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Jason couldn’t believe he’d just shared his innermost feelings with Eva of all people. He wasn’t the sensitive baring⁠-⁠your⁠-⁠soul kind of guy. For as long as he could remember, his father had told him that guys didn’t show their feelings, unless they were poofs. His words had always made Jason cringe, but hearing something often enough got it drilled in you, like it or not.

He took a sip of his cappuccino, praying that Eva wouldn’t notice his distress. He knew he wasn’t gay, he had had plenty of girlfriends, thank you very much, each more beautiful than the other, rich too, since his parents discouraged him from dating below their tax bracket. Or used to at least.

Eva had curled up in her armchair, cradling her steaming hot cup of tea in her hands, staring at him intently, barely blinking. Studying him. Jason suddenly felt very naked despite his clothes. Her brown eyes, which at first sight he’d thought were a bit muddy, were piercing the protective fabric and skin barriers and seemed to be reading his innermost thoughts. 

She let the silence hang, and Jason kept sipping. His cappuccino was lukewarm now. He still drunk it, anything to hide the anxiety that was causing his stomach to churn. 

Several times, she’d opened her mouth as if to speak, only to close it again straight away, as if she didn’t know what to say. Eventually, she spoke, slowly, carefully, weighing her words. 

“Why are you here Jason, why did you seek me out?”

Bugger. He was going to sound like a crazy person. Worse than before. He sidestepped the question. 

“First, tell me how the girls were different. Please.”

She sighed, drained her cup and set it on the table before putting her backpack on her knees. She was leaving? Just because he’d refused to answer her question?

“Wait!” He’d probably sounded panicked and maybe a tad needy, but he needed to know if he was crazy, or if the world had changed. 

Eva ignored him. She rose, harshly bumped her leg into his knee, and forcefully walked past him to the counter. She said something to the boy behind the till, gave him some money and carefully counted her change before putting her purse back into her bag. She went to the loo and Jason wondered if she was going to escape through a window.

He chided himself. He was being ridiculous. Even if she didn’t want to be here with him, she didn’t need to use a window to escape, she could have just gone through the door. And she definitely wouldn’t have ordered a drink first. Unless that was a subterfuge, making it look like she was ordering a drink?

When a few minutes later Eva walked back towards the armchair she seemed to have claimed as hers, Jason breathed a sigh of relief. 

“You need to relax, you know that, right?” She’d used a teacher voice, as if she was talking to a child. 

Jason’s hands clenched into fists, but he exhaled and forced himself to calm down. 

“I was just ordering a drink, I was out of tea. And I’m hoping I’ll get to enjoy it with my book.” She looked him dead in the eyes. “Without you.” 

“I’ll leave you alone as soon as you tell me what I want to know.”

“Somehow, I doubt that. Anyway, there isn’t much to tell. When we walked into the second lab, you know, after your stupidity forced us to evacuate the first one, the girls who would never have given me the time of day before, who were always the first ones to make fun of me, my hair, my uniform, these girls were fighting each other to sit at my bench. Some of the boys, too.” She played with her empty cup, gazing into it as if answers were inscribed at the bottom. “And also, everybody grabbed the benches nearer the front.”

“Yeah, I noticed that too.”

She glared at him and continued. “After class, the girls invited me to join them to go see a play. I thought they were planning some sort of elaborate prank, but it didn’t look like they were. Although I’ll have to see on Monday.” Her face brightened. “By the way, did you know they have introverts’ rooms at the O2?”

“What’s that?”

Eva rolled her eyes before speaking as if to a five⁠-⁠year⁠-⁠old, making him feel even stupider than he knew he was. “Just what it says on the tin. It’s a room that’s been designed for introverts, a place that’s quiet, where you can take a break from the crowds.”

“Hmm no. I was there last week for a concert, I think I would have noticed.”

“They were signposted along the toilets and cash machines signs,” Eva said. 

“Yeah, I saw those signs, but no, they didn’t have anything indicating an introverts’ room. I’ve never even heard of an introverts’ room.” Jason was aware he was raising his voice, but he knew better, he had been going to the O2 at least once a month for the past two years.

“Huh. I guess that’s something different then,” Eva said. She’d sounded⁠—bored?

“And come to think of it,” Jason added, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen or heard of plays happening at the O2.”

Eva shrugged and checked the sand timer for the fresh pot of tea a waiter had set on the table before pouring some of the amber⁠-⁠coloured liquid and adding a splash of milk from the dainty jug. 

She raised the mug to her lips and carefully blew on it. Little volutes of steam rose, dancing in front of her eyes. “Are we done now?” 

“Not quite.” Now came the crazy part. “I know this is going to sound strange⁠—” 

“You mean stranger than you stalking me?” 

Eva’s sarcasm eroded Jason’s resolution but he ploughed on. “As I was saying, I know it’s going to sound strange, but I don’t think this is our world. I think we are in some sort of parallel world, alternate reality, whatever you want to call it.”

Eva stared at him in silence for an uncomfortably long minute, hands wrapped around the mug.

