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Chapter

1

By the end of tonight, I will be Andy Keating’s girlfriend. It’s all I can think about as I leap over piles of my dirty clothes and shimmy past the fairy gardens that fill my window ledge as “Take on Me” plays for the hundredth time. I land on a discarded dress—the third I tried on tonight—and go sliding across the laminate wood floor. I’m glad Andy can’t see me now . . . but I still do one more spin as the lead singer from a-ha hits the last high note. Usually I don’t listen to eighties music, but this isn’t just another song. This is our song.

Crystal will be here any minute to pick me up. I need to finish my makeup, but it’s hard to think of anything but Andy and me dancing to this song at the smoothie shop. He pulled me out from behind the counter and spun me across the rainbow-colored tiles until we had to cling to each other so we didn’t collapse from laughing so hard. That was the moment I knew he was falling for me. And tonight, at his end-of-summer birthday party, I know he’s going to ask me to be his girlfriend. I’m so beyond myself with joy and nerves I have to reapply my eyeliner three times because my hands keep shaking.

Five minutes later I clomp down the stairs in wedge heels. They’re higher than what I usually wear, but I’ll take the pinched toes. Andy is a basketball god and I’m going to need the extra inches for the first time he kisses me. Shivers go through me and I clutch the banister so I don’t somersault into the living room.

“Wow, you look beautiful,” Mom says as I appear. She’s curled in her favorite chair with a cup of Earl Grey, watching a BBC miniseries.

“Thanks.” I smooth my dress. I know this is a backyard party, but there’s no way in hell I’m dancing under the stars with Andy in shorts.

“You’re growing into such an amazing young woman. I hope you have a wonderful time tonight.” Her eyes are shining a little too brightly and she looks ready to wrap me in a teary hug.

The doorbell rings and I leap to get it. I find Crystal in the doorway, a panicked look on her face.

“Hey! Are you okay?”

“Ellie, omigod, I need your help.”

She steps into our cramped duplex and I take in the living room from her perspective, seeing the dingy wallpaper and stains on the carpet. This is the first time anyone from my new high school has been here. It’s not that I’m ashamed. I know how hard Mom has to work to afford this school district. Her promotion and move from Virginia to DC came with a big pay raise, but money goes fast here and we were lucky to find a decent apartment in this area. We’ve done our best with the space, but all the framed art and houseplants in the world can’t disguise the fact that this is nothing like the huge houses my classmates live in.

Crystal grabs my arm and pulls me farther into the living room, then points to her shoes. “They’re disintegrating.”

“What?”

“Disintegrating!”

She lifts her foot so I can see her platform heels. Sure enough, there’s a huge chunk missing from the sole.

“These are my favorite shoes! I’ve had them since the summer before junior year—I thought they were so nice. But they’re made of freaking foam! Can you believe it? Foam! I didn’t notice until I saw the pieces covering the floor mat of my car.” She flicks the shoe and another piece flies off and sails across the living room. It’s only then that Crystal sees my mom.

“Oh, uh, sorry about that, Mrs. Nichols.” She hobbles across the floor to pick up the chunk.

“No problem,” Mom replies with a smirk.

“Come into the kitchen,” I say. “Maybe we can, I don’t know, glue them back together?”

We sit down at the kitchen table and Crystal kicks off her shoes. I take a look, but she’s right: there’s no saving them. Bits of foam fall off wherever I touch them.

“Why didn’t you go back to your house when you noticed?”

“Traffic was horrible and I knew you were waiting for me. I didn’t want us to be late.” She shakes her head. “But I can’t walk into Andy’s wearing these! This is going to be my last party before I leave for my study abroad trip. Do you have any heels I can borrow?”

Ugh, her trip. I hate the reminder that soon she’ll be living in another country. She’s the only real friend I’ve made since moving here at the end of my junior year, and I’m not sure what I’ll do without her. But then, if I’m dating Andy, I won’t need to worry about that. He’s friends with everyone.

“No, I’m sorry.” I point down at my feet. “These are the only ones I have. Unless you want some silver strappy ones?”

She curls her lip. “No thanks. That sounds like a little much for a backyard party.” She eyes my shoes. “Damn, I was really hoping you’d have more like that. Those are so cute.”

She looks at my shoes the way I look at my mom’s famous chocolate cheesecake. I can almost see the drool sliding down her chin. Usually I’d hand them over without hesitation, but I chose these shoes with a specific purpose in mind. I bite my lip. On the other hand, they would look adorable with her romper. And she was really nice when I first arrived at school, inviting me to sit with her at lunch and showing me around. She even helped me get my summer job with her at the smoothie shop.

