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“I’ll make it clear from the start:

I did not kill Hugh Henry Van Boren.

I didn’t even help. Well, not intentionally.”

When Hugh Henry Van Boren, one of the most popular and richest kids in Jess Choudhary’s school, is found dead, the student body is left reeling and wondering who the murderer could be… Jess, a student under strict instructions to keep her record clean or risk losing her scholarship, finds herself at the centre of the investigation when it’s revealed that Hugh died in the exact same way as a character in a short story she wrote.

And then Jess receives an anonymous text thanking her for the inspiration.

With time running out, Jess knows if she doesn’t solve this mystery she’ll finally have something in common with Hugh Henry.

She’ll be dead too.
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To Mum, for everything
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1

I’ll make it clear from the start: I did not kill Hugh Henry Van Boren.

I didn’t even help. Well, not intentionally.

Mum thinks I’ve got some latent trauma hanging around. She’s not a psychologist or anything – she just watches loads of documentaries, and believes that makes her an expert on everything. Apparently, writing down what happened will help me process. I think that’s a load of crap, but when I politely said that out loud, Mum got that steely look in her eye which said, Better do what I say, Jess Choudhary, or I will beat you with this slipper.

Mum’s never actually beaten me. She just threatens The Slipper.

Anyway, I’m going to pour the truth into this notebook, even though I’d rather forget the entire thing.

Let’s get cracking with my tale of misery and woe.

The week before Hugh was killed, I witnessed the first sign of trouble brewing.

I was sitting alone at the end of one of the long, polished wooden tables in the dining room. My best, and only, friend, Clementine-Tangerine Briggs, had decided to skip dinner so she could spend more time focusing on her new venture – a podcast detailing the sad plight of the Titicaca water frog. It was nicknamed the “scrotum frog” and was apparently very close to extinction (Clem was adamant that ugly creatures deserved to be saved too). And yes, Clementine-Tangerine is her real name – her parents said fruit was the biggest seller in their chain of organic superstores, and big sellers made them money, and Clem’s parents love money.

I had a book propped up on the crystal jug of orange juice in front of me. I wasn’t actually reading, but I’d brought it along so people would think I’d intentionally sat by myself, to be alone with my thoughts. Mysterious, too cool to have friends. I’m sure everyone was fooled.

There was a big, empty space around me at the table, as if I repelled people. Further down the bench, my roommate was gossiping loudly with her friends. Their shrill laughter grated on my ears, but I still wished I could slide down and join them.

I never would, though. I didn’t fit in at Heybuckle School. No matter what I did, or how nice I was, everyone else would always see me as the poor kid, the charity case.

Every so often, I turned a page of my book, to make the whole act of mysterious loner look more believable.

When I was about halfway through my fish and chips, Millicent Cordelia Calthrope-Newton-Rose (also, unbelievably, a real name) made her grand entrance, slamming open the wooden doors of the dining hall.

Millie sashayed down the empty space in the middle of the hall, her hips swaying like she was on a catwalk. Her blonde curls hung loose around her shoulders, and her deep blue eyes narrowed as she scanned the crowds. Her regulation grey skirt was hitched up around her waist to show off her long legs, and her tie dangled around her neck like a fashion accessory. She always wore her uniform like that – not even the teachers dared to tell her off.

“Where’s Hugh?” she demanded.

Her voice carried across the room, but no one spoke up. I was at the other end, as far from her as I could possibly be. Still, I made myself smaller. Hugh rose from where he had been sitting, nestled comfortably amongst his squad of friends just metres away from Millie. Like her, he was incredibly good-looking, with curly blond hair and rosy cheeks. He rarely smiled, his face carved like a stone sculpture, and was over six foot, with broad shoulders from all the time he spent exercising. They could have ended up being a famous modelling couple, they were both so pretty. You know, if he hadn’t cheated on her and then got killed.

“Here I am, babe,” Hugh said, sticking his hands in his pockets. His tone was bored. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s – wrong?” Millie’s voice was strangled. “You lying, two-faced piece of—”

“Oh. You found out.” Hugh took his hands out of his pockets and smoothed down his red-and-gold Heybuckle tie. His expression was indifferent, almost resigned, like he’d been expecting this day to come. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this here—”

“You CHEATED on me,” roared Millie. “You lying scum, you absolute piece of filth. FILTH.” She got right up in his face, screaming the word again and again like a wind-up toy that had got stuck.

Hugh shrugged, looking unconcerned as the words slid off him. “I feel like we’ve become two different people,” he said.

He was acting so reasonably, half the dining hall seemed to be nodding along with him, even though he was the cheater and Millie was in the right. Millie seemed to sense the mood shift in Hugh’s favour, because she screamed, grabbed a pitcher of orange juice, and tossed the drink in his face. Some of the juice sploshed down onto his shirt.

“What the hell!” said Hugh, frantically rubbing his eyes. “Someone get me some water – she’s got it in my eyes – they’re burning—”

Hugh’s friend, Eddy, reached for the jug of water in front of him, but Millie was quicker. She flung the water at Hugh.

“Do you all want to know who this scum cheated on me with?” She waved the empty jug above her head.

Hugh ineffectively dabbed at the yellow blotches on his formerly starch-white shirt with a wet tissue, his cheeks flushing red. “This is going to stain,” he said. “Urgh, it’s disgusting, I’m going to have to throw it away.” He looked more upset about his shirt getting dirty than his girlfriend of three years ending their relationship.

