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AUTHOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,
Nobody in Particular is both my oldest child and my youngest. Eleven years ago, I met someone, and in the high of romantic bliss I wrote a 94,000-word manuscript in fifty-four days. I knew exactly what I wanted it to be, and the queer twist on the “royalty falls for commoner” trope poured out of me faster than my fingers could type it. I queried it and received an offer of representation within a matter of days, and I allowed myself to hope that this would be it. The book that would make me a published author.
Yet, it wasn’t. Over the next year I saw it taken to acquisitions again and again, only to be told repeatedly that there was no audience for a queer royal romance. It was a niche topic, by all accounts at the time. No matter how many times I edited it—and it went through more than its fair share of edits that year—this feedback remained the same. And so, I shelved it.
As any voracious—or even casual—reader can tell you, time eventually proved that there was, in fact, an audience for a queer royal romance. Many of them, even. And while I never forgot my beloved firstborn, the concern in my mind by this point was that my once-unique story had suddenly nosedived from “too niche” to “overdone.” One piece of media in particular followed the original plotline so closely I feared people might accuse me of copying it should I ever publish my own—predated—version. But when a few friends asked to read it in 2021, and I combed through it to “tidy it up,” I realized two things. One, I still loved this story intensely. Two, experience and fresh eyes had given me insight into how to update the plot somewhat, preserving the original heart but expanding it in a way that made it new again.
So, no longer an infant author, I took my manuscript and helped it grow up. I didn’t think it was possible to love it more, but here I am. I love it because it’s the story I wrote when I met the man I now call my husband, filled with that longing and hope and yearning. It’s the story I wrote when I was barely out of my teenage years myself, and the story I recrafted with the confidence that only comes from thinking through a manuscript for more than a decade. I don’t say this often, but I am proud of it. I’m proud, and so excited for it to finally move past the small group of passionate supporters it found years ago and make its way into the world.
This book has existed alongside me for more than a third of my life. I hope you enjoy it. I really do. It took a mammoth effort by countless people pushing for far too long to get it into your hands today.
And I am so glad the world it’s being sent out into has improved in so many measurable ways from the world it was conceived in.
Love,
Sophie



  

ONE
DANNI
I’m about halfway through my tour of Bramppath College when I get the sneaking suspicion I’ve dropped myself smack in the middle of shark-infested waters. And growing up in Boulder, Colorado, I never even learned how to swim.
Bramppath College is a stupidly prestigious boarding school, full of stupidly rich kids who all own Porsches, or BMWs, or whatever. Some of my classmates will be royalty—literally—and the rest will be nothing like my friends back home.
I belong at a red brick school, with desks