Jason searched her face for clues. Did she believe him? He couldn’t read her. He shifted in his chair. She had admitted that things felt different so she had to agree with him, after all, it was the only explanation that made sense. 

Eva burst out laughing, so hard that tea sloshed over the top of the mug, spilling over her hands and wrists and all over her jumper. 

Jason sunk deep in his armchair, wishing it could swallow him. Everybody in the café was staring at them in stunned silence. 

There was a bit of leather sticking up at the edge of Jason’s seat, right by his thigh, coming loose from age and use. Jason’s fingers scrapped at it. He didn’t mind the bit of leather as such, but it was something to focus on, something to distract him from the feeling of being exposed. He liked being the centre of attention, but not that kind of attention, not the feeling that being with a lunatic made him one too in those people’s eyes. He stopped himself before he tore the strip off and looked at Eva. Conversations in the café had gradually resumed.

Eva had turned away from him, but her body was still shaking, as if she was struggling to get her hilarity under control. Was it real? Did she really think his theory that made so much sense to him was so outlandish that the girl who he’d never seen showing any kind of emotion, apart from that day in the chemistry lab, was now all out laughing in his face? He looked away.

He wished he could appear calm and unfazed, but his foot wouldn’t stop tapping quickly on the wooden floorboards. He forced it to still. He had to do something. What he really wanted was to get out, far from all these people who’d witnessed his humiliation, but it wasn’t an option. He needed Eva. He heaved himself up. 

“I’m going to get another coffee, do you want a fresh tea, since you’re wearing most of your old one?”

She cleared her throat. “Huh huh. That’s the least you can do, given how much of a comedian you are. It’s your fault.”

Jason did a mental eye roll while he walked over to the counter. Why did the universe have to stick him with her? He ordered their drinks and hovered his phone over the machine, ready for the slowest barista on the planet to press the right button on the till.

“If you tell me the last book you read, you get a five percent discount.”

“I’m sorry?”

The barista took a deep breath. “The Last⁠-⁠Book⁠-⁠Read discount is to encourage people to continuously expand their knowledge. Reading is a social and sociable activity, you just need to come to a coffee shop with comfortable armchairs and a fireplace.” 

Jason looked up from the card machine. The guy had spilled out the words monotonously all in one go, without taking a breath. He knew this place was meant to be independent, but it had sounded like a lot of corporate marketing BS. 

He shrugged and lifted his phone, ready to tap it. “Sorry mate, I can’t remember.” He frowned, trying to remember the last thing he’d read. “Does Time⁠-⁠Out count?”

The barista winced and processed Jason’s payment without a word. The guy obviously thought it was weird he didn’t remember his last book. If Jason was right, and this was a different world, he needed to start going with the grain rather than against it, so people would leave him alone while he worked on a way to get back to the normal world. 

“I’ll bring the drinks over when they’re ready.”

“That’s okay, I’ll wait,” Jason said. He glanced back. Eva was patting herself with paper napkins.

“That must have been some joke you told.” 

“Something like that,” Jason replied evasively. One person thinking he was completely bonkers was one too many already. 

Jason took the tray with his steaming-hot coconut latte and Eva’s teapot, plus the obligatory tiny milk jug and unloaded it on the table before taking back his seat opposite Eva.

“Fine,” she said, wiping her eyes with a paper napkin. “Let's assume for a second you're right and we are in a parallel universe. So what? It's great here.”

Jason froze. “You can’t be serious?” 

Why would anyone choose to live in a world that wasn’t theirs?

“No, I totally am,” Eva replied. “You see, I like this version of the world. Lots of people have the same interests as me. Introverts are part of the society, rather than being considered weirdos. Heck, society caters for us. I have people who want to be friends with me at school. People don’t seem to judge me by how little money my family has. What’s not to love?”

She had explained, quite articulately, why she liked it there. 

Still. 

Jason couldn’t believe it. “Don’t you want to go back to our reality? Don’t you miss the real version of your parents?”

“Actually, they seem to be the same.” Eva beamed at him. “Except Mum hasn’t given me any grief so far for how much time I’m spending reading.”

Jason slumped back in his chair. This was it then. Without Eva’s help, he’d never figure out how to get back to his world. He was stuck here, in this world where he didn’t belong. This was sort of ironic. His parents had always warned him against all the things this world seemed to consider important, they’d drilled in his head that the only thing that mattered was how much money you had and how much you could show it off. 

What was he now, if being rich didn’t matter? Who was he?

He shook his head and got up, leaving his cup untouched on the table. Eva noticed. That girl noticed everything. 

“You’re leaving? What about your”⁠—she leaned forward to identify the contents of Jason’s mug⁠— “tea?”

“It’s a latte,” Jason snapped, “and yeah, I’m leaving, since you have no interest in helping me go home. What’s the point?”

She shrugged. Jason turned to leave and walked towards the door.

“How?” 

Unsure he heard right, he turned around. “Sorry?”

Eva looked incredibly pleased with herself. “How?”

Jason walked back to the table they’d been sharing seconds earlier. 

“How what?”