“Um, I guess you could take mine? I’m only wearing them because”—I lower my voice—“they might give me a few extra inches if Andy and I . . .” My cheeks flush and I stop talking.

Crystal’s eyes widen. “Wait, are you telling me you chose those shoes on the off chance that Andy wants to make out with you tonight?” She waggles her eyebrows. “Sounds like you’ve been having some fun daydreams lately.”

I grin. “They’re not just daydreams.”

She laughs good-naturedly, but I can tell she thinks this is all in my head. And I get that. We haven’t worked many shifts together lately, so she doesn’t know how much Andy has been coming in. Early on, he’d just get his usual Strawberry Sunrise, give Crystal and me a wink, and leave. But these last few weeks have been different. He’s been staying longer and longer at the shop, telling me about his soccer practices and pickup basketball games, teasing me for lip-synching to the loop of eighties songs that play on repeat.

I take a deep breath and tell her about last week, how he pulled me into the middle of the empty shop to dance like we were main characters in a movie montage.

“It was the most romantic thing that’s ever happened to me.”

She smiles. “That sounds really fun, Ellie.”

But it wasn’t fun. I mean, it was, but it was also swoony and she’s not getting it. I think about going on, telling her more about Andy’s latest visits, but then I hesitate. I don’t want to jinx anything. And it’s going to be so entertaining to see her reaction when Andy and I get together.

I bring down a collection of shoes for her and she falls for a pair of pink ballet flats immediately. Crisis averted. I give Mom a peck on the cheek and grab my key from the hook. “I’ll see you later.”

“Be safe! And tell me everything tomorrow over breakfast.”

We hurry out to Crystal’s car.

“Are you excited?” she asks as she pulls away from the curb.

“So excited!”

“You better be. Andy’s parties are always epic. Just you wait.”

She does a little shimmy dance and I do the same, a wave of adrenaline coursing through me. Epic is exactly what I’m hoping for.

A quick glance at Andy’s street tells me that this is the biggest party I’ve ever been to. If kids had parties like this back in Virginia, then I was never invited. Cars line both sides of the road, and we have to park blocks away and hoof it to his house. I’m starting to wish I’d traded my heels after all.

I quicken my pace to compensate for the nerves shooting through my limbs. Small groups of people meander down the sidewalk with us. I recognize most of the others from the end-of-season pep rallies, since a lot of Andy’s friends are athletes and cheerleaders, but I don’t really know them. Waterford Valley is so ridiculously big that it’s hard to keep people straight, especially transferring in at the end of the year. I’m so grateful to have Crystal next to me.

A few guys I recognize from Andy’s basketball team wave. “Hey, Crystal!”

She blows them a kiss. Crystal might not be the most popular girl at school—she doesn’t do sports or cheer or anything like that—but she’s in student government and in a ton of clubs, so everyone seems to know her. I’m hoping to follow her lead and get involved this year.

“Omigod, everyone is here,” I whisper as we walk through Andy’s front yard and into the palatial backyard.

This isn’t some little shindig with hot dogs and coolers full of melting ice and soft drinks. This is fancy. I knew he was rich, but his parents have gone overboard with birthday decorations and elaborate balloon creations throughout the manicured lawn. There are long tables covered in catered food along the patio and a cake that’s large enough to feed a hundred people.

I rub my sweaty palms down my dress and pray my queasiness doesn’t become full-out sickness. Accessorizing this outfit with puke is not the look I’m going for.

“Ooh!” Crystal squeals. “There’s Sara!” She waves and rushes over, leaving me alone in the middle of the lawn.

My stomach squeezes and I check my phone for nonexistent texts to give myself something to do. I’d imagined that Crystal would be my guide here—at least until I found Andy—but I don’t want to be a complete dork trailing after her all night. Instead, I head toward the drinks table. As I grab a water, a hand falls lightly on my shoulder.

“I see the party’s arrived now.”

Tingles race up my spine at his voice. Andy. And is it my imagination, or is he standing extra close to me? My heart tugs in my chest as I look up into his gorgeous blue eyes. Every time I see him, he’s cuter than the last time. I can’t believe I’ll be calling him my boyfriend by the end of the night.

Of course he hasn’t said anything specific yet—that would ruin the surprise—but I overheard him talking about it at the shop a few days ago. I was in the back, getting more blueberries, when my middle-aged shift manager tried to wait on him.

“Can I help you?”

“Oh, no thanks.” Just hearing his voice made me smile. “I don’t think I could drink another smoothie this week.”

