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TO MY DARLING GREG—
SCARLETT’S FOUND HER TRUE LOVE,
AND SO HAVE I.



LUCKY US.
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one
BLAST FROM THE PAST

This is absolutely the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.

In the dark, I look sideways at Taylor, who’s staring straight ahead, her body stiff with horror. I can tell that she feels the same as I do. She and I have been through so much together; you’d think we’d be immune to anything life can throw at us. We were warned, I suppose. But nothing could have prepared us for this level of atrocity.

I pull out my silenced phone and glance down at it. Oh God. I turn the face to Taylor, nudging her, so that she can see it too. In the glow from the phone, her lips are stretched back over her teeth in a grimace, her eyes narrowed in almost physical pain. She looks like a gargoyle. The bluish light makes her seem even more eerie.

“I can’t bear it!” she whispers.

“We have to,” I say grimly, looking from side to side just to confirm what I already know: there’s no escape.

The clock on my phone is telling me there are fifteen more minutes of this. Fifteen more minutes of sheer hell.

I close my eyes to block out the sight. But then I have to listen to the sounds, and they’re even worse without the visuals. Hell, I imagine, is probably something along these lines. Trapped forever, forced to endure this torture, without ever being able to put an end to your misery.

And—an extra twist of the knife—having to watch your best friend go through it too.

A particularly excruciating screech snaps my eyes open in reflex. Nails scraping down a blackboard are soothing compared to this. And yet, if I had to describe the single worst part of the scene in front of me, I actually don’t think it would be the noise they’re making, atrocious and earsplitting though that is.

It would be the clothes.

I really don’t know much about Norway. It has fjords, apparently, and lots of snow, and the people are tall and blond and very, very white: that was pretty much the limit of my Norway Fun Facts up till this moment. But now, looking at the four members of the Norwegian folk group Hürti Slärtbärten (or something like that—I may have got some of those umlauts wrong) sawing grimly away at their violins onstage, I can add that apparently, Norwegians have no access to anything resembling modern fashion. They look as if some major blockade isolated them in the late 1980s. The two girls are wearing deeply unflattering red taffeta dresses with square-cut bodices, drop waists, and flouncy skirts, the kind of frocks a vengeful bride would choose for the bridesmaids she’s being forced to include in her wedding. And the two boys, in shiny red shirts tucked into black pleated trousers, could be the waiters at the same event.

They are all tall and blond; I got that part right. And they’re smiling and nodding at each other as they stand in line, dragging their bows over the strings, deliberately sawing out the kind of noises that would make any normal person stop in horror, stare at their violin, and apologize to the audience for having completely forgotten to tune it before going out on stage.

Taylor and I are right in the middle of the row of seats, thoroughly wedged in by other Wakefield Hall girls. And Miss Carter has strategically placed herself on one end of the row, with Aunt Gwen on the other. To get out, we’d have to clamber over everyone, plus face the wrath of the scariest teachers in the school. I actually duck down and look under my seat, wondering if it might be possible to crawl underneath it—there aren’t that many rows behind us, maybe I could sneak out that way.…

But then, as I’m curled over, head between my knees, I realize something’s happened onstage. There’s rustling all around me; people are sitting up straighter. The screeching of the violins is even shriller and less tuneful, if that’s possible. Narrowly avoiding cracking my head on the seat in front as I straighten up again, I catch sight of the stage just in time to join, gobsmacked, in the collective gasp as the girls fall back to one side, the boys to the other, and a fifth member of Hürti Slärtbärten appears from the wings.

He’s wearing the same silky red shirt as the other two boys, but its sleeves are belled out, then gathered back in at the wrists, making it, technically, more of a blouse. And if that weren’t bad enough, it’s accessorized with a black bow tie at the neck. His hair is gelled up and spiked out as if a pineapple had exploded on top of his head. And though he’s tall and blond like the other group members, I can’t honestly say that he’s as white as they are, because his face is a mass of acne breakouts that match the flaming red of his shirt.

He struts out to the middle of the stage, wiggling his hips and waggling his violin, like he’s some sort of pop star. He ducks and grins and winks at both of the girls, flirting with them; then he dances over to stand with the boys and leads them in a trio, chasing the girls around the stage, following them like he’s enacting some bizarre courtship ritual, all of them still sawing away at their instruments. Every so often, he turns to wink at the audience, as if he’s convinced we’re all hypnotized by his sexiness and charm.

I’m paralyzed. My jaw’s still dropped. I think every single member of the audience is in exactly the same situation: unable to believe that this boy with a faceful of spots, dressed like a really camp ice dancer, is acting like he’s so gorgeous we’re going to start screaming and rushing the stage any second now.

And then, farther down the row, I hear something. The unmistakable, high-pitched sound of mocking laughter.

There’s a first for everything, I suppose. I’d never have thought that I’d be grateful to hear Plum laughing sarcastically. But right now, the sound is manna from heaven, because it releases the pressure on my rib cage, which has been almost suffocating me. Like a line of dominoes toppling, every single Wakefield Hall girl starts laughing, giggling at first, and then increasingly loudly till we’re howling with laughter. It’s a wave, rippling through us, then spreading; I can see the shoulders of the people sitting in front of me rocking as they start laughing too.