“If we are in an alternative reality, how did we get here? And how do you know that the rest of the class, or even the school wasn’t affected?

“The second one is easy. If the rest of the class had been transported as well, then the other students wouldn’t have been fighting to sit next to you. Those girls wouldn’t have invited you to join them to see a play. Hell, they wouldn't even have known there was a play to see.”

Eva nodded, chewing a strand of her hair, her eyes glazed over. He didn’t know what was so interesting in her head, but she seemed to be spending a lot of time there. 

A moment passed. 

“That makes sense, sort of. How come it was just us two affected⁠—or unaffected, whichever way you look at it⁠—then?” That was a good question, and Jason didn’t have the answer. Yet. Eva continued. “What about the first one? How did we get here?”

Jason deflated. “I don’t know. The only thing that was different from a normal double⁠-⁠period chemistry class is that experiment I did that generated the fog.”

Eva sniggered. “Experiment? Is that what you’re calling it? How about irresponsible⁠-⁠act⁠-⁠that⁠-⁠could⁠-⁠have⁠-⁠killed⁠-⁠us⁠-⁠all?”

“Whatever.”

“Whoa, that’s one punchy reply.” 

He couldn’t believe it. She was making fun of him. Him. 

Something hit him hard on the head. Jason looked around as he rubbed the sore spot. A wooden sword, the kind that came with a pirate costume, was on the floor behind him. The coffee shop had filled up, all the tables were taken and the queue to the counter snaked all the way to the door. A little boy was staring at him, looking particularly mischievous. Jason picked up the weapon and walked over to the boy. 

“Is this yours?” he asked the boy. 

The boy gave him a toothy grin. 

A weary⁠-⁠looking woman in the queue jumped up. “Why do you have my son’s cutlass? Give it back to him immediately.”

Jason might have been only seventeen, but he knew he could pass for older thanks to his tall and athletic stature. He held onto the sword. “I will, as soon as he apologises for throwing it and hitting my head.” 

The woman looked mortified. “Johnny, why did you do that?” 

“I’ll tell you what, if Johnny here can tell me everything he knows about pirates, I’ll give him back his sword. Cutlass.”

The woman brightened up. 

As Jason sat back in his chair after returning the weapon, Eva tilted her head to the side. “What was that about?”

Jason shrugged. “I’m adapting to how people think. People expect me to behave a certain way, so that’s what I do.” He waved off the thought. “Doesn’t matter. Now, about the how we got here.”

“Hmm, I’ve been thinking about that. Your ‘prank’”⁠—the air quotes were audible in her voice⁠—“the chemical gas wasn’t the only thing that was different.”

Jason’s stomach lurched. Had she already found something he’d missed? Could she get him home? “What do you mean?”

“The lab itself. It was the first time we’d set foot in that particular lab.”

Jason’s excitement deflated. Sure, it was different, but how could a room that had always been in the building be the cause for all this? Eva was way off here, it had to be the gas. “Maybe. There’s only one way to know for sure though, we’ll need to check out the lab on Monday, and try to replicate the gas.”

Eva frowned. “We? I don’t think so. I told you, I like this version of the world a lot better than the old one.” She drained her cup and stood up. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.”

Jason stared at her, his mouth slightly open, but he couldn’t think of one thing he could tell her that would change her mind. 

“Okay.” He had to say something smarter than ‘okay’, dammit. “What are you up to?”

Eva sighed heavily. “Loo first, then heading to the library if you must know. You can join me if you want?”

Jason stared. Her mask had temporarily slipped. She was biting her lower lip, as if she regretted inviting him. 

Jason smirked. “I’d love to.”
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Whatever version of reality Eva was in, the Victoria line was just the same on that Monday morning as it ever was. 

Nose buried in a businessman’s armpit, Eva was thinking about her weekend. Jason seeking her out had been bothering her. It was an anomaly. He hadn’t known exactly where she lived, but he’d set himself up for an all⁠-⁠day grid search, going through what he’d assumed where her favourite haunts, and he’d found her.

Way too quickly. 

She didn’t want to be predictable, but at the same time, she liked having a sort of routine, it gave her something to look forward to during the week. She’d need to have a chat with him, to gauge if he was planning on stalking her again. Her mind drifted back to his ridiculous theory. 

An alternate reality? Come on. This wasn’t a novel, this was real life. Just because a few people behaved slightly differently didn’t mean⁠—

“The next station will be . . . Green Park. Change here for Jubilee and Piccadilly lines.” 

The robotic voice interrupted her train of thoughts. 

Eva tightened her backpack’s straps and braced herself. Fighting her way out of the Tube carriage was probably the worst part of her hour⁠-⁠long commute. She dove under arms, stepped over bags and followed the human flow off the platform and up the escalators.

As she went up towards the surface, a similar flow was going down to the platforms in a well⁠-⁠choreographed dance. There were more people reading than usual, either newspapers, paperbacks, or e⁠-⁠readers. Almost everybody wore headphones, but none of them seemed to be listening to music, no one was bobbing their head or tapping their foot to the sound of the latest pop charts. 