“Um . . . okay. Are you wanting to apply for a job, then? I don’t have openings now, but I might next month if you want to take an application.”

“No, sorry. I’m just”—he cleared his throat—“uh, waiting for a girl. One of your employees.”

She sighed. “I should have known. You’re the boyfriend?”

“Not yet. But hopefully soon.”

She chuckled softly. “Ah, I remember those days. Just make sure you aren’t distracting her while she’s on the clock.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

My cheeks heated and I leaned against the supply shelf to steady myself. Andy wanted to be my boyfriend? I couldn’t believe it. Sure, I’d thought about it before—probably every straight girl at Waterford Valley had at some point—but I’d never believed it possible until that day. It was all I could think about after that, particularly when I read his text the next evening.

I need you. The party won’t be the same without you. And just wait until you see what I have planned. [image: image]

This had to be the night he told me how he felt.

“Happy birthday.” I gesture around us. “This is amazing.”

“Thanks. Mom loves doing this kind of stuff, but at least she and Dad are cool about giving us space. They usually only come out when it’s time to cut the cake.” He nods toward the huge house where his parents must be hiding out.

I smile and swallow hard. It was so much easier to talk to him when I didn’t think he liked me. “Thanks for inviting me.”

He laughs. “How could I not invite you? You make the best smoothies in a five-state radius. And I’d know—I’ve done a lot of traveling for basketball.”

He smiles and lowers his head so his mouth is only a hair’s breadth from my ear. For a second, I’m sure he’s going to kiss me right here, in front of all these people. I tilt my head toward him, swaying slightly with the anticipation of it. Then a booming voice calls “Andy!” and he pulls away.

He jerks a thumb in the direction of the voice. “I better go or TJ will just keep yelling at me. So glad you could make it!” He smiles apologetically and jogs away. I take a shaky breath. Whatever Andy’s planning to do tonight, he better do it soon. I’m not sure how much more anticipation I can take.

Despite my best efforts, I don’t get a chance to talk to him again for the next hour. I stand with Crystal while she and Sara trade details about their family vacations and nibble on the catered spread. I know I should try more to join in, but it’s hard. No one else in Crystal’s circle has been particularly welcoming. A group of us sat together at lunch, but mostly we talked to Crystal, not each other. It doesn’t help that they’ve all been friends for ages and are in the same clubs and classes. But hopefully senior year will be different. With Andy on my arm and the right extracurriculars, I’ll finally fit in.

Instead of talking, I watch Andy. He’s constantly surrounded by friends—many of them girls. Jealousy pools in the pit of my stomach as they fawn over him. But when he steps away, his eyes lock on mine and he winks. Immediately I feel better. He sees me. He hasn’t forgotten.

“Hey!” Andy yells over the crowd. “People!” Some of us quiet down, but most people aren’t paying attention.

“Shut it!” TJ bellows.

The yard goes silent and every person turns to look at Andy. I take a step toward him, my nerves ramping up to nuclear levels.

“Remind me to never give TJ a bullhorn,” Andy says, and a few people chuckle. “So anyway, thanks, everyone, for coming out to help me celebrate. I promise, the fun is just starting, but there’s something I’ve gotta do first.” He turns in my direction. “Something I’ve been dying to do all night.”

Electricity flies through my body, jolting me like a live wire. Oh god. Oh god, oh god, oh god.

“I’m happy that everyone turned up for this, but there’s one person that I’m especially pumped to have here. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. And she also happens to make the best smoothies in the world.”

A few people titter and ohhh. My entire body flares with heat and my hands fly to my mouth.

“I’ve been wanting to ask her out for a few weeks now, but I knew to get a girl like her I’d have to up my game. I’m probably too late, but I can’t imagine her leaving—not when I’m just now realizing how awesome she is. So . . .”

I squint at his comment about me leaving—the only trip I have planned is a long weekend away to my aunt’s—but then “Take on Me” comes on and I forget about everything else. Tears prick in the corners of my eyes. He’s such a romantic to play our song right now.

I laugh and run to him, burying my head in his chest and wrapping my arms around his waist. He smells so good, like lavender laundry detergent. And he feels even better. Damn, I could get used to this.

“Of course I’ll go out with you!”

His body tenses and stills. Mine does the same. My ears buzz as I lift my head from where it lies against his heart. His expression is a mixture of shock, confusion . . . and amusement. It’s the last one that buries a knife in my chest.

“Uh . . .” He puts his hands on my shoulders and pushes me away from him. “Sorry, I wasn’t talking about you.”