The teachers at the head table were frozen, a few with their forks halfway to their mouths. The kitchen staff hung out of the hatches, watching in astonishment. None of the adults would stop Millie before she spilled the truth. I knew what was coming, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

Millie was looking around again, and I wished even more that I had friends to sit with. On my own I was vulnerable, like a weak gazelle about to be picked off by a cheetah. I tried to hunch over further, but Millie’s gaze had fixed on me.

“You,” she breathed, stomping towards me.

Everyone turned to look. My cheeks burned red. People started whispering, the dining hall filled with the noise of leaves swishing in a gentle breeze.

Crap.

I had never been more aware of my tongue. Was it always pressed to my teeth like that?

“Where is she?” Millie towered over me, her rose-scented perfume – definitely designer, most certainly eye-wateringly expensive – almost overwhelming. “Where’s that boyfriend-stealing little trollop?”

My mind went blank, and my throat closed up. I couldn’t speak, even if I wanted to.

Hugh looked up from his ruined shirt. “Leave Jade alone,” he said with a sigh, as he dropped the mulch of wet tissue onto the table. “I’m the one you’re angry at.”

It would have been heroic if he wasn’t still dripping in diluted orange juice. And, I wasn’t about to correct him in front of everyone, but the boy had been in most of my classes since we were thirteen, and three years later still didn’t know my name. It’s not like Jess was that hard to remember.

Millie threw her head back and let out a guttural scream. Her hair flew wildly about her face, while her eyes darted everywhere. “Scum!” she shrieked. “Scum!”

I wondered why she loved the word scum so much, and why she hadn’t used a normal swear word yet, but it turned out she’d been building up to it, like a singer warming their vocals for the grand finale of a song. She started throwing every bad word in the book at Hugh, her voice getting plummier and plummier as he didn’t react to any of the insults.

“You humiliated me—”

“You’ve humiliated yourself, babe,” said Hugh in a gentle voice.

“Don’t you dare call me babe. I will kill you,” she screamed, her smeared mascara making her look like she had two black eyes. “I – will – kill – you.”

And then she did.

No, I’m kidding, that’s not what happened. Though this story would be a whole lot shorter and way less stressful for me if that’s how it had all gone down.

Instead, the door to the dining room opened and my best friend Clem walked in.

Everyone looked at her, including Millie.

Who let out a yell so high I bet some dogs ten miles away pricked up their ears and barked.

Clem stopped, confused.

And Millie charged.
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It was at that point the teachers remembered what they were being paid to do.

“Millicent Cordelia,” boomed Mrs Henridge, my English teacher. “I think you need to go to the headmistress’s office.”

Headmistress Greythorne was a stern, no-nonsense woman, who looked like she thought spending a Saturday night polishing her certificates commending her for service to the school was the epitome of a good time. She also commanded instant respect, and even Millie would dread a visit to her office.

Millie had paused halfway to Clem. I don’t know what she was planning to do, maybe rugby tackle her? But even she wouldn’t disobey a direct order from a teacher. She scoffed, flicking her hair over her shoulders.

“This isn’t over,” she said to Clem, loud enough for her voice to carry.

Clem looked from Millie to Hugh. She scrunched up her nose, like she always did when she was thinking. Then a light seemed to come on in her eyes, and her lips stretched into a wicked smile. Oh, no. I knew that smile. She had come up with An Idea.

She picked up a pitcher of orange juice, just like Millie had done. Everyone started whispering, and even Millie looked confused. Was Clem going to chuck the juice at Hugh too? Or Millie?

But Clem, without breaking eye contact with Millie, turned the contents of the pitcher on herself, letting every single drop splash over her uniform.

“There,” she said to Millie. “I saved you the effort.”

Millie snarled. I thought Clem had made her point, but she picked up yet another pitcher of orange juice.

“I was named after this drink!” she said as everyone started clapping.

“Pour it, pour it!”

Clem poured the pitcher, properly smiling like she was having the time of her life. Then she picked up a third.

“Clementine!” said Mrs Henridge, finally getting to her feet. “Stop that at once – orange juice is for drinking, for goodness’ sake. Go get yourself cleaned up. And, Millicent, get to the headmistress’s office now.”

Millie’s eyes slid past Clem, to me, and she gave the tiniest of smiles. The message was clear: I’d known about Clem and Hugh. I was going to be a target as well. A shudder passed through me as she turned on her heel and left the dining room with her chin jutting out, her head held high.

Now all eyes were on Clem. She was short, with cropped copper hair that stuck up in weird tufts, and she had an impish look about her which made teachers peg her as trouble. The sleeves of her blazer were rolled back, and she wore brightly-coloured badges saying stuff like RECYCLE and NOBODY CARES. One of her socks had fallen down.

She shook her head like a dog, spraying droplets of orange juice everywhere.

“I’ll be right back!” she announced to the room with a grin, and sauntered out.

Everyone’s eyes swivelled to Hugh, who was looking after her with a silly, lovesick expression on his face. He might as well have had hearts for eyes.

Gingerly, he left his table and walked carefully from the room, his arms hanging stiff by his sides. Millie had aimed well, so most of the juice had landed on his face. Yet he was acting like his shirt was a priceless work of art ruined by the small blemishes of yellow. He’d probably spend the next three hours having a shower and burning every last trace of the shirt.