Eva narrowed her eyes. One thing they all seemed to have in common was that they were wet, or carrying dripping umbrellas. She groaned. Why hadn’t she checked the weather forecast before leaving? 

She tapped her Oyster and headed towards the Piccadilly exit, slaloming between the commuters heading to work or school and the tourists getting an early start on the day. She grabbed the free Metro newspaper and climbed up the steps before emerging on the street under a dark grey sky. Wide puddles had formed in the gutters, but it looked like she’d escaped the deluge, at least for now. 

While there was a direct bus from the Tube station to the school, it took almost as long as walking, between traffic and waiting times, so Eva usually opted to walk. It was only twenty minutes’ walk to school, and it kept her fit. In the summer, when the mornings were light early, she’d walk through the park. And in the evenings, if she had the time, she’d try to befriend the local squirrels. She’d usually only take the bus if it rained properly, or if she was carrying more than her usual school backpack. 

There was no time for the scenic route today though. Eva’s stomach churned with a mixture of dread and excitement. Had the girls been genuine on Friday night?

What should she do? Should she go up to them and say ‘hi’? Or should she go straight to her desk and see if they came to greet her? And what if they ignored her? Or worse, what if she went to greet them, and then they ignored her? Or even worse, laugh at her?

A few drops of rain splattered on the pavement. Eva quickened her pace. She was only ten minutes away, give or take a minute, she could make it before it got too bad. A black cab honked its horn besides her. Eva jumped, but ignored it. Black cabs were everywhere in this area.

“Eva.”

Eva’s muscles tensed before she turned around. “Stalking me much?”

Jason grimaced from the black cab’s lowered window. “Ha ha, no, just going to school. I thought I’d offer you a lift?”

“Thanks but no thanks.”

“It’s raining,” Jason pointed out.

“Barely. I’m not made of sugar, I won’t melt,” Eva said as she walked away. 

“Suit yourself.” And with that he’d rolled up his window and the cab had edged its way back into traffic.

A minute later, the rain was getting stronger. If it carried on like this, she’d be soaked to the bone by the time she got to school. And she had nothing to change into, her PE kit was still in the airing cupboard at home. 

Eva ducked under a deli’s awning and checked the bus timetable on her phone. There was one due in ten minutes. The stop was only two minutes away but Eva had walked past it hundreds of times, she knew it well, there was nothing there to shelter from the rain. She could stay under the awning for a few more minutes, then walk over. 

She steeled herself for the dash to the bus stop, made to run and froze. Her eyes widened in shock. Jason’s black cab was parked right in front of her. She couldn’t believe she’d been so engrossed in her phone she hadn’t noticed. She could discount intelligence as a possible career choice. 

Jason opened the cab door. 

“Let me give you a lift to school, come on. You’re going to get soaked if you walk.”

“I’m perfectly fine, I’ll get a bus.”

“How long are you going to have to wait? And aren’t buses unreliable? They don’t show up when they should, do they?”

Eva knew he was right. And if a bus did show up, it was going to be packed, and she’d be lucky if it stopped. And even if it did, how many cars would drive through the large puddle right by the stop? She’d get drenched in seconds. Yet the string of stubbornness that made her her wouldn’t let her give in.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Fine.”

She expected him to shut the door and drive off, but instead, he got out of the black cab, dragging something behind him.

He handed her a giant black umbrella. “Will you at least take this?” 

Eva stared at the umbrella, arms welded at her sides. What was his agenda? “When did you become a decent human being?” 

“Maybe I was always one, but you couldn’t see it. Listen, I don’t care if you use the umbrella, but I want it back.” He leaned the umbrella against the shop window and ran back to his cab. Seconds later, he was gone. 

Eva looked at the umbrella as if it was a ticking bomb. She made a few tentative gestures to take it, but she had too many unanswered questions. Why was Jason being nice? Why was he even talking to her, when he’d been ignoring her for years?

The rain grew louder on the awning. 

He’d said he needed the umbrella back. It had sounded important. She was a good person, or at least tried to be, so it wouldn’t be right to just leave it there. 

Logic to the rescue. 

If it was there, and she had to return it, it would be plain stupid to carry it without using it. She took a deep breath and with her eyes shut, half⁠-⁠expecting something bad to fall out, she opened the umbrella. It was so big the rib tips grazed the window. Nothing bad had happened. No paint splashed over her. No glitter bomb, although that wouldn’t have been Jason’s style. 

She speed⁠-⁠walked all the way to the school as best as she could without poking people with her monster umbrella. 

By the time she walked through St Mary’s gates, she only had a few minutes before the first bell. She had to hurry. She walked fast, keeping an eye for puddles along the way, and quickly climbed the four steps of the main entrance. She got in and kept the door open with her foot while she closed the umbrella and shook it. It was no mean feat, the beast was almost as tall as her. Once she was satisfied that the umbrella wouldn’t be dripping everywhere, Eva let the front door slam shut and leaned the umbrella against a wall. 