I can only stare. Obviously he was talking about me. He just said I made the best smoothies in the world. He played our song.

Then realization dawns on me—thick, hot, burning—and I swivel to Crystal. She was standing just behind me when Andy started his speech. She makes smoothies. She knows that song from the shop. She’s about to leave for a semester abroad in England.

And she’s grinning at him like he just told her she was named prom queen.

Oh. My. God.

I catch her eye just long enough for her to tilt her head and give a shrug—as if she’s helpless to resist—before she sprints to him. That’s when I notice multiple people have cameras trained on me. Laughter surrounds me. And I run.

“Don’t leave now, I’ll still take you! At least for tonight!” TJ yells behind me as I push through the crowds toward the backyard gate. His booming voice echoes through the neighborhood.

I sprint faster, urged on by the giggles and pointed fingers. I race through the gate and trip on a stepping stone. I go sprawling in their front yard. My palms and knees burn but there’s no time to clean myself up. I stand, kick off my stupid shoes, and run down the sidewalk toward the car. When I see it in the distance, I skid to a halt. Crystal’s car! Holy hell, how much worse can this night get?
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When I wake the next morning, my face is still red and swollen from crying. I can hardly believe last night happened. It’s like the worst stress dream—the kind you have the week before the new school year or right before a big test—but I know this isn’t a dream. My new dress is crumpled on the floor where I dropped it last night after Mom drove me home. My makeup is still on, if you count the trails of mascara my tears left on my cheeks.

I force myself to sit up and find a glass of ice water on my bedside table. Mom must have already snuck in here this morning. I won’t be able to put her questions off forever. But how can I possibly explain why I threw myself at Andy in front of the entire freaking school?

My phone dings and I cringe. I really don’t want to see what people are texting me, but I can’t not know. I grab my phone and find a series of texts from Crystal, starting last night.

You okay?

Where are you? Are you wandering around the neighborhood right now?

I’m leaving. I hope someone was able to give you a ride.

You’re clearly pissed, but I didn’t know Andy was going to do that. And if the roles were reversed, I’m sure you would say yes. Obviously.

Fresh tears well up and I drop the phone on my bed.

She’s not sorry.

Something cracks inside me at the realization. Even after I ran out of the party, even when I buried myself under pillows last night, I thought she’d care about hurting me. I half expected to find an apology text or email or, I don’t know, maybe even an apology coffee and doughnut this morning when she returned my shoes. Hadn’t we become friends over the past few months? Maybe we weren’t the closest friends in the world, but we also weren’t at the make out with my crush while the entire school laughs and points stage.

I guess I was only her friend as long as I wasn’t a roadblock to what she really wanted. And that, clearly, was Andy.

I’m about to bury myself in the blankets again when another text from Crystal dings.

Sorry about the memes and gifs and stuff. People can be assholes.

Dread spreads through my limbs like poison. Oh, please no. With shaking hands, I switch to Instagram.

And there I am, in all my toe-curling, vomit-inducing humiliation. I scroll through my feed and see the video of my social demise at least four times. And the hashtags . . .

#Humiliation

#GladImNotHer

#LetHimFinish

#AsIf

I throw the phone across my bed like it’s radioactive. Omigod, it’s everywhere. The most embarrassing moment of my life is literally looping in my mind and on the internet.

I grab the closest pillow and scream into it.

Any sane person would push their phone down the garbage disposal after that, but I can’t help myself. I only make it thirty minutes before I open Snapchat and Twitter and find my face there as well, the posts already raking up tons more likes and comments than any picture I’ve ever posted. I’m never going to be able to show my face at Waterford again now that I’m Internet Famous. When I flip back to Instagram, there’s a new post from Crystal. It’s a photo of her and Andy at the party, arms wrapped around each other, wide grins plastered on their faces.

@andy_baller15 really DOES throw the best parties.

I just about puke on my unicorn sheets.

A knock sounds at the door and I shove my phone under my blankets.

“I thought I heard you moving around up here.” Mom slips through the door and sits on the corner of my bed. “How are you feeling? I was getting worried.”

I self-consciously wipe under my eyes and scramble to sit up. Mom’s tilted head and soft voice tell me that she knows exactly the state I’m in.

“Um, you know, tired.”

She tilts her head farther. “You were pretty upset last night. Do you want to tell me what happened now?”

Oh, not much, Mom. Just a nuclear bomb destroying any chance I had of being accepted at my new school. It was a normal Saturday.

“Just some high school drama.”

She purses her lips. “With Crystal? Is that why she didn’t bring you home?”