I went back to pretending to read my book, on edge as I waited for Clem’s return. She didn’t take long, coming back fifteen minutes later with damp hair and fresh clothes that she had pinned her badges to. She walked over to me as if she didn’t have a care in the world. It hit me that, despite all their obvious differences, there was a certain similarity between Millie and Clem. The money they came from gave them a certain sort of confidence, like the world was theirs and they were giving other people the right to live in it.

Clem sat down opposite me, and immediately snaffled some of the now-cold chips on my plate.

“How’s it going?” she said, as if nothing had happened.

I stared at her (much like everyone else in the room). Clem continued to chew, like she hadn’t noticed.

“My podcast is a bust, just so you know. I’m starving – why didn’t you get more chips?” Clem pulled my plate over to herself, scoffing down the remains. “No one cares about the sperm frogs.”

“Scrotum frogs,” I automatically corrected. Then I blinked, because she still hadn’t acknowledged what had happened. “Millie knows about you and Hugh, in case that wasn’t obvious.” I glanced over my shoulder at Hugh’s empty spot. Everyone else had gone back to talking at their normal levels of volume.

Clem avoided meeting my eyes, choosing instead to stare at my chips. “That orange juice scene…was not my finest moment,” she said. “I mean, er, Millie had every right to get angry.”

“Yes,” I said.

“It’s just…I saw what she’d done to Hugh with the juice and I got mad. He hates mess.” She lowered her voice and leaned forwards. “It’s because when he was younger, these robbers broke into his house and stole loads of stuff – only, they couldn’t tell what was valuable because his parents own all this weird art stuff that looks like everyday objects. So they stole his crayons and his wooden train set and his favourite toy elephant, Roger, and trashed the place afterwards and now any sort of mess reminds him of that…”

“Really?” I said, my mouth hanging open.

Clem grinned at me as she turned to the chocolate cake and custard I’d been saving. She was eating like she’d been on a hunger strike – which she had once tried.

“No, you wally. You believe anything! Hugh’s just weirdly neat and I wanted to stick up for him.” She took a deep breath. “Millie was going to find out about us eventually. Hugh has been thinking of ending it for a while.”

“And you’re certain he loves you?” I asked. “There’s that old saying – if he’ll cheat with you, he’ll cheat on you.”

“He does love me,” she said, her voice sure, like she was announcing that tomorrow the sun would come up. “And I love him. He’s sweet – and, yeah, he’s a bit serious but that’s only because he’s a deep thinker.”

I raised my eyebrows. Hugh wasn’t unintelligent, but I bet if he had the choice, he would have happily paid someone else to do his thinking for him.

“But what if he decides to get back together with Millie? They’ve always been inseparable – remember that year he decked out the entire common room in roses for her birthday and paid a bunch of the choir kids to follow her around the whole day and serenade her?”

It was my final attempt to show Clem that Hugh and Millie would end up together no matter what. Our school was for kids aged thirteen to eighteen, and they’d started dating in our first year, within a week of knowing each other. They were like magnets or something – at least their mouths were. I was certain they would grow up and get married and have tall blond babies together.

“Well, if he loved Millie so much, why’d he start things with me?” asked Clem.

I could tell she was just humouring me, but I pressed on anyway. “For attention; to prove he can get any girl he wants – I can list a whole bunch of reasons.” It was no use – I’d tried so many times to tell Clem the whole thing wasn’t a good idea. Ever since she told me about it, nine months ago – just before the summer holidays.

“Well, you can sit here and worry about all those reasons,” said Clem, getting to her feet. “Or, you can come with me and we can see if Hattie has any chocolate we can steal – and if you’re too slow making up your mind, I will eat it all without you!”

She was gone before I had a chance to respond. I smiled as I slid my now-empty plates onto the metal trolley where all the dirty dishes went.

Our friendship was, in many ways, an odd one. Clem probably could have been as popular as Millie. But when I’d been eating alone on the third day of school, feeling miserable and wishing I could just go home, Clem had slammed her dinner tray down opposite me.

“I heard Miss Bilson and Coach Tyler used to date. How gross is that?” She leaned over and swiped a few of my chips.

I stared at her, with no clue what was going on.

“You know how I found out? Apparently last year someone actually saw them kissing. In the staffroom, where anyone could see in through that massive glass door. I mean, I’m all for public displays of affection, but the teachers have entire flats to themselves to kiss in – with little kitchens and everything…”

She’d gone on, seemingly not caring that I was too awkward to respond. When we were done with dinner, she told me we would be hanging out in her room and painting our nails. And after a while, I began to feel grateful to her. I couldn’t believe she picked me to hang out with, when she might have been friends with anyone. I couldn’t believe she was including me.

When I was comfortable with her, I started to talk back properly. And she’d smiled, and we’d been best friends ever since.

I hurried out of the dining room, to where Clem was waiting in the corridor. We made our way through the dark-panelled hallways until we reached the trophy room.

Most of the corridors in the school led to the trophy room, which wasn’t actually a room but a large, circular space that connected the entrance hall to the east and west wings of the school. It was here that Headmistress Greythorne normally hovered after dinner, making sure all students were quietly making their way to evening activities. But now she was miles away in her office, probably laying into Millie and telling her that nice, respectable students didn’t threaten to kill their cheating boyfriends.

On the other side of the trophy room were the enormous front doors. At 10 p.m. every night these doors were locked, not that break-ins were much of a worry. Heybuckle School was nestled in acres of land in the middle of the English countryside.