She checked her timetable. One would have thought that six weeks after the beginning of the school year she’d know where she was supposed to go, but no. It was a mystery to Eva how she could retain all sorts of random facts and information she’d seen or heard only once, but basic things that happened almost every day were eluding her completely. 

The first bell rung. Eva swore under her breath and started running towards the left wing of the school. Just her luck, the day she was late was the day her first class was as far as possible from the entrance. She spotted what looked like a teacher ahead and skidded to a stop. She took a second to catch her breath and started walking as fast as she could: running in the corridors was strictly prohibited at St Mary’s, which meant everybody was doing it as soon as the teachers weren’t looking. 
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Monday morning, Jason woke up ravenous. Most unusual for him, he didn’t normally start getting hungry until late mornings. Maybe it was all that homework he’d been forced to do at the weekend. Who cared about quadratic equations? Or maybe it was the weather. It was a deluge out there.

He rooted around the kitchen cupboards, not finding anything inspiring. Hopefully the housekeeper had left some breakfast in the fridge. He couldn’t rely on his mother’s cooking, unless things were different in this reality? Maybe she’d read so many books about cooking that her food was safe to eat? He scanned the shelves for something appetising. He felt like an omelette, but he couldn’t see any eggs. 

Besides, he had no idea on where to start to make an omelette. Did you shake the eggs in their shells to mix them, then cracked them into a pan? 

Bingo. Pancakes. He opened the container, put two on a plate, and nuked them in the microwave. While this was doing that, Jason started on his liquid fuel, a cappuccino with an extra shot of espresso. He sprinkled some hazelnut⁠-⁠flavoured coffee creamer on top and set the lot on the bar on the other side of the kitchen island. 

Jason’s father walked into the kitchen while he was gobbling the first pancake. “Hehe, slow down mate, you’re going to choke on your breakfast at this rate.” 

Jason swallowed hard. “In a hurry.” Despite his best efforts, a few pancake crumbs spluttered out of his mouth. 

“Rushing to go to school?” His father looked out the floor⁠-⁠to⁠-⁠ceiling windows at the rain still falling steadily over the Thames. “Must be something in the air, that’s not like you.” His hand stopped Jason from forking another bite. “Jason, are you in some kind of trouble?”

Jason shook his head. “No, it’s just I want to try to catch up with this girl before class.” 

It would have been easier to text Eva, but when he’d asked for her number, she’d flat out refused. He really wanted to see if she’d had any ideas on how to get back inside the locked lab. While she’d said she wouldn’t help him, he was pretty sure she had been thinking about the problem anyway. 

His father laughed and gave him a big slap on the back that made Jason wince. 

“You go get them, my son the stallion!” he said proudly.

“Is Mum around?” Jason asked, trying to change the subject as quickly as possible. He didn’t want to risk having a sex talk with his father. 

“Reading in bed.”

Reading. Jason let the thought sink in. Sure, this reality’s version of their apartment had a home library, but he couldn’t imagine any universe where his mum would rather read a book than watch Real Housewives. 

Jason grabbed his bag and one his dad’s many umbrellas⁠—all huge, all black with a wooden handle, all neatly lined by the door⁠—and rode the lift down to the lobby. 

The night doorman was still at his post. 

“Hey Ahmed, can you get me a taxi please?” 

The car service was convenient, but Jason found them to be too rigid. He’d called them as soon as he’d woken up to ask them to pick him up twenty minutes earlier, and they kept on telling him how it was too late, not possible, traffic, weather, blah blah blah. In the end, he’d just cancelled the pick⁠-⁠up.

When a black cab pulled up in front of the converted Victorian warehouse mere minutes later, the rain had all but stopped. Jason gave the driver the address of the school and leaned back in his seat, letting his mind wander as they drove through the city’s familiar streets. 

They were close to the school when he noticed a familiar silhouette on the pavement.

He asked the driver to pull over and rolled down his window. 

“Eva,” he called out from the cab. He’d offer her a lift. Besides, he needed to butter her up if she was going to agree to help. 

To his surprise, she flat out declined the offer, despite the heavy raindrops that were starting to fall, a prelude to the impending downpour. 

He rolled up his window and told the driver to go. Whatever. If she wanted to play the I⁠-⁠don’t⁠-⁠need⁠-⁠anyone’s⁠-⁠help bullshit, she could sod off. 

The black cab slowly eased into traffic and Jason’s foot tapped impatiently on the floor. He needed her help, but she wouldn’t let him be nice to her. How was he supposed to get her to help him?

Struck by inspiration, Jason asked the driver to loop back. 

“You’re the one paying mate,” the driver grumbled. 

She was still there, huddled under a shop’s awning that barely protected her from the now pouring rain. Hopefully she’d see him as a knight in shining armour or something. He rolled down the window. 

Eva looked up from her phone and gave a start when she saw him. 

He opened the car door and yelled. “Let me give you a lift to school, come on. You’re going to get soaked if you walk.”

She declined his offer again. 

What was up with this girl? All the girls in his life dreamt of getting a lift with him, and she was saying no when he had offered, not once, but twice, and when there was a perfectly valid reason to jump in the black cab with him too? 