I play with the blanket to avoid her gaze. “I don’t really want to talk about Crystal.”

“Okay.” She pats my leg. “Whatever happened, I’m sure it’ll blow over soon. A new school year always brings new drama.”

She slips back out the door and I sink lower into the pillows. I can’t even think about school. How can I go back? I can already imagine it—people playing the video as I walk down the halls or catcalling me like TJ or reenacting the whole scene for laughs. Senior year is already over and it hasn’t even begun.

I don’t have the courage to get back online until the next evening. I skim Instagram, hoping that everyone has moved on, but it’s just as bad as it was yesterday. Maybe worse since total strangers are making fun of me now. But one post from Crystal catches my eye. It’s a selfie of her kissing Andy. My immediate reaction is to stab the photo with something sharp—phone be damned—but then I see the description below the photo.

Who needs to live in England when I can be at Waterford with @andy_baller15?!

I read it a second time.

Does . . . that mean she’s not going on the trip now? Is it possible for her to drop out so close to the beginning of the school year? If Crystal is staying at Waterford, then I’m going to have to see her every day. Her studying abroad was my one solace yesterday—that she’d be gone for the entire semester. What the hell am I going to do now? Another horrifying thought wallops me—I won’t just be seeing Crystal in the halls. I’ll be seeing her with Andy, in their stupid giggling, kissing, honeymoon phase of dating. Pure torture. I squeeze my eyes shut.

Except . . .

My heart jumps in my chest. Wait. That means there’s an open spot on the study abroad trip. The trip I’ve been lusting over ever since Crystal told me about it. Granted, it’s supposed to be for honors students—and I am really not an honors student—but maybe there’s still a chance.

A spark of hope lights inside me.

If I can get on this trip, if I can avoid Crystal and Andy and everyone else for a few months, maybe my life won’t be a living hell. I can start fresh. And in England of all places.

I launch off my bed, where I’ve been since the party, and sprint down the stairs. “Mom!” I hold my phone up to her.

“What’s happening now?”

“I think there might be an opening on that study abroad trip I told you about.”

Her eyes widen in delight. No one is a bigger anglophile than my mom. She practically came out of the womb obsessing about Princess Diana and Jane Austen.

“The one Crystal’s going on? But it must be too late to join. It’s in just a few weeks.”

“I’m not sure. It might be, but if there’s a possibility . . .”

She nods. “Right. It’s definitely worth looking into.” She picks up her phone, then puts it back down. Her eyebrows knit together. “Ellie, even if I’m able to get you onto the trip . . .” She heaves a sigh. “It doesn’t give me enough time to save for the expense.”

My shoulders slump. Of course she can’t afford to send me on a trip like this. I was so caught up in the idea that I didn’t think about how much it must cost. “Um . . .” I consider for a moment. “What if I threw in my savings?”

“Your car savings?”

A wave of nausea hits me, but I nod. I’ve had a savings account since I was twelve, but it’s only been in the last few years that it really started adding up. With my last paycheck from the summer, I should be close to 2K. I’m not sure that will cover the trip, but it’s something. I say as much to Mom.

“Wow. Are you really serious enough about this that you’d give up the possibility of a car? I thought you were dying for your own car.”

“If you let me, I’m all in.”

She nods slowly before smiling and jumping to her feet.

“All right. Tell me who to call.”

My mom is a miracle worker. She’s been a flurry of activity over the last three weeks, making phone calls and booking plane tickets. She even persuaded my dad to help cover the extra expenses we weren’t able to, despite the fact that they’ve been divorced since I was two and I haven’t seen him in years. I might not have won the friend lottery, but I’m definitely the Mega Millions winner of moms.

And thank god for that because the rest of August has been pure torture. I haven’t spoken to a soul from school. Crystal hasn’t texted since the morning after the party, and without her it’s clear just how alone I am here. It didn’t seem that way before because everyone likes Crystal and so I was always surrounded by people. But without her, no one has any interest in hanging out with me.

I might be willing to get over the whole thing if Crystal would apologize, but she clearly has no intention of doing that. It isn’t just that she’s dating Andy; it’s that she forgot about me as soon as he looked at her. . . . She didn’t even try to stand up to the others. She just let me run away while they laughed.

We worked exactly two shifts together in deathly silence before our manager got the message and scheduled us for different days. But I still had to see Andy both times when he picked her up after those shifts. The first time he didn’t look at me. The second time he nodded and said, “What up?”

Like he barely knew me. Like he’d never flirted with me in this very store. Asshole.