High, thick stone walls marked the school’s boundaries, much to the chagrin of people like Clem who thought it’d be fun to break out (though of course there was nowhere really to sneak to. We needed to take coaches or taxis just to get to the local village, which was at least ten miles away from us).

So, after 10 p.m. the whole school basically became a prison, with no way out until morning – apart from the alarmed fire exits.

“It’s a bit weird, Mrs Greythorne not being here,” said Clem, jerking her thumb at the trophy room as she came to a stop.

“Yeah – she’s with Millie…”

Clem’s face had a weird, tight expression on it. Clearly, she was finally thinking properly about the consequences of her reckless decision to fall in love with Hugh. Maybe she would come to her senses, and that would be the end of it.

“Hopefully Millie doesn’t get into that much trouble with Mrs Greythorne,” Clem said, nibbling her bottom lip and ruffling her hands through her hair, making it stick up even more. “This wasn’t her fault.” But Clem had never managed to be serious for long. It only took a few seconds for her to perk up as she whipped her phone out of her blazer pocket. “I bet she’s already posted about this online – I can’t wait to see what the legendary Millicent Cordelia Calthrope-Newton-Rose has deigned to say about me.” She pressed her lips together as she scrolled. “I can’t believe it – she hasn’t said anything…”

“Why do you sound so disappointed?” I said, unable to stop myself smiling. It was one of the things I loved about Clem. Insults slid right off her and she never cared what anyone thought.

“No, wait!” said Clem, holding up her hand. “Here we go. Oooh… She’s posted a terrible photo of me and added little devil horns. Oooh, there’s a whole bunch of them. I personally think, though, she should have made more comments about my hair – it’s awful at the moment, all stick-y up-y. It was a really stupid decision to cut it myself – never let me do that again.” Clem paused her commentary as she looked at me. “What if I accidentally like something on her page? Let me use your phone to stalk.”

“My phone’s dead.”

It had run out of battery a while ago, but I hadn’t got around to charging it. I didn’t feel the need to message people in school, not when I saw them every day. And Mum had taken to using emails like texts, sending me all sorts of random news articles, like how people who drank apple cider vinegar straight from the bottle lived to be a hundred.

A few years ago, the school tried to introduce a rule where we had to hand in our phones during the day. I hadn’t really cared too much, but other students made a huge fuss – which the school paid no attention to, until the Regia Club got involved. The Regia Club’s real name was Sodalitas Regia, meaning “Royal Secret Society” in Latin, but over time the Latin had got mixed in with English. It was one of Heybuckle’s many odd traditions: a “secret society” made up of a select few students – the poshest ones at school who came from hundreds of years of generational wealth. People often joked that the Regia Club were the ones really running Heybuckle, because when they told you to do something, you listened – and that included the teachers. Members supposedly went on to work in super influential jobs in banking, journalism, top law firms, high-up roles in government – using their network of ex-members already in those positions, who were happy to boost the career prospects of the current crop.

The Regia Club had put posters up around school that said stuff like THE REGIA CLUB DOESN’T SUPPORT FASCISM and HAVING OUR PHONES IS A HUMAN RIGHT. Then, lo and behold, everyone could keep their phones, as long as they didn’t go off during class. Heybuckle tried to keep control of internet usage by putting a bunch of blocks on the Wi-Fi, taking comfort from the fact that the signal was poor. But someone savvy had figured out a workaround on the blocks, and now everyone could post crap on social media to their heart’s content, a freedom Millie had apparently taken advantage of.

“Fine, I’ll just be extra careful,” said Clem, turning back to her phone.

“Jess,” said someone behind me.

I whirled around. Summer Johnson (straightforward name – she was a scholarship student like me) was striding from the direction of the library, her blonde hair pulled into a tight, high ponytail, her intense brown eyes fixed on me. Of course she had skipped dinner to work. The girl never stopped.

It was too late to pretend I hadn’t heard her, and I knew at once what she wanted to talk to me about: our assignment. Summer and I were supposed to be writing a short story together for Gifted and Talented, a waste-of-time class we had to attend. Heybuckle offered loads of “extras” that my old school didn’t, like beekeeping society and automobile society – stuff we could put on university or job applications to make us stand out. A few years ago, the school board got worried that too many students weren’t participating in any additional activities. They decided to take away a precious free period slot from everyone in the upper two years, and replace it with a forced extra-curricular – either Gifted and Talented or volunteering.

I didn’t pick volunteering because there was no choice about the activity you were assigned. I wouldn’t have minded gardening or something, but other potential options included things like volunteering in care homes, and I couldn’t risk having to make small talk with people. So, I picked Gifted and Talented (or, as everyone called it, G&T). To get in, we had to explain what “gifts” we could share (I said writing), and then also include a few academic weaknesses someone else in the class could teach us (I suck at maths). We could then put “peer tutoring” down on our CVs and hey presto, not one single person would leave Heybuckle without appearing to be well-rounded.

Summer had suggested writing a murder mystery story for our G&T assignment, but we’d spent ages squabbling over what direction to take it in and what sorts of things to include (I wanted lots of random, wacky details, and Summer basically wanted to kill our readers through sheer boredom).

With any other project, I would have just gone along with what Summer wanted – but not writing. It was one of the few things I was actually confident in.

“Help me?” Summer said through gritted teeth. Her skirt was just below knee length, perfectly in accordance with the school rules on uniform.

I shrugged. “I thought it was a fun addition.”

“This is supposed to be a serious short story—”

“Literally no one cares about G&T,” interrupted Clem, looking up from her phone.