Was she scared of him?

He told the driver to wait and jumped out with his umbrella. 

“Here take this, I don’t care if you use it, just make sure you return it.” He stood the umbrella against the shop window and ran back to the cab. 

Such a short walk and his coat was already properly wet, he could feel the cold dampness seeping through to his skin. Unless the rain stopped in the next few minutes, he’d be soaked going from the taxi to the school’s doors. This hardship combined with lending Eva his umbrella made him feel virtuous. And she owed him now, sort of, so she would have to help him go back to his reality. 

The driver stopped at the school gates and Jason paid, leaving a small tip, before making a mad dash for the front doors, just about visible through the sheets of rain. 

He was drenched when he got in the foyer. He shook his head, not unlike a dog after a swim, sending beads of water everywhere. A group of girls passing by at that precise moment shrieked as the droplets hit them.

Jason shot them a dazzling smile as an apology and they giggled. It seemed that being the school’s black sheep had its perks. 

Anyway. 

Eva. He wasn’t sure what to do. She may be grateful about the umbrella, and might agree to talk to him if he waited for her, or she might get pissed off crossing paths with him again. He rocked back and forth on his heels, trying to decide. 

She couldn’t get mad if she didn’t see him. 

Better give her some time to cool off if she needed it.

Class it was.




* * *




Mid⁠-⁠morning, the rain had subsided and Jason stepped outside to clear his head. He’d never thought this would happen but he needed some alone time. 

The people who used to be his friends treated him like a pariah.

Teachers too. 

They hadn’t exactly been his biggest fans before but at least they fawned over him, as they should. They knew how much money his parents donated to the school. Now they looked at him as they would a piece of gum at the bottom of their shoe. In a way they were still the same, in that they did whatever they could to cram as much knowledge as possible inside their students’ heads, regardless of whether their young brains could absorb it all. 

Jason walked along the front of the old mansion that housed the school, brooding over Eva and how to get back in the lab. 

Hounding Eva may not be the right way to get her to help. She was supposed to be a smart girl, surely she would come to see he was right and that she had to help him get back to their own reality. 

Thoughts bubbled in Jason’s head.

“Yes!” he yelled. The embryo of an idea had emerged, one that didn’t involve Eva, or anyone else, to help. 

Around him, students pointed and sneered. It didn’t dampen his excitement. Let them think whatever they wanted. He legged it until he reached the back of the building then slowed down to a walk and let his idea take shape. He didn’t care about these idiots, he knew how he was going to get in the lab. He wouldn’t see these wankers ever again. Or he would, but they would be back to being the friends who worshipped him. 

All he had to do was the exact same thing he’d done last time. Stink up the lab on Friday in the exact same way he’d done the previous week, then the teacher would move them again to the second lab and there, done! 

He wanted to tell Eva. She obviously had thought he wouldn’t be able to figure it out on his own, but that would show her. He needed to get the umbrella back anyway.

His eyes darted around. Which way would be the quickest to get back into the building?

Jason looked around, estimating time and distance, and his eyes fell on a small recessed door. 

Weird. 

He’d walked by that wall before, but he’d never noticed a door. It looked old but the path leading to it didn’t have weeds growing in the paving stones’ cracks. 

Worth a shot, Jason thought as he jogged towards the door. 

There was no handle as such, just a big wrought⁠-⁠iron ring. Jason pulled, pushed, and twisted the ring. It was no good, the damn door wouldn’t budge. Jason kicked it in frustration. 

“What’d ya think ya’re doin’? Shouldn’t ya be in class?”




* * *




Jason started and looked around. His eyes met two washed⁠-⁠out blue eyes surrounded by thin crepey skin. 

“Who are you?” Jason asked. 

“What’s that got to do with ya?” the man replied, rather rudely in Jason’s opinion. 

After all, he belonged here, and the man, with his overgrown salt⁠-⁠and⁠-⁠pepper hair, faded jeans that were baggy at the knees, and dirty fingernails, obviously didn’t. Anyone working at St Mary’s, male or female, was usually groomed to within an inch of their life, and dressed as sharply as if they were about to have an audience with the queen herself. 

“I’ve never seen you around here. Do you work at the school?” Jason asked, knowing full well that the answer would be no. 

“Course I do. Been working here for more than fifty years,” the man replied. 

“Doing what exactly? I’ve been at this school for six years, and I’ve never seen you around.”

“I’m the groundsman,” the man replied as if it was obvious. “And it’s a good thing that ya’ve never seen me, means ya’re in class when ya should be.” He squinted at Jason. “What are ya doing here anyway?” 

Jason’s heart quickened There had been no sign on the door, and as far as he knew none of the school grounds were out of bounds to students, but what if this area was? It didn’t look like his parent’s wealth would protect him in this version of reality.

“Cause it looked like ya were trying to force this door here open.”

“I was only trying to find the quickest way to get back inside, I didn’t want to walk all the way back to the front entrance,” Jason muttered. 

“Lazy boy, heh?” the groundsman said, still looking suspicious. 