“Sssh!” hiss Miss Carter and Aunt Gwen furiously. “Sssh! It’s not funny!”

But that just makes us even more hysterical. The lead violinist is prancing now, up on his toes, making charges at the two girls as if he were a bull; they’re turning away, looking back at him over their shoulders, and shaking their skirts in would-be seductive motions that cause Plum to reach a pitch almost as high as the wail of their so-called music. The violins squeak up the scale, and so does Plum; by the grand finale, as the spotty boy stands triumphantly between the two girls, both of them playing their violins frantically in his direction, tears are streaming from my eyes, I’m laughing so hard.

They end on a last, screeching, out-of-tune note so painful that I wince and choke momentarily on my own snot. The whole audience has the same reaction, I think; there’s a split second of silence as we all wrestle with the impulse to clap our hands over our ears.

“Bravo! Bravo!” Plum is clapping wildly and making whooping noises.

She’s a twisted genius. We all join in, of course. I drum my feet on the floor. Taylor contributes a cheerleader’s “Yay!” that only Americans are unself-conscious enough to yell in public. The entire row of Wakefield Hall girls screams for Hürti Slärtbärten as if we’re hard-core fans with posters of them on our bedroom walls covered in lipsticked kisses.

And Spotty Boy totally believes it. He flourishes a long bow, he winks at us again, he waggles his hips; and then, unbelievably, he takes his violin, puts it between his legs, and plays a few chords on it, thrusting it out toward us sexily.

We all collapse. The lights come up and Hürti Slärtbärten leave the stage, but we’re past it now. We’re lying limp in our chairs, our faces red and wet with tears, trying desperately to catch our breath.

“That was shocking behavior,” Aunt Gwen says angrily.

“Really, girls,” Miss Carter chimes in.

“To be fair,” Miss Carter’s girlfriend, Jane, says from her seat next to Miss Carter, “they weren’t actually terribly good, Clemency. I mean, they weren’t in tune.”

“It’s the Scandinavian folk-music style,” Miss Carter says, sounding a little embarrassed. “The dissonance is deliberate, I believe.”

“Well, if you’re not used to it,” Jane persists, “it does rather sound like them being out of tune. And when he put his fiddle between his legs, I couldn’t blame the girls for getting a little carried away.…”

Plum shrieks with laughter, remembering this. And Plum’s laughter, as I’ve said, is very distinctive.

“Plum?” exclaims a voice from the other side of the auditorium.

Taylor and I jump. Wiping our eyes, we look over to the other side of the aisle, where a girl is standing up, staring in our direction. And we recognize her immediately. It’s Nadia Farouk. I’d know that stunning fall of shiny blue-black hair, that exquisite makeup, that gold jewelry and chic black-clad body anywhere.

I should. I went to school with her for seven years.

“Oh my God,” Nadia breathes, her eyes narrowing.

Plum sits up as straight as if someone just rammed an iron rod down her spine, tossing back her hair as she always does before she declares war. The two girls are deadly enemies; last year, Plum had some dirt on Nadia, which Nadia convinced me and Taylor to steal and destroy for her. What we didn’t know is that Nadia also had dirt on Plum, which she promptly deployed, causing Plum to be kicked out of her and my previous school, St. Tabby’s, and end up at Wakefield Hall Collegiate with me and Taylor.

Basically, we shot ourselves spectacularly in the foot. Or feet.

As Plum and Nadia size each other up, my gaze slides beyond Nadia to the girls sitting next to her. I recognize several faces from my year at St. Tabby’s. But I don’t expect to see the two that make my heart stop for a moment, then speed up, pounding as if it’s trying to escape from my chest.

Alison and Luce. My two best friends from St. Tabby’s. I spent almost every waking moment with them: in class, gymnastics practice every day after school, then going back to one or other of their houses to do our homework and have dinner, staying out as long as I could because all I had to go back to was the converted attic of a friend of my grandmother’s in Holland Park.

Alison and Luce took me in, befriended me, gave me something that resembled the family life I lost when I was four years old and my parents died. We were three leotard-wearing, totally uncool, hardworking best friends; going back on the bus after gymnastics training, sweaty and giggling. We always had each other’s backs through multiple competitions; we watched each other flip and somersault on the terrifying balance beam, fall on our bums over and over again, and get shouted at by Ricky, our coach. We knew all each other’s weaknesses, and we definitely knew each other’s strengths.

And I rewarded them by dumping them cold the moment a more glamorous option presented itself. Nadia, prompted by Plum, asked me to a party she was throwing, making it clear that Alison and Luce weren’t included in the invitation, and I went. Pathetic, but I got my comeuppance. I kissed a boy at that party—gorgeous, sexy Dan McAndrew, the boy I’d had a crush on for years—and he promptly dropped dead at my feet. Huge uproar. I got kicked out of St. Tabby’s, packed off to Wakefield Hall—the boarding school my grandmother runs. And to Alison and Luce, I was as dead as Dan.