Summer full-on growled, like a bear.

“I think the stuff I came up with was quite inventive,” I said.

“The twigs aren’t inventive,” snapped Summer. “They’re ridiculous. What kind of murderer kills someone and sticks around long enough to gather a bunch of twigs and spell out the words HELP ME?”

“The creative kind,” I said, trying not to get frustrated. I’d been really proud of that idea – the body in our story was found in a forest with twigs spelling HELP ME just out of reach of their grasping fingers. I liked the idea of creating something so out there and wild that no one else at Heybuckle would even think of it.

Summer’s eyes rolled so far back I wondered if they could get stuck staring at her giant brain.

“I refuse to include those absurd details – the murder weapon being a trophy of all things was bad enough.”

“Hey, I thought that was great,” I said. It had come to me on a whim, as I walked through the trophy room on my way to one of Clem’s lacrosse matches.

“Oooh, Millie’s posted that story about me and the hot peppers,” said Clem. Her stomach gurgled, loud in the silence of the corridor. “Come on, Jess, if I don’t eat some chocolate now, I shall starve. I’m so hungry I could eat ten of those hot peppers, even if I would have to drown myself in milk afterwards.”

“Could have just stabbed the guy.” Summer folded her arms, ignoring Clem’s comments. “But no. Trophy to the skull.”

“Are you going to write it up or not?” I said, losing patience.

Summer and I had been taking it in turns to scribble down our additions. It would have been easier to work with an online document, but Mrs Henridge had a weird rule about creative writing. She said it didn’t count if it wasn’t handwritten, because that’s how the best authors in history wrote their stories. Summer had volunteered to write the final version in her red spiral notebook, so it looked extra neat, and would carefully extract the paper to hand it in.

Summer’s nostrils flared and she sucked in her cheeks. After a moment of silence, she huffed. “Fine. We’ll have one last meeting in the library tomorrow morning to smooth out my section and then I’ll write it up before class.” She grimaced, like the words physically caused her pain, and stalked off up the stairs.

“That girl has a lot of issues,” said Clem, staring after her.
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I never liked Hugh. Even before he started seeing Clem, I thought he was a weasel. I think my dislike stemmed from the moment I met him, when we were forced to do awkward icebreaker sessions in our first class.

I remember that moment well, because I was already regretting accepting my scholarship at Heybuckle School. The building was too grand, the uniform too formal. There were only six hundred students in total across the five year groups so it was hard to blend in. And there were all these weird traditions, like waking up at the crack of dawn on the first day of every term and hiking up a nearby hill, trying to keep a candle alight. If you got caught with your flame burned out, then you had to go all the way back down to the bottom of the hill and try again. On my first go, it was a really windy day and I had to go up the hill five times, spattered in mud, exhausted and close to tears.

But the worst part of being at Heybuckle was how, when I told everyone my name was Jesminder, I got loads of confused looks, like they didn’t believe it was a real name or something. I missed my old school in London, where I didn’t stick out, where I’d grown up with everyone and we all laughed about our overbearing parents with fondness.

During the icebreaker session, Hugh’s eyes kept flicking over to Millie and I could tell he didn’t want to be paired up with me. We were supposed to be asking each other questions, and then I would introduce him to the rest of the class, and he would introduce me. So far, I’d been the one to do all the asking.

“Where are you from?” he said at last, flicking a small, scrunched up bit of paper at Millie’s curls with a ruler. She turned to glare at him, and he grinned.

“Er – London,” I said, shifting in my seat.

He looked at me properly, his eyebrows drawn together. “No, where are you from?”

“London,” I repeated through gritted teeth. I could tell what he was really asking, but I didn’t have the answer he wanted: I was from London. I was born there, I was raised there. I had never been to India.

He tried a different tack. “Where are your parents from?”

“London,” I said again. They’d both been born in London, though my dad had passed away when I was two.

“No, I mean where are you really from? Where’s your family from?”

At that point I decided it would be less exhausting to let him get away with his determined stereotyping. “India. Punjab.”

“Why didn’t you just say that?” He rolled his eyes.

And when it came to introduce each other to the class, I could tell everyone he was Hugh Henry Van Boren, and one day he would be a duke, and he’d grown up in a ten-bedroom country house, and he had two dogs and three cats.

And he could tell everyone I was Jasminther Something, and I was from India.

I had one G&T class a week, run by Mrs Henridge, who had only started working at Heybuckle in September but already felt like part of the fabric of the school, developing a reputation as an exacting teacher who dished out detentions like sweets. She wore pinstripe suits and had a voice like a foghorn, which she’d used to drown out Summer’s arguments about how being paired up with me to write a short story was a waste of time.

Summer was already in class when I arrived, sitting in the front row. She gave me a single, curt nod.

“Jess,” she said.

“Summer,” I replied.

This was how most of our interactions went – just because we were the only scholarship students in our year, it didn’t mean we had anything in common. And it certainly didn’t mean we had to be friends.

I sat in the middle row, on my own. My forced extracurricular slot was on a Tuesday afternoon, when Clem had lacrosse practice. I hated classes without her because it meant I had no one to talk to. But the classroom looked out over the school playing fields, so I could at least watch her charging around the field, dodging everyone with super speed.

Arthur Applewell arrived next. He was short with mouse-brown hair and hardly spoke. He never went out into the sun if he could help it, which meant his skin was the colour of sour milk.