Jason crossed his arms and lifted his chin, defiantly staring the old man dead in the eyes. “No, it’s just that I was in a hurry.”

“All right, all right, I’ll show ya how to open the door. It’s not actually locked, ya know?” The groundsman limped to the door. “It’s probably my best invention too,” he said proudly. “Bloody teachers kept losing the key, so I made up a keyless handle, ya only need to turn it just right and it unlocks.”

Jason watched fascinated as the man turned the ring, sometimes to the left, sometimes to the right, sometimes pulling on it, others pushing it in, until they heard a click. The man tugged at the handle and the door opened. 

“Shut yar mouth boy, bees will get in,” the groundsman said.

Jason’s jaw had dropped without him noticing. This was something out of a movie. “And nobody knows about this?” 

“The old teachers know, I taught them all how to open it, but it was a long time ago. I don’t think many of them remember how to do it right. I don’t know if they told the young ’uns either.” He shrugged. “Maybe they’re asking each other. Or they take the main entrance.” He cackled. “At least, they don’t bother me.” 

“And to lock it back, from the inside?” Jason asked.

The groundsman laughed appreciatively. “Good lad, ya’re asking the right questions. Not many teachers who’ve asked over the years. It’s easy really. There’s a knob here.” He pointed at a wrought iron knob, roughly the size of a fist, positioned high up on the door, almost at eye level. It didn’t look like much. “All you got to do is turn it one full turn all the way to the right.”

“And if I wanted to go outside through this door?” Jason asked.

The groundsman scratched his head and gave Jason a puzzled look. “Why, ya just use the knob there.” He pointed at a completely normal⁠-⁠looking knob handle set where any door handle would be. “Have ya never used a door before, lad? Unless it’s all your new⁠-⁠fangled things, and you only know doors that ya wave at and they open without ya touching them?”

Jason’s cheeks burnt. “No, I . . . never mind.” 

All thoughts of finding Eva to gloat abandoned, Jason strode away in the dim lobby, leaving the old man scratching his head once more. He walked as if he knew where he was going but the truth was that he was in a completely unfamiliar corridor. The flagstone floor was worn and dusty, and cobwebs hung from the ceiling. 

Why had he never seen this part of the school before?

Jason took a few wrong turns, each leading to an old, panelled, and very much locked, wooden door. 

 Why were all the doors locked? 

It was as if this part of the school was completely abandoned, and had been for many years.

Jason arrived in front of yet another door, this one plain without a hint of panelling, and not even a doorframe, really just a plank with a handle. As he went to open it, his hand hovered over the knob. 

There were voices on the other side, but they weren’t what made him pause. 

He’d heard his name. 

The female voice on the other side was muffled, but clear enough for him to recognise his name.

Vanity. 

He had to listen in, after all, if a girl wanted to gush about him, it would be rude to interrupt her. He relaxed his hand to his side and leaned against the door.

“ . . . he’s so handsome . . .”

Jason smirked. He knew they were all crazy about him.

“ . . . bad student . . .”

Wait a second. He frowned. Why did his grades matter? He pressed his ear firmly to the door.

The girls on the other side of the door had moved closer. Their words were clearer, and Jason was not enjoying what he was hearing.

“ . . . such a shame though, I think he might be a bit thick . . .”

“ . . . you mean like a bit slow up there?” There were murmurs of approval and the girls’ voices faded away.

Jason stepped away from the door and looked down at his hands. He had been clenching his fists so tight his knuckles were white. He breathed deeply and forced his muscles to relax, one by one, from toes to jaw. 

Once he felt calmer, Jason put his ear to the door again. Silence. It didn’t sound like anyone was on the other side. He tried the handle. It gave, although not without some reluctance. 

Jason pushed. The door moved.

 He did a small fist pump. Finally, one door in this maze that wasn’t locked. 

The victory was short⁠-⁠lived. 

The door stopped moving. Jason pulled it back and forth a few times, but the door still refused to open by more than a few millimetres, its hinges stiff with lack of use. He groaned in frustration, leaned against the door and pushed. Yes! The door had imperceptibly moved. 

Jason took a few steps back and hurled himself at the door. 

Next thing he knew he was lying on an old (and somewhat wet) Persian rug amid the broken limbs of an antique⁠-⁠looking console, shards of white and blue porcelain, and rose petals and stems. 

Books covered every inch of the walls, including the door he’d just flown through. From this side, if he hadn’t known it was there, he never would have been able to tell there was a door.

The school’s library. He’d never been in there before, not since his orientation when he started at St Mary’s. The only things he remembered were all the little rooms connected to make a large library, and the urge to sneeze. 

He eased himself up and rubbed the shoulder that had connected with the door. He’d have a humongous bruise in the morning. 

He was brushing away shards of the vase from his blazer when voices broke the relative silence, and they were approaching fast.
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Jason ran back through the door and pulled it closed as gently as he could. The people, adults, going by their voices, gasped mid⁠-⁠conversation. 

Jason, after triple⁠-⁠checking that the door was closed, listened in.