I was alone and friendless, thinking I’d killed someone, until I met Taylor and—after some head-butting—gradually bonded with her. Eventually, the two of us found out the secret behind Dan’s death. But I don’t blame Alison and Luce for my loneliness. Not at all. I let them down. We might have been three musketeers, but I definitely didn’t come through with the crucial all-for-one-and-one-for-all part of musketeering.

Instead, I showed them that hanging out with the smart set meant more to me than my best friends.

I deserved to have them drop me like a stone.

And now I can’t take my eyes off them.

Luce still hasn’t got boobs. But then, she never thought she would; her mum’s flat as a board. She looks so much more grown-up, though; she’s a tiny little thing, with brown hair that she always used to wear in bunches that made her look years younger. Now her hair’s been cut close to her head in a pixie crop like Audrey Hepburn’s, and she’s actually wearing makeup. She looks … sophisticated.

Amazed, I glance next to her, at Alison, who’s undergone some sort of before-and-after, Britain’s Next Top Model transformation. Her curly red hair has been straightened into a smooth curtain held back with a wide black velvet band, and not only is she wearing mascara, it looks as if she’s darkened her eyebrows, too. The change is extraordinary; her pale ginger lashes and brows tended to wash out her face, making it hard to see her features. Now she’s really striking, in a sixties sort of way.

They haven’t seen me yet; everyone from St. Tabby’s is focused on Plum, who, as usual, is relishing the drama of the confrontation.

“Hey, Nadia,” she calls in an icy voice, raising one hand and fluttering her fingers dismissively in Nadia’s direction.

I’m still staring at Alison and Luce, amazed by how different they look. And the intensity of my stare attracts their attention, because their heads turn a little more, beyond Plum, and their eyes meet mine.

I see their shock. And then, as the shock fades, I see their anger.

They’re still furious with me.

I want to look away, but that would be cowardly. But I don’t want them to think that I’m being confrontational either. So I’m incredibly grateful when the lights dim once more, Nadia sits down, and we settle back into our seats.

“Och, you’ve been a great audience!” coos the woman behind the mixing desk in the kind of lovely Scottish brogue that immediately makes you feel relaxed and happy. “Thanks for coming to Celtic Connections. This is always a very special evening for us here at the music festival, because tonight’s the showcase for upcoming young artists. It’s a treat to see the folk stars of tomorrow, isn’t it? And here come our last group, who already took first prize in the Stornoway Folk Festival’s Young Talent category, five bonny laddies with a real future ahead of them. Put your hands together for Mac Attack!”

There’s a snigger from Plum after “bonny laddies,” and I can’t say I blame her. Lizzie and Susan, of course, laugh along; Plum could be giggling and pointing to a mutilated corpse and they’d titter dutifully. But as the stage slowly, dramatically, becomes bathed in blue-green light, its edges touched with violet, and Mac Attack start to play, the laughter dies on their lips.

Sometimes you can tell straightaway that people are really good at what they do. An actor nails her first line, or a dancer lands onstage with a stunning leap. And from the first chord, we all know that Mac Attack are as good as Hürti Slärtbärten sucked lemons. The song is in a minor key, haunting and powerful, immediately capturing my imagination. And it hasn’t escaped our attention that the keyboard player, the flautist, the guitarist, and the double-bass player are all boys, with really good legs. Which we can tell, because they’re wearing kilts.

Boys in kilts, playing soulfully. The audience settles back, entranced already.

And then comes the sound of a violin, sweet and melancholy, like a voice singing sadly in the distance.


If with me you’d fondly stray
Over the hills and far away …



It’s an old folk song I recognize. But I’ve never heard it sound like this before. The violin makes it seem like an enchantment, as if the melody is casting a spell to throw a net over your heart and drag you away, as if the fiddler were the Pied Piper of Hamelin. And as he walks slowly onstage, playing the song, a hushed ripple of excitement runs through the entire row of girls. We all lean forward as if pulled by invisible strings.

Because he’s gorgeous. He’s got that classic hot-boy body: wide shoulders, narrow hips, strong muscly legs (which, of course, we can check out easily because of his kilt). His calves, in woolly socks pulled up just below the knee, have Taylor raising her eyebrows in approval. I know she hates guys with skinny calves. He’s wearing a T-shirt, and his arms, flexing as he plays the violin, are just as strongly defined with muscle as his legs. The idiot lead violinist of Hürti Slärtbärten was waving his fiddle around as if it were a toy in a vain effort to impress the audience, but this boy is playing it as sweetly as if it were a part of his body, his concentration entirely on the music he’s making.

Wow. He’s a total heartthrob.

And then, as he steps into the spotlight in the center of the stage, I get the shock of my life.

Oh my God.