His twin sister, Annabelle Applewell (always Annabelle, never Annie, which she had once snapped at a teacher) followed him in, sitting at the other end of my row and getting out her nail file. The twins rarely acknowledged each other.

Annabelle had been part of the four-person dormitory I was in for my first three years at Heybuckle. When we reached fifth form and got to share with just one other person, Annabelle had been assigned as my roommate. But even though I’d lived in close quarters with her for so long, I barely knew anything about her beyond the basics (she snored and liked painting and gossiping and showing off how much money she had). She was always civil with me, but she’d never bothered to try and be friendlier. Her friends were all loud and confident and splashily rich like her.

She used to have mouse-brown hair, like her brother, but she arrived at the beginning of this school year having dyed it peroxide blonde. During the weekends, when we were allowed to wear our own clothes, she decked herself head-to-toe in designer outfits, making sure she always wore items with the Gucci or Prada or Chanel label splashed across the front. Unlike Arthur, she put on a fake posh accent. When she was angry it slipped, and she dropped her Ts and her Hs – the Annabelle who had grown up in an ordinary semi-detached house in east London peeking through. That was when I liked her most.

I’d always found the Applewells an interesting family. Mr and Mrs Applewell had once earned a normal amount of money as lawyers for Z-list celebrities, but a few years ago they won a high-profile case and their net worth had quadrupled. Something of the tabloid culture of their clients seemed to have rubbed off on them. They had five children – four girls and one boy – and all their names started with A, giving them the initials AA. Like Alcoholics Anonymous. Or maybe the batteries.

Finally, Hugh arrived – and behind him was Tommy Poppleton, his best friend. I’d always thought Tommy was better-looking than Hugh – he had dark, messy hair, and green eyes which twinkled, like he knew a joke he wasn’t willing to share. He wore his shirt sleeves pushed up, and had this sort of musky smell about him – it sounds gross, but something about it always made my knees go just a little bit weak.

They had to pass my desk to get to their seats at the back of class. Hugh fiddled with his phone, not even noticing me. But Tommy smiled at me and my lips twitched in return. We shared a few classes, but I’d never had a real excuse to talk to him.

I spotted Clem out of the window, leading the lacrosse team in a warm-up as they windmilled their arms in small circles. I hoped she would keep her wits about her. Millie was wearing the same neon-coloured bib as her, which meant they would be on the same side – but I wasn’t convinced that meant Clem would be safe.

Millie’s announcement in the dining room a week ago had spurred Clem and Hugh to officially start going out. They were constantly getting told off for kissing in corridors. I had barely seen Clem, but I tried my best to be happy for her…despite the fact they always looked super lovey-dovey and it made me want to hurl. Hugh hadn’t even started a fight with Clem when she accidentally dropped his bag in the mud.

Millie, meanwhile, walked around like a ticking time bomb waiting for the opportune moment to explode. I ducked down corridors when I saw her coming, hoping she’d forget I’d known about Clem and Hugh. But I couldn’t avoid her friends as well, and they all smirked when they saw me, like they knew Millie was planning her revenge.

A shrill whistle blew from outside. A game of lacrosse had begun.

Summer shoved back her chair and turned around.

“Here’s the final short story,” she said, thrusting a wad of papers at me.

I scanned the pages quickly, just to make sure she hadn’t snaked me and forgotten to include the twigs and the trophy and the body position.

“I see it’s all in order,” I said, pushing it back to her.

She gave a satisfied smile and put it on Mrs Henridge’s desk.

From outside, there came a scream, followed by another. Millie had tackled Clem, and they were rolling around on the ground. The coach was blowing his whistle, but neither girl seemed to care.

We all gathered by the windows to get a better view – except for Arthur, who remained seated. He had glanced at the commotion and then promptly went back to thinking about whatever it was he was thinking about.

I winced as Millie got on top of Clem and raked her manicured nails across Clem’s face. Clem howled and shoved Millie backwards, their lacrosse nets lying forgotten by their sides.

“Really, they don’t need to fight over me like this,” said Hugh with a massive grin on his face, his breath fogging the window.

“You’re an absolute arsehole,” snapped Summer.

“At least I don’t have a stick up mine,” replied Hugh, without looking at her.

“Well, I can remove that stick, but you, Hugh Henry Van Boring, will always be an arsehole.”

I looked around, trying to catch Summer’s eye and give her an approving smile – and caught Tommy’s instead. He was biting the inside of his cheeks, like he was trying not to laugh as well. I looked away at once, staring at the ceiling until I had the desire to giggle firmly under control.

Clem and Millie were still fighting, and I was so engrossed in hoping my best friend would be okay that I didn’t even notice Mrs Henridge come into the room.

“Good afternoon, all – what are you looking at?” Mrs Henridge’s high heels clacked as she marched over to the window. “Oh dear heavens, why isn’t anyone stopping them? What is that teacher doing?”

The coach clearly didn’t want to pull them apart. I guess it was similar to how you wouldn’t want to get into the middle of two fighting dogs, in case you got bitten. And, just like you would with dogs, the coach had managed to procure a large bucket of water, which he proceeded to pour over both the girls.

Their screams probably reached the nearby village.

“Okay, class, that’s enough excitement,” said Mrs Henridge, squinting at the coach with disapproval. “Let’s get started.”

I turned around. Hugh was already in his seat, still smirking to himself as he straightened up his textbooks and laid out his pen and pencil and ruler in exact, straight lines.

He caught me staring, and there was something in his eyes that at the time I couldn’t quite place.

