oh well. Worth a shot.

			I knocked again, harder.

			The door opened. A girl of maybe ten peeked out, all wide blue eyes and freckled nose.

			I bent to her eye level. “Hi. I’m Britt.”

			“You talk funny.”

			“You talk funny,” I said, even though a kid with a British accent was the cutest thing ever.

			Her hands flew to her hips. “We talk the same. That means you’re the odd one.”

			“Fair enough. What’s your name? Can we come in?”

			“I’m Nadia.” She grabbed my arm and yanked me inside. “Come play.”

			She dragged me past a woman around my mom’s age, with short gray hair and a kind smile, who sat at a table with a boy younger than Nadia.

			“Hullo. Alexis, good to see you. Welcome. I’m Harriet,” she said to me. “The kids are in the garden.”

			“I want to play,” the boy said.

			Harriet returned her attention to him. “Once you finish your maths homework.”

			“Maths, plural?” I gave the boy a grimace. “I thought one was bad.”

			“I’ll help.” Al took Harriet’s place at the maths table, looking happier than I’d seen her yet. Better her than me.

			I followed Nadia to the back door. In the yard, ten kids ran around. Some were elementary-school age, like my new friend, but most were young teens. Spence was with them. His babysitter was leaning against the fence.

			“Do you like football?” Nadia asked. “I love football. But they don’t always let me play. But if you play, you’re a girl, and they have to let me.”

			Her cute accent distracted me enough that I forgot football meant soccer.

			The kids were passing a ball. A beautiful, perfect soccer ball.

			A wave of longing crashed over me, tugging me toward dangerous depths. What would it hurt? I’d been cleared to jog, so my knee wasn’t an issue as long as I didn’t make any sharp turns. As for the blood condition…well, this wasn’t a full-contact, competitive match. I’d be fine. Right? As long as I was careful?

			The words Mom asked when I proposed this trip echoed in my head: Since when have you learned to be careful?

			My feet carried me closer. The springy grass welcomed my steps. My gaze tracked the movement of the ball with laser focus. I almost felt it at my feet.

			I drifted even closer.

			A boy kicked the ball. It sailed over the heads of his companions.

			Moved in slow motion.

			Headed straight for me.
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