Because now that he’s fully in the light, I can see his face. His hair is cut very short to his nicely shaped skull, nothing to distract from his features, which are instantly familiar to me: the gray-green eyes, the straight nose, the high cheekbones. The full, pink lips. Which—God help me—I should certainly be able to recognize.

Since I’ve kissed them.

It’s Callum McAndrew. Dan McAndrew’s twin brother.

Of course, I’m not the only girl here who knows Callum. Taylor, beside me, stiffens in recognition: she came to Scotland too on our quest to find out who killed Dan. She met Callum in circumstances none of us ever wants to think about again.

And farther down the row, I hear an urgent whisper as Plum informs Lizzie and Susan of the identity of the lead fiddler in Mac Attack. Plum knew Dan really well—really well. He was a core member of Plum’s It girls and boys-about-town, partying hard with them. Callum is Dan’s opposite, not a party boy at all. But he certainly knows Plum; his ex-girlfriend, Lucy Raleigh, was one of Plum’s whole superrich, supertrendy clique of entitled, glossy hair flickers.

I slump in my chair, unable to take my eyes off Callum as he coaxes sweet, hypnotic music from the violin tucked under his chin. You’d never know it was the same instrument that produced such awful screeches for Hürti Slärtbärten. And yet the sound inside my head is much closer to horrible screeching than to Callum’s exquisite playing.

How can this be happening? I think hopelessly. St. Tabby’s girls and Callum McAndrew in the same auditorium? I feel like my past is not only rearing up to haunt me, but slapping me in the face over and over again. I can sense Alison and Luce’s anger as strongly as if it were a red mist hovering around me. And as if that weren’t enough for me to deal with, up onstage is Callum McAndrew, looking like a god and playing like an angel, which means that no girl present is going to be doing anything but gushing on about him, Googling incessantly to find pictures of him, and giggling madly whenever his name is mentioned for weeks to come.

Talk about blasts from the past. Every time I think I’m free of Dan’s murder, that I can make a fresh start, it pulls me back, and now it’s as if I’m drowning in it.

The irony is, of course, that I brought this whole disaster on myself. I was the first person to sign up for the school half-term trip to Edinburgh. I was desperate for a distraction: my boyfriend, Jase, has been AWOL for almost two months now. He’s texted me, we’ve Skyped every now and then, but those brief flashes of contact have almost made everything worse, like throwing crumbs to a starving person.

I miss him horribly. I miss holding him, kissing him, wrapping my arms around him, diving my nose into the smooth hollow of his neck to smell his body. I thought it would be easier the longer he was away, but it’s only got worse; missing him is like a hole in my stomach, fist-sized, fist-shaped, as if someone put their hand inside me and pulled out an essential organ.

So I was hoping Edinburgh would give me a little relief from the pain. New sights, new scenery, and, most importantly, somewhere with no memories of Jase. Every time I turned a corner at Wakefield Hall, every walk I took in the grounds, I half thought I’d see him, sweeping leaves, pruning trees, or just striding toward me, his face lighting up at the sight of me.

Some distraction. Instead, I’ve dropped myself into a pit of snakes.


two
“THEY’RE VERY FAMOUS IN NORWAY”

“They practically need bodyguards,” Taylor says, looking over at Mac Attack, who, postgig, are sitting in the foyer of the arts center behind a table piled with copies of their CD. Girls are swarming them as excitedly as if they were the stars of the latest teen vampire movie. The organizers of Celtic Connections are trying to coax the mob into an orderly queue, without much success.

“They look pretty freaked,” I say, nodding at the organizers; one of them just dared to get between a band of fourteen-year-olds and Callum, and nearly got trampled for his trouble.

“Yeah, they do,” Taylor says. “But, y’know, they’re asking for it. Wearing kilts in front of a bunch of girls.”

I giggle, realizing she means Mac Attack.

“They probably didn’t know that every single school in Edinburgh was going to bus in a load of kids,” I offer, looking around the foyer; clearly, the idea of young people playing in up-and-coming folk bands has been marketed to as many schools as possible.

“Not just Edinburgh,” Taylor says. “Us, and them, too.” She nods over at Nadia, who’s surrounded by a small coterie of equally well-groomed St. Tabby’s girls, sipping drinks they’ve got from the foyer bar. I’d bet money Nadia’s plastic glass doesn’t just contain diet Coke. “Which ones are Alison and Luce?”

I point them out to her, and her eyes widen.

“I thought you said they were kind of sporty and scruffy,” she says, staring at Alison and Luce. “Wow. If that’s what the sporty girls look like at St. Tabby’s …”

I shake my head.

“No, they’ve got really smart since I left,” I assure her.

“I hate to say it,” Taylor mutters, “but all together in a group, they’re pretty scary. It’s like Plum just kept replicating.”

I nod, knowing what she means; it looks as if every single St. Tabby’s girl not only traveled up to Edinburgh with hair straighteners, a bulging makeup bag, and a pair of killer heels, but took plenty of time before the concert to make herself perfect. The Wakefield Hall contingent, by contrast, came up from London on a train that was delayed a good hour and a half by some “youths larking about on the line” at Doncaster, to quote the train conductor.