That class was one of the last times I saw him alive, which is why I guess his expression lodged in my brain. I only worked out what was off about the way he looked much, much later.

I’d looked at him expecting to see concern in his eyes, because Clem had almost been beaten up.

Instead, there was burning triumph.
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Clem and Millie were put into isolation for the rest of the afternoon, and then Coach Tyler gave them his standard detention: clean all the school’s sports balls. The detention took hours and all efforts were pointless because the balls immediately got dirty again the next day, which made it an extra cruel punishment.

Dinner started at 6 p.m., and Clem was allowed to eat with me in the dining room as long as she was at her detention for 6.50 p.m. sharp.

“She’s such a cow,” Clem grumbled. She stabbed her fork into her spaghetti and gave it a swirl, oblivious to Millie sitting at the table behind her and staring daggers at her back. “Honestly, she walks around with a face like a slapped arse. You’d think she’d be over it by now, not attacking me in lacrosse. And I didn’t even get the chance to decide I was going to become a pacifist and not lift a single finger to fight back – that would have been hilarious though. She would have been so confused.”

I was about to point out that it had only been a week since Millie’s heart had been very publicly shattered, but was interrupted by three first year boys standing up on the benches and mooning the teachers’ table. At once the dining hall erupted into cheers as everyone started banging their cutlery on the tables.

“Regia Club! Regia Club!” people chanted.

I tried not to roll my eyes. The Regia Club didn’t just settle for pulling strings at Heybuckle to make their own lives better (which the rest of the student body sometimes benefited from, as an unexpected bonus, like with the whole phone thing, or the fact they were rumoured to be responsible for the fifth form common room getting a refurbishment ahead of the poky staffroom). No, the chosen elite also occasionally sent anonymous texts or letters to the rest of the students at Heybuckle, setting out a dare for them to do. I lived in fear of getting a text: dares often involved stuff like skinny-dipping in the lake or streaking through the common room. Clearly, whoever was in charge thought the funniest thing in the world was people getting their kit off for a laugh.

The dares were all generally harmless, more embarrassing than anything else. But if you didn’t do a dare, you had to forfeit. A nasty rumour might get spread about you, or everyone in your class might be told to stop talking to you for a week. Forfeits were super rare, because even if the punishments sounded tame, they weren’t in practice; because we were at boarding school, you could never get away from it.

I think Headmistress Greythorne had tried to get the Regia Club shut down, saying it led to insubordination and bullying, but it was a tradition as old as the rest of the school, and would probably survive long after she’d left.

The mooning boys were sent to Mrs Greythorne’s office but their spirits weren’t dampened in the slightest, because everyone was still cheering and clapping for them.

“Bet you anything they’ll just have to write lines or something,” muttered Clem as they walked past. “Not do manual labour like me.”

At 6.30 p.m., Clem and I left the dining hall. She went to her bedroom to get changed out of her school uniform and into one of her baggy tracksuits.

“At least they’re not going to make me wear an orange jumpsuit,” she said. “It would clash horribly with my toilet-brush hair.”

I headed to my own room, eager to return to the climax of the thriller I was currently reading. But, when I approached my bedroom door, I heard angry voices that even the thick oak door couldn’t muffle.

I entered to find Annabelle had her friend Lucy Huang over. I knew Lucy fairly well because we were somehow always chosen to be in the school’s prospectus, fake laughing and pretending we were having loads of fun. If I had a penny for every time I’d actually sat on the sweeping lawns of Heybuckle School chatting with my group of diverse friends, I’d be about as rich as I am now – which is to say, I’d still be incredibly poor.

But like I didn’t want to be friends with Summer just because we were both scholarship students, I didn’t want to be friends with Lucy just because we happened to be two of the few diverse students at school. Lucy was even worse than Annabelle for gossiping, and probably equally as rich.

Annabelle and Lucy had fallen silent when I entered the room. They obviously didn’t want me to overhear whatever they had been arguing about – probably something like whether this celebrity was hotter than that celebrity. Annabelle had loads of posters of famous people tacked next to her bed, even though we weren’t supposed to put anything on the walls. Her side of the room was half hidden by plastic bags filled with clothes; she liked to order hundreds and hundreds of pounds’ worth of items and try them on, sending back anything she didn’t like.

Knowing I wasn’t wanted, I decided to mooch over to the library. It took me a while to gather my books, and then I spent ages trying to find my calculator, before remembering Clem had borrowed it and not given it back. Annabelle tossed me hers, clearly to get me to leave.

When I started making my way to the library, I found the corridors to be eerily quiet, my footsteps echoing on the highly polished hardwood floors. Most people were probably still at dinner, hanging out in their rooms, or in the common room. A cool draught blew at my neck; Heybuckle was an old building, too large for the number of pupils. There was a lot of empty space, lots of unused classrooms. It felt like I was miles away from another student, until I turned into a stone stairwell that led down to the main corridor and ghostly voices floated up to me. I froze as I recognized Millie’s plummy tones.

“You need to stop, okay?” she hissed, her voice echoing from the bottom of the stairwell.

I hovered, not wanting Millie and whoever she was with to know they were no longer alone, but stuck to the floor by the irresistible urge to eavesdrop. I checked my watch; it was 6.46 p.m, so she was cutting it fine if she wanted to get to detention on time.