But none of that matters now. All that’s left is to spend my last night in America with Mom, drinking Earl Grey tea, eating too much of her Great British Bake Off galette, and watching Emma (the 2009 miniseries, which was still the adaptation of her heart).

“Maybe we should have done a hamburger night?” I say as I sip my second cup of tea. “Or something a bit more American?”

“You’ve got the rest of your life to eat burgers and barbecue—now is the time to celebrate all things British. Which reminds me, you are going to visit Buckingham Palace, aren’t you? You never know when the queen might poke her head out.”

I roll my eyes and chuckle. “Yes, I added it to my list. But first priority in London is Big Ben.”

“Obviously.”

“And what I really want is to see the countryside and manor houses. I hope it feels like I’m being transported into one of these movies.” I nod at the screen, which makes Mom look as well.

“Oh, this part always makes me cry!” she exclaims as Mr. Knightley confesses his feelings to Emma. “There’s nothing better than the look on someone’s face when they realize you love them as much as they love you.” She puts her hand on her heart and sighs. “Are you sure I can’t go to high school in England for a few months? I think I’ve aged pretty well. And I’ve been doing lots of yoga.”

“Mom.” I stand and walk into the kitchen.

“Can’t an old lady be jealous? Oh, these men and their accents. I’d do a lot of stuff if a man asked me with that voice.”

“Mom!” I cover my face with my hands. “Is there vodka in your teacup or something?”

She giggles and I focus on adding another few sugar cubes to my tea. She’s not completely wrong. It would be hard to resist a British accent. I take a sip and imagine the British boys I might meet on my trip. The thought is intriguing. I’ve been too caught up with Crystal, Andy, and anyone from Waterford posting memes about me to think about boys . . . but what if I could find a British boyfriend while I’m studying abroad? Someone way better than Andy. The possibilities spin out in front of me. Dates to romantic castles. Walking through the streets of London hand in hand. Kissing someone who calls me love. It could be the thing that redeems me after that horrific party. It could be what makes this semester truly epic.

Forget Andy. I want a hot British boyfriend.
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After a seven-hour flight next to a very loud snorer and a horrendous immigration line in Heathrow, I’ve finally made it to my new home away from home. Or, at least, to the driveway.

Far in the distance stands Emberton Manor, looking like something plucked out of a Regency novel and dropped into the real world. I can make out spindles and arches and flying buttresses and way more chimneys than any castle needs. An uncontrollable smile spreads across my face. Mom and I studied photos of this place online, but it’s more glorious than any picture we could find. And, somehow, I get to live here for the next four months.

I can’t sit still. My legs twitch, my toes tap, and I squeeze my hands into balls. I’m actually here. Living in a different country. This. Is. Happening.

“We’re almost there, miss,” the driver the school sent says in his exquisite British accent.

I leap out of the car as soon as we park in the circular driveway. I follow him through the massive wooden doors and spin in a slow circle, trying to get my bearings. The ceiling high above is painted blue with tiny cherubs lounging on clouds. I’m surrounded by dark wood walls and tapestries of elegantly dressed women sitting next to small white unicorns. Unicorns! It’s like a sign from heaven that I’m about to live my best life here. None of it feels real. Maybe I stepped onto a movie set . . . or back into a different time? But when I pull my attention from the surroundings, the driver is still there, waiting patiently.

“It’s unfortunate you weren’t able to arrive with the rest of your school group earlier today. The staff arranged a welcome breakfast and helped everyone get settled. It was rather grand.”

A knot of nerves lodges under my ribs at the reminder that the other students have already arrived. I wish I could have flown over with them, but I was lucky to get a ticket at all. By now they’re probably bonding over their class schedules and finding all the secret passageways in the manor. I’m twitchy to get upstairs and meet my roommate in particular. I squeeze my eyes shut. Please don’t let her be another Crystal. I need someone I can trust. Someone as ready for a new start as I am so we can dive into this adventure together.

The driver walks around the massive foyer as if looking for someone. “Usually Henry is on duty to see to students, but he must be on break. Not sure how long he’ll be gone, but if you need help with your bags, we can wait. . . .” He scratches the back of his neck.

“Oh, don’t worry about it.” He’s clearly restless to leave and I don’t want to wait around either. “I should be able to handle it. If you can just tell me where to go?”

“Yes, miss.” He hands me a key from a gilded table. “Your room is 426. And remember that Mr. Odell will be welcoming all the students in the Long Gallery in about an hour.” He tips his hat. “Good luck.”