“Keep going and run them over!” Plum had drawled. “Only language they’ll understand!”

And after hearing various announcements (“The youths are still on the line. The police have been called,” “The police are attempting to remove the youths,” and, finally, “I’m happy to report that most of the youths are now under arrest, but one is still proving obstreperous”), you couldn’t help having some sympathy with Plum’s position. Because those larking youths meant that we’d limped into Edinburgh after over six hours on the train, too late to go and drop our bags at the boarding school where we were staying for the half-term week; we’d had to come straight to the arts center where Celtic Connections was taking place. We felt dirty and travel-stained, and the contrast provided by the shiny, pretty St. Tabby’s girls wasn’t doing us any favors.

“Are you going over to talk to them?” Taylor asks.

I shake my head.

“Not like this,” I say frankly, looking down at the jeans and hoodie I’d worn for traveling. “I feel all scummy.”

One of the great things about Taylor is that she tells things as they are. Lizzie Livermore, fluffy, giggly Lizzie, would immediately have burst into streams of assurances that I looked absolutely fabulous and just needed a touch of lip gloss. Taylor, however, glances at me and nods.

“Yeah. I’m a bit stinky, and you probably are too,” she says frankly. “I’d kill for a shower.”

Even Plum, Susan, and Lizzie, who usually look as if they’ve stepped out of the pages of Teen Vogue, are a distinct step down compared with the miniskirt-wearing, high-heeled St. Tabby’s girls. Plum and the Plum-bots’ latest daily uniform is leggings, a long sweater, and slouchy boots, and that’s what they all wore to travel in, but I’m sure that they all had much tighter and sexier outfits lined up for this evening’s outing. There’s a department store called John Lewis that advertises that it’s never knowingly undersold: well, Plum is never knowingly underdressed.

Till now.

“Girls!” Miss Carter says, waving us over to a small table beside the bar where her girlfriend and Aunt Gwen are standing. “I’ve got us in a scratch dinner, since our timetable’s been messed up by the train delay. Tuck in!”

“Oh God!” Plum exclaims in horror, looking at the admittedly unappetizing wraps laid out on the table, lettuce as limp as a used tissue protruding from each one, grated cheese the color of a tangerine dribbling out onto the plates. “Is that cheese? I’m lactose intolerant.”

“I’m lactose intolerant too,” Lizzie chimes in. “And I don’t digest wheat well at all.”

“Today is just one gigantic source of misery after the other,” Plum says with a sigh. “I was hoping at least for a salad bar.”

“What’s this?” Taylor asks, picking up a bottle of something bright orange.

“It’s called Irn-Bru,” Jane, Miss Carter’s girlfriend, informs her cheerfully. “It’s like the Scottish version of Tango. Only a bit different.”

“Looks like Sunkist,” Taylor says. She twists off the top and tilts the bottle to her mouth. “Yum,” she says enthusiastically, after sipping. “It’s kind of weird, but yum.”

“What’s it taste like?” I ask, taking a bottle myself.

“Orange and coffee,” Taylor says thoughtfully. “And water. Like I said, weird. But in a good way.”

“Cool.” I take a pull at the bottle. It’s got a slightly Red Bull feel to it, like a mild energy drink. “Mmm! I like this!”

I look around as I swig from the Irn-Bru. The arts-center foyer is really overdue for a makeover; it looks like it was built in the 1970s and hasn’t been touched since. From a design module we did last term, I recognize the yellows, browns, and oranges of the swirly carpet, the low ceilings, and the Formica-covered tables and matching, equally chipped chairs as classic seventies. The lighting is fluorescent and about as flattering as a size-S tube dress on a size-L girl. The only positive thing to be said about the decor is that you could tip bucketfuls of lurid orange Irn-Bru onto the carpet and no one would ever notice.

“They could sell those CDs three times over,” Taylor says, indicating Mac Attack, who are still signing away; even though quite a few girls are clutching their CDs, now adorned with the signatures of all five boys in the band, the table is still surrounded, because the fans are hanging around, staring adoringly at their new idols.

I can’t completely blame them. Callum is by no means the only handsome one in the group. The flautist is a square-jawed, stockily built guy with impressive shoulders and a sprinkling of brown freckles over his wide nose; the guitarist is tall and lanky, with a tangle of dark red curls, and as he looks down at the fourteen-year-old girls eagerly holding out CDs to him, he has a twinkle in his hazel eyes that makes me warm to him. He looks like an older brother being nice to his younger sister’s friends.

And then, of course, there’s Callum, sitting in the middle, looking bashful at the attention.

“He doesn’t look that happy,” Taylor comments.

“He never looks that happy,” I say. “Or at least, he didn’t when I knew him.”

“Yeah,” Taylor says. “I only met him once, and it wasn’t exactly …”

She trails off, but I know precisely what she means. Remembering the circumstances under which Taylor, Callum, and I all found ourselves in a ruined tower on his family’s Scottish estate wouldn’t bring a smile to anyone’s face.