“But you’ve always let me help you with stuff,” said a boy, whose voice I couldn’t place – the stairwell was so echoey and all the boys at Heybuckle sounded the same, enunciating every word like they had taken elocution lessons from the queen. “I’d do anything for you—”

“You need to get over this stupid little crush,” snapped Millie. “And you’re going to make me late for detention. Get out the way—”

“What changed?” said the boy, his voice more urgent now. “Just tell me and I’ll fix it—”

“Get out the way!”

There was a grunt, and the sound of a door slamming shut.

“That hurt!” said the boy, but if he was speaking to Millie, it was clear she was already gone. I waited a few seconds before continuing down the stairwell, but when I reached the bottom it was empty.

I quickly put the conversation out of my head, happy Millie’s mind seemed to be on something other than plotting revenge on Clem for a change. Anyone else would have been dying to find out who Millie’s secret admirer was, but I had no interest. Clem’s little romance with Hugh was all the drama I needed.

I spent the rest of the evening trying not to rip my hair out as I attempted to do my maths homework. You’d have thought that, since we were at boarding school and therefore never at home, we’d have no homework.

Not true. They called it “prep”, but an apple is an apple, even if you call it a pear.

The maths homework I’d been set was awful, and I felt like I was wading through treacle trying to get to the solution. I know I’m not the brightest bulb, but I’m not awful either. I have a great memory. It’s not, like, photographic or anything, but I definitely have a knack for remembering things. It was how I got my scholarship – I just did loads of old Heybuckle School entrance exams, and the same questions came up in the version I did.

Clem didn’t understand why I cared about maths so much. “You like English – why does it matter if you’re terrible at maths?” she always said.

But it mattered to me. Everyone else at Heybuckle acted like they were so brilliant, even if a lot of them weren’t – fake it until you make it seemed to be the unofficial school motto; a skill I didn’t have. No one ever acknowledged how making it for most Heybuckle students involved simply waiting for the day their parents could get them into a top-level job with one of their friends. I continued to muddle along, always feeling like I had to prove I deserved my place at Heybuckle, even when I scored higher than half the class in tests. People like Clem went through life knowing it owed them something, so that’s how life treated them. People like me owed life something instead.

Mum said Heybuckle would give me all the opportunities she never got. She left school at sixteen to get a job – back then, going to university was unheard of in our family, and her parents only understood that having a job, any job, made you money, which they so desperately needed. My grandparents couldn’t speak English, conversing only in Punjabi. When they were alive, I used to struggle through conversations in broken Punjabi with them, neither of us ever fully understanding the other. Then they died, so I had no real reason to speak Punjabi any more. I gradually forgot it, my last real link to India dying with them. I straddled an odd line – people would never look at me and straight away consider me English. But I couldn’t slip into a life in India – I was too British for that.

And the more I learned at Heybuckle, the more I realized I still didn’t have the opportunities the other students had. They could go travelling and see the world with their parents’ blessing. They could plan to take jobs that they loved but which paid a pittance, knowing their real income would be from their mums and dads. I had to think smart, practically, about what I wanted to do next. I had no safety net.

So, yes, maths was important.

I stayed in the library all evening, struggling through my homework. People kept filtering in and out, but I kept my head down, doing my best to focus. At closing time, I gathered my stuff and set off to my room, the way taking me past the fifth form common room. Gaggles of people were streaming out, heading for bed. This included Hattie Fritter, Clem’s roommate, who awkwardly fell into step with me because we were going the same way.

Hattie was one of those salt of the earth people, who loved going on hikes and anything to do with nature. She was quiet and so was I, which meant we hardly had anything to talk about. I said goodbye at my bedroom door and slipped inside. Annabelle was already asleep, which was odd because she usually stayed up well into the night texting people. I got ready for bed in the dark.

I met up with Clem at breakfast the next day. There was something weird about the atmosphere in the dining room. Most people were chatting and laughing like normal, but a few had serious, scared looks on their faces.

We sat down at one of the long tables and it was almost like watching a fire slowly spread, as one by one people’s faces became solemn. Kate Dulfity, whose family owned a chain of high-end jewellery stores established in the early 1800s, walked past us with a big group. She had flame-red hair and freckles, and always looked slightly concerned, like she had lost something – which she probably had. She was super disorganized, famous for leaving items all around school – her water bottle, her book bag, her laptop. I didn’t know her well, but she was in my maths class, and was also one of Clem’s friends from lacrosse. Clem told me the lacrosse girls often told Kate to meet them an hour before they needed her, because she had no concept of time – probably because she’d left her phone and watch lying around somewhere.

“Hey, Kate,” called Clem. “What’s going on?”

Kate stopped, and so did all her friends, bunching together as if for safety.

“Not sure,” she said, a little nervously. “The Regia Club graffitied this…violent version of the school logo in one of the corridors no one really goes down. It’s an odd prank for them – they normally like an audience, don’t they? Plus their pranks don’t involve destroying school property.”

“I heard they voted in a new leader a few weeks ago,” said one of her friends, “who wants a change in direction.” She said the words ominously.

“It’s a secret society, how’d you hear that?” said Kate.

“Nothing’s ever really a secret, is it?” said her friend.

The weird atmosphere continued into first period. When I first started at Heybuckle I’d found it odd how each period was only forty minutes long, with a five-minute gap between to get to the next class. The day felt lengthy, with five periods of lessons on Mondays and Tuesdays and eight on Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays.

Miss Bilson, my biology teacher, set us a worksheet to do, which was strange because she normally put a lot more effort into lessons.
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