“ . . . students running around in the library again . . .”

“Maybe there was a quake,” a woman with an American accent said.

“An earthquake? Don’t be ridiculous. Nonsense. We get the odd one, but we would have all felt it if the magnitude was high enough to cause this sort of damage . . . maybe you should join my next class Jessica, we’ll be covering tectonic plates and movements of the Earth, including earthquakes.”

Jessica⁠-⁠the⁠-⁠American mumbled something that didn’t sound complimentary to the geography teacher.

“I’m voting for ghosts,” a young⁠- and enthusiastic⁠-⁠sounding woman said. “Wait, no, poltergeists would make more sense.”

“Neither make sense, you nitwit,” the geography teacher said. 

“Well, if you’re so smart, you tell us what happened,” the young female voice replied.

There was silence, presumably the geography teacher collecting his thoughts and struggling to come up with a viable theory. 

On the other side of the door, Jason had stuffed his fist inside his mouth to stop himself bursting out with laughter. 

After a while, the geography teacher stated that the most likely theory was students wreaking havoc and the only thing he could do was call the maintenance department. 

“Come on, the bell is about to ring, and we all have classes to teach.”

The voices fell away as the teachers walked out of the library. 

Once he was sure they were all gone, Jason pushed the door open, sidestepped the debris and walked out of the library. 

This was fun, he thought, and now, he had his own private entrance to the school that no one knew about. 

He walked towards his next class with a spring in his step. 
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If this was to be her reality for the rest of her life, and every day was similar to this first Monday, Eva did not mind one bit. 

She’d escaped the rain, the girls hadn’t tried to avoid her or make fun of her in any way, they’d actually acted as if they respected her and they were her friends. The teachers had praised her for answering questions correctly, rather than telling her to let another student answer even though no one else had their hand up. And she’d passed Jason a ‘thanks’ note with the location of his umbrella just before class started, so he hadn’t been able to talk to her.

It had been a truly blissful day, the first one she’d ever experienced at school, going as far back as she could remember. 

As she left her last class of the day, discussing next week’s essay with her English teacher, the chemistry teacher, Mr Walker, interrupted them. 

“So sorry Adelaide, but may I borrow this young lady here?”

“Absolutely, I believe we had finished here?” she said, her eyes interrogating Eva. 

Eva’s stomach quivered with uneasiness. Why did Mr Walker want to speak with her? Did he blame her for Jason’s misdeed in the last class? She also didn’t like him referring to her as ‘young lady’. Her lips tightened.

The English teacher misinterpreted Eva’s silence. “Come and talk to me tomorrow during the mid⁠-⁠morning break in the staffroom if you have any additional questions.”

Eva’s mouth went dry. She barely managed a squeaky ‘thank you’ to the teacher’s departing back. 

She tried to discreetly wipe her sweaty palms on her uniform trousers. “How may I help you Mr Walker?” 

“Now, Eva, there’s nothing to worry about.” 

Eva’s eyes widened. That meant there was something to worry about. 

“I was merely wondering if you would be interested in tutoring some of our younger students in chemistry?

Her manners abandoned her. “Why me?” she blurted. 

Seemingly unfazed by her abruptness, the teacher smiled. “For one thing, you are one of our brightest students here, and you have the top marks in your class.”

Eva didn’t reply. He’d said, ‘for one thing’.

“The other reason I asked you first, for you are of course absolutely free to refuse this offer”⁠—here it came⁠—“is that you are a scholarship student. I am familiar with the terms of your scholarship, and I believe it prohibits you from seeking employment . . .”

Eva nodded.

“ . . . outside of the school,” the teacher finished with an expectant look.

Eva looked at him blankly. What was he getting at? 

The teacher let out an impatient sigh. “This means you are allowed to seek employment in the school. An occupation such as tutoring younger students would be perfectly acceptable, and would allow you to start filling up your CV. Not to mention would provide you with some income. It would be small, you understand, but it would be something.”

Eva furrowed her brow as she considered the pitch. She wasn’t convinced he was right about the scholarship agreement. She’d read her paperwork hundreds of times, she was certain it prevented her from seeking employment full stop. 

“Our brightest students often take on these positions as a way to give back to the school. You may not have been aware of it,” he said with a smile, “for I can’t imagine you would ever have been in a position to require tutoring yourself.”

Eva chewed on the inside of her cheek. She needed to buy herself some time. 

“Can I think about it? I’d like to ask my parents for their opinion.”

“Understandable, absolutely.” The teacher nodded benignly. “Would you be able to give me an answer by the end of the week? You are my first pick, but I’ll need to reach out to other students rather quickly if you choose to decline.”

His words were understanding, but his tone suggested she’d be a fool to do so. Eva nodded. “Yes, and sooner if I can. Thank you for thinking of me Mr Walker.”


* * *


Outside, the rain had left pond⁠-⁠sized puddles on the driveway. 

Eva stood on the steps, staring in space, pondering the offer. It was unexpected. And it would mean some money, which would allow her to buy more books without feeling as guilty as when she spent her

















