I feel sad all over again, thinking about what happened. And just at that moment, Callum happens to look my way. Our eyes meet, and I see the shock of recognition in his, followed, almost instantly, by a welter of confused emotions. Surprise, naturally; sadness, just like mine; and something else, too, something that echoes what I’m feeling now as I look into his gray-green eyes. Another memory.

Because the last time I saw Callum, we kissed.

But I knew, after Dan’s death and what happened in that tower, that Callum and I could never be a couple. Too much baggage, too much bad, sad history. I thought it was best to close the door and move on quickly, never looking back.

And there it would have stayed. If it weren’t for this accident of fate that’s brought us together, staring at each other across the foyer of the Edinburgh Arts Center as a pack of fourteen-year-olds bay for his attention like yappy Chihuahuas.

“Huh,” Taylor says, reaching for a wrap, handing me one. “Here. Eat that. And when you’ve finished, you can fill me in on exactly what happened between you and Callum. I mean, I know you kissed, but from the way you’re looking, it was more like what you’d call”—she pauses, concentrates, and attempts her best British accent—“a full-on snogfest,” she concludes triumphantly, sounding so funny that I crack up laughing. Which, mercifully, makes her cross enough to distract her from further speculation about Callum and me …

[image: ]

“Are you Scarlett?” says a male voice, just as I’m chugging the last drops of my Irn-Bru. I cough, wipe my mouth inelegantly with the back of my hand, and nod in the direction of the guitarist from Mac Attack, the redheaded one with the nice eyes. The teachers supervising the younger teens are rounding them up now, though it’s like herding cats, and the Mac Attack boys have sold every one of their CDs and T-shirts; the table they were sitting at is completely bare.

The guitarist leans over, partly because he’s a lot taller than me, partly because, from the way he looks quickly from side to side, he has something to say he doesn’t want anyone else to hear.

“Callum’s in the greenroom,” he says. “He asked me to pop over and see if you’ll come back for a word with him. It’s a madhouse out here.”

“Um, okay—”

“Ewan! Will you sign my T-shirt?” a girl asks, tugging at his arm, staring up at him adoringly. “You’re my favorite out of all of them!”

“Wait here a wee minute,” he says to her, rolling his eyes at me as he turns to shepherd me off. I dart a look back at Taylor as I go: her eyebrows are raised in two straight black lines, and she lifts one hand to her mouth, kissing her palm sexily in a reference to what she knows about me and Callum.

Thanks, I think sourly. That really helps, Taylor.

Ewan whips me in double-quick time through the auditorium doors, down the central aisle, and up onto the stage. I’m so busy skipping along to keep up with him, jumping over the wires and white tape on the stage floor and dodging the amps, that I have no time to anticipate what it will be like seeing Callum again; so when we nip down some stairs in the wings and push through a door at the bottom, I’m catching my breath, still unready.

Like Ewan, Callum is still in the black Mac Attack T-shirt and kilt—I assume his is the McAndrew tartan—which he wore for the gig. His wool socks are pulled up to the top of his calves, which means I can see his knees and part of his muscular thighs as he moves.

This doesn’t help.

He’s laying his violin in its case, wrapping it in a white cloth as carefully as if he were swaddling a baby.

“Package delivered,” Ewan says breezily. “Um, I’d better get back, eh? There’s kids out there still want their T-shirts signed. We’re on fire, man!”

He nods at me and dashes back out again. Callum closes the violin case and snaps the clasps shut, making more of a production of it than he needs to.

I understand why. If I had anything to do with my hands, I’d be concentrating on it just as hard.

“Hey, Scarlett,” he says eventually, finally meeting my gaze.

“Hey,” I say back, shifting from one foot to the other, wishing in vain that I were wearing something a little smarter than jeans and a hoodie. “You were really good. All of you.”

“Yeah?” He reaches up and rubs one hand over his short hair, looking sheepish. “It went okay, I thought.”

“You should sing more,” I offer. “We were all saying it.”

“Oh, man.” Callum looks really embarrassed. “I feel such an eejit when I sing. But it seemed to go over okay.”

Callum doesn’t have the ideal personality for the front man of a band: he’s not someone who loves to be in the spotlight. His twin brother, Dan, was the one with all the charming, attention-seeking genes. Dan would have done a much better job than Callum of talking to the audience between songs, all that banter and joking that a good front man can do. Callum just mumbled the names of the songs before each one, and then raised his violin bow gratefully, like someone who would much rather be playing than talking.

So it had been quite unexpected when, called back for an encore, Callum had bashfully announced that they would be doing a traditional song called “The Blooming Bright Star of Belle Isle,” cleared his throat, and started to sing, in a light, melodic tenor:


“One evening for pleasure I rambled
To view the fair fields all alone
Down by the banks of Loch Erin,
Where beauty and pleasure were known.”



It was a sweet, romantic song; Callum did a surprisingly good job of it, with Ewan harmonizing very well. And naturally, it drove the girls in the audience wild.