He steps out the door and I’m alone. That irrepressible smile from the car spreads across my face again. I look behind me to make sure no one’s watching, drop my bags, and break out into a dance like I’m one of the kids from the Charlie Brown Christmas special.

I’m here. I’m actually here!

When I’m out of breath from dancing, I inspect my room key. It’s as long as my hand and as heavy as a hardbound book. Room 426. Wait . . . does that mean I’m staying on the fourth floor? One look at the staircase tells me I shouldn’t have done those high kicks just now.

I search around for the elevator, but it turns out to be as small as a broom closet and actually sways when I step inside. No thank you. Next I try pulling all three bags up the stairs at once to speed up the process, but they might as well be boulders. Soon my legs are shaking and I’m sweating and I haven’t even reached the second floor yet.

“Excuse me.”

I turn to find a guy on the step below me, disorientingly close and clearly annoyed. I’ve seen him a few times around the halls at Waterford. Light brown skin, thick brows, dark hair and eyes. Dev . . . I think? We weren’t in any classes together last year.

“Ellie?” he says, his irritated tone fading when he sees my face. “I didn’t know you were on this trip.”

I try to hide my surprise that he knows me. Oh, please, let him know me from something other than the video. Or the memes. Or the GIFs.

“I’m the last-minute addition,” I mumble.

“You’re replacing Crystal?” He gives a half laugh. “Huh. I was wondering who it would be.”

I cringe at her name, grab the handles of two of my bags, and start pulling. I’m abandoning the third one until I have caffeine and a hell of a lot more sleep.

“Jesus, what do you have in here?” Dev makes a big show of heaving the third bag up one stair, like it’s filled with concrete instead of sweaters. “You know they give us the textbooks, right?”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t feel obligated to help.”

“And leave you to block the entire staircase?”

“I didn’t bring that much stuff. We are living here for four months, you know.”

“That doesn’t mean you needed to pack the entire mall.” He jerks the bag up more steps, and I flinch as the wheels bang on the wooden stairs. “Good luck fitting this into your dresser upstairs.”

I shoot him a glare. I call tell he’s amused by this whole luggage ordeal, but I’m too exhausted to see any humor.

“For what it’s worth,” he continues, “I think you got the better end of the deal on this one. Only an idiot would give up a semester abroad just to make out with her boyfriend.”

The memory of the party hits me again. Crystal’s beaming smile as she stared at Andy. His hands pushing me away. Everyone’s laughter filling my ears so loudly that my eardrums might pop.

I freeze on the top step and Dev slams into my back.

“Oof!”

He knocks me off balance and I fall forward onto the second-floor landing. He collapses in a heap beside me. We both sit up just as one of my bags tips over and tumbles down the stairs, the racket shattering the quiet space. The bag pops open and half my stuff falls out, including Pinky, the unicorn Pillow Pet I’ve slept with since I was in elementary school.

My cheeks flame at Dev’s muffled chuckles and I race down the stairs. “Shut up!”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your laughter is worse.” I glare over my shoulder.

“So I should say something?”

I shove everything back into the bag and whip around. “Unless the words are ‘Can I help you carry that?’ I think silence would be preferable.”

He nods and grins so wide he looks like the freaking Grinch.

I jerk the bag up another stair.
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After more heaving and hauling, we manage to get all three of my bags up to the third floor. Dev insists on going first this time.

“Huan!” Dev yells down the hall. A boy turns and waves. His black hair is short and spiked and he’s wearing a shirt with the letters KRNFX on it. No clue what that means, but I’m thrilled to see his welcoming expression.

“Where’ve you been?” Huan asks, coming toward him. “I thought you got lost.”

“Ellie decided to block the stairs with her freighter-sized bags, so I helped her out.”

Huan blinks at me before the shine of recognition sparks in his eyes. “Oh, hey.”

He cuts a glance at Dev and it’s clear Huan has seen the infamous video too. My stomach clenches.

“Uh, how’s it going?” he asks as he takes one of my bags and continues up the next set of stairs. “Did you have a good flight?”

I hesitate, but he smiles encouragingly at me and I feel slightly better. Just because people saw what happened at Andy’s party doesn’t mean they’re all going to have a snarky comment.

“I’m so jet-lagged,” I reply. “I stayed up watching movies.”

Huan nods at Dev. “We did too. Didn’t sleep at all. I know we have the same ones at home but it was still awesome. I don’t know the last time I watched movies nonstop like that.” He chuckles. “But I’m dying now.”

“Worth it. We had to live it up while we could,” Dev chimes in.