“I had to psych myself up to do it,” Callum admits now. “Ewan said he’d start singing and if I didn’t join in, he’d look like an even bigger eejit, because he doesn’t sing the tune. So I had to. Man.” He grins. “I’m really glad it’s over.”

“It won’t be so hard the second time,” I say.

“That’s what Ewan said! He was slapping me on the back afterwards and saying I’d popped my cherry.” Callum blushes. “Sorry,” he mutters.

I wave my hand in what’s supposed to be a sophisticated, knowing gesture, but I’m nervous that it comes out more like I’m a loony trying to flap away nonexistent flies.

“Did you want to—”

“I thought I’d just—”

We both start to speak at the same time, break off, and manage to laugh about it, which dissolves the tension a little.

“I thought I’d just see if we could say hi quietly,” Callum starts again. “Because it’s, you know, a bit crazy out there. We didn’t really expect this. And I saw some of the girls Dan used to hang out with. Plum. And Nadia.” He grimaces. “I know what they’re like.”

Actually, you don’t, I think. Boys never know how girls like that can behave. Because they keep the really bad stuff for when the boys aren’t around.

“Yeah,” I agree. “They’re nightmares.”

“Like Lucy,” Callum says, naming his ex-girlfriend. “I didn’t realize what she was all about till later. You know.”

I nod grimly. I do know, all too well.

“It’s nice to see you, Scarlett,” he goes on. “I— When you visited Castle Airlie, things were so messed up, you know? It’s nice to see you somewhere that isn’t, um, there.”

He grins again, and it’s like a shaft of sunlight hitting a stained-glass window; it lights up the room. I forgot how handsome Callum is when he smiles. Probably because I’ve barely seen him do it.

“That was really clumsy,” he says. “But you know what I mean.”

“It’s nice to see you too,” I say, truly meaning it.

And we stand there for a moment, just smiling at each other. It’s the first time Callum McAndrew and I have ever been comfortable in each other’s presence, I realize. Even when we kissed, it was painful, poignant, because we knew very well it was the first and last kiss there would ever be: a kiss goodbye.

But now there’s an ease between us. We don’t even need to say anything; it’s as if the past is fading and we can start again.

I wasn’t expecting this. And I like it a lot.

“Callum, darling! Why are you hiding back here? You should be out in the bar with your fans!”

Plum comes tripping into the greenroom, arms outstretched. She’s trailing a cloud of perfume, Valentino Rock ’n Rose: she must have just sprayed more on. It’s her favorite at the moment and I don’t think it suits her at all—Plum is neither sweet nor rosy.

She’s also trailing her sidekicks, Susan and Lizzie. Until Plum came to Wakefield Hall, Susan was a diamond in the rough, a tall, slender blonde with beautiful features who looked washed out by her pale eyelashes and eyebrows, and slobby in oversized sweaters and loose jeans; now that Plum has made her over, Susan looks like an off-duty supermodel. Legs up to her armpits, hair down to her tiny waist, mascara and eyebrow pencil giving her stunning features definition—you’d hate her if she weren’t so sweet.

While Lizzie, bless her heart, is a fluffy golden retriever of a girl desperately trying to prove she has a place in the smart set by flaunting the latest designer bag. Taylor and I are quite fond of Lizzie, all things considered, but she’s so keen to please that she’ll do whatever the last strong-minded person she bumps into tells her to do. Basically, she’s a pinball that anyone can flip.

Susan and Lizzie stand back, knowing their places, as Plum sashays forward, purring:

“You were fabulous!” She kisses Callum theatrically on both cheeks. “Especially when you sang! We all got goose bumps!” She pulls back slightly, indicating Susan and Lizzie. “Didn’t we?” she prompts, and they bob their heads in response like nodding dog mobiles hung from a rearview mirror.

“Yeah, um, thanks,” Callum says, looking hunted. “I should really be getting out there. Like you said.”

“Of course! Let’s go back!” Plum takes his arm and swings round to face the door.

Which means that she sees me for the first time.

“Scarlett?” she exclaims, looking quickly from me to Callum. “What are you doing here?”

“We’re just catching up,” Callum says quickly.

“I didn’t even know you two knew each other!” Plum says, dragging Callum out of the greenroom. “You’re such a dark horse with the boys, Scarlett!”

I don’t know how she manages it, without a word being said, but by the time she’s escorted Callum back over the stage and through the auditorium, she’s silently ordered Lizzie to nip ahead of her and push open the doors, holding one ajar so that Plum and Callum can make an entrance into the foyer. Heads duly turn; eyes light up on spotting Callum. Plum’s gripping his arm for dear life, as if he’s a human trophy she’s just won. Taylor comes over, grimacing at me.

“I saw her heading back there,” she says. “But I’d’ve needed a stun gun to stop her.”

“We should probably get one,” I say. “In case of emergency.”

“Callum! Hi!” Nadia calls loudly, to summon as much attention as possible her way. Then she steps over to him like a runway model, narrow hips swinging, legs stepping high, hair tumbling around her shoulders. “You were fabulous!”

“Yes, thanks, I’ve done that bit already, Nadia,” Plum snaps.

“Hey, Plum,” Sophia von und zu Something says blithely, following Nadia over. Sophia, bless her, is an Austrian countess. Very titled, very rich, and very thick. I honestly don’t think she would have been accepted at St. Tabby’s if it hadn’t been for the first two factors; St. Tabby’s is a much snobbier school than Wakefield Hall. My grandmother, who’s the headmistress of Wakefield, would never have dreamed of taking Sophia, who has the mental capacity of a newt that just got hit by a car.

While Plum’s distracted by Nadia, Callum manages to slip his arm free and swivel toward me.

“Callum, you remember Taylor,” I say, and he nods.

“Hey,” he says. “Nice to see you.”

“You too,” she says, smiling at him, and I realize instantly that she means it; she’s not just being polite.

Phew, I think, Taylor likes Callum. For some reason, that seems to be important to me.

“Goodness, Scarlett, was one McAndrew brother not enough for you?” Plum says nastily, swinging round on us. “What are you trying to do—collect the set?”

My mouth drops open at the sheer unpleasantness of this, and Callum must be similarly stunned, because he doesn’t say anything either. It’s Taylor who snaps at her:

“Hey! You’re out of line!”

“Oh, Callum, have you met Scarlett’s bodyguard yet?” Plum asks, narrowing her eyes at Taylor. “Careful—you don’t want to get on her wrong side! She’s very butch.”

I’m not putting up with this kind of thing from Plum.

“Oh, you’re just jealous because Taylor’s so photogenic,” I retort. “You wish you looked as good in photos as Taylor does.”

This hits squarely home; I actually see Plum swallow. She’s got very used to taunting Taylor, secure in the confidence that she knows a juicy secret of Taylor’s that means her victim won’t answer back. But Plum’s forgotten that I now have something as equally juicy on her as she does on my best friend.

“Right,” she manages feebly, tossing her hair in front of her eyes so that she doesn’t have to look at me. “As if.”

And Nadia’s glossy blue-black head turns from me to Plum, her dark eyes alert. Nadia’s shown herself to be a smart operator; she’s managed to use me and Taylor in the past to get something she wanted, playing us as smoothly as Callum played his violin. Now she’s picked up on an odd vibe between me and Plum, and, knowing Nadia, she won’t rest till she finds out what’s at the bottom of it.

Which is by no means what I want to happen.

Maybe I shouldn’t have taken Plum on in front of Nadia, I reflect. The trouble is, I’m not brilliant at these girl-on-girl politics, the guerrilla warfare games, that Plum, Nadia, and their set are so expert at playing. I made a basic mistake: I didn’t think before I opened my mouth.

And then I relax. After all, meeting here is just a freaky coincidence. It’s not like our path and that of the St. Tabby’s girls are going to cross at all in the future. God knows what they’re doing here, anyway; Scottish folk music is much too earnest for St. Tabby’s supersmart image.

“Well, hello!” says a voice with an odd accent, and when we swing round to see who it is, I find myself staring right at the skinny chest of the lead violinist from Hürti Slärtbärten. He’s changed—mercifully—out of his bright red silk blouse, but the faded grayish-white T-shirt with the Rolling Stones logo that he’s wearing instead isn’t much of an improvement. Especially as I think we can all tell, by his cloud of body odor, that he got pretty sweaty during his gig.

Thank God, he’s not talking to me; he’s looking straight at Nadia.

“You are a very pretty girl!” he says.

As if this is going to be news to Nadia.

“I would like to ask you to come for a drink with me,” he continues as all of us stare at him in absolute incredulity.

“Jeez, he has balls of steel,” Taylor whispers to me.

It’s true. This geeky boy with gelled-up hair and a flaming acne breakout, smelling strongly of sweat, is hitting on one of the reigning princesses of London society. Not only that, but he’s acting as if her answer is a foregone conclusion.

“You perhaps saw me onstage,” he continues, nodding in a patronizing way to the rest of us. “I am very famous in Norway. So!” He smiles at Nadia. “We go for a drink?”

Nadia is looking from side to side, her eyes flickering nervously, and I know exactly why: I know how these girls’ minds work by now, even if I’m not an expert at their games. She thinks some frenemy of hers is setting her up—maybe getting ready to take a photo of Nadia and Mr. Hürti Slärtbärten that they can then post on Facebook, captioned Nadia and her new sick crush!

“Don’t worry!” he says jovially to the rest of us. “I bring her back safe and whole!”

Lizzie, unfortunately, loses it at this point and starts to giggle, tossing her carefully straightened and highlighted hair from side to side. It would be Lizzie, of course.

“Right!” Ms. Burton-Race, St. Tabby’s history teacher, bustles up to us. “St. Tabby’s girls, with me! Time to go home! We have a busy day tomorrow!”

I don’t think Nadia’s ever been that grateful to see a teacher in her life.
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