I notice he’s perfectly capable of lifting my bag up the steps now. He must have been struggling before just to goad me.

“That’s your definition of living it up?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Yep. I don’t think we’re going to have another seven-hour stretch here that doesn’t include studying or sleep.”

“Huh.”

There’s a reason why I never talked to Dev or Huan or anyone else on this trip at Waterford. These are the kids vying for a tenth of a point advantage in their GPA and deciding if they want to apply to both Harvard and Yale. I wasn’t close to meeting the academic criteria to come here—3.75 GPA minimum and honor roll for the last year—but it turns out that the program director was willing to take an underprepared student as long as it meant more tuition money.

“We better have some free time around here,” Huan says to Dev. “If I don’t practice every day then I’m never going to get better.”

“Practice what?” We finally make it to the fourth floor and I’m so worn out I have to force myself not to lie down on the floral carpet.

“Huan’s a part-time rapper,” Dev replies with the same Cheshire grin from before.

“I don’t rap.” Huan shoves Dev good-naturedly. “I beatbox.”

“What’s that?”

Dev groans. “Annnd that’s all it takes . . .”

Huan loudly clears his throat. Then he starts making music with his mouth. He’s not singing—it’s more like the beats in the background of a rap song. Some students in the hallway turn, a few smiling like they were expecting it, and he waves and keeps going. My mouth drops into an O. It’s the coolest freaking thing I’ve ever heard.

“Whoa! How do you do that?”

“Practice,” Dev explains when Huan doesn’t stop. “All. The. Time. It’s like walking around with your own unwelcome soundtrack blaring.”

Huan stops and someone down the hall claps. “I started when I was young. It helped my anxiety to have something to focus on.”

“Well, it’s awesome.”

“Thanks. So, what room are you in?”

I pull my key from my pocket. “426.”

“Do you remember who else was assigned to that room?” Huan asks Dev.

“Sage,” he replies immediately. Huan raises his eyebrows.

I don’t recognize her name from school, but hopefully she’s as excited to be in England as I am. Maybe we can travel around the country together . . . look for British boys . . . It would be terrific to have a wingwoman.

“Thanks for the help,” I tell them both. And I swing the door open.
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Sage doesn’t look over when I walk in. Her back is to me and she’s unpacking on the lower bunk . . . that she’s already claimed for herself.

“Hello?”

“Oh, hello.” She regards me. No smile. I look over my shoulder for help from the boys, but they’ve already retreated down the hallway.

“So . . . it’s Sage, right?”

She nods and focuses on carefully folding her shirts. “Nice to meet you, Ellie.”

I stand in the doorway for another moment, nervous to come inside and surprised that she already knows my name. Plus, I’m disappointed because the room looks like . . . a dorm room. There are cheap beds, whitewashed walls, and small desks that probably came from IKEA. Not exactly the castle-like interior found in the common rooms. The only redeeming feature is a large window with a carved window seat.

I drop into the plastic desk chair that’s closest to me and watch Sage as she efficiently pulls out her clothes and hangs them in the closet nearest to her. Weirdly, all her clothes are the same—black or gray, simple, no frills or logos. Even weirder, she’s perfectly put together after her long flight. I can’t find a wrinkle in her clothes or a crease of shadow on her eyelids. I must look like a disaster in comparison, with my hair pulled back in a messy ponytail and my face oily and sweaty.

“Wow, good job organizing,” I tell her, trying for a light tone. “I don’t think I’ll have the energy to unpack for at least a few days.”

“I hope that’s not true. I don’t like having clutter around me.”

Okay.

I try again. “How was your flight? I was talking to some other people and they said they didn’t sleep at all. But how could any of us sleep when we knew we’d be here soon!”

“I took a sleeping pill and got a full seven hours.” Her eyes narrow like she’s sizing me up.

Omigod, this is the person I’m living with for the next four months? In this tiny box of a room? I won’t survive. I’ve never lived in the same room as someone else before. I’m an only child so the closest I got was an occasional sleepover or a few days at camp. And I’m not an orderly person. I’m a why-put-stuff-away-just-to-get-it-out-again kind of person. Piles instead of drawers. My dream of happy roommate bonding fizzles around the edges.

Sage finishes with her clothes and starts on another bag . . . filled entirely with books and notebooks. But not fun books. Not my kind of books. There isn’t a travel guide or dog-eared novel in the mix. Instead, she pulls out one thick tome after another. Cell Biology. Principles of Oncology. Advanced Concepts in Population Genetics.

My eyes grow wide. “Are—are those books for our classes?”

That makes her laugh. “No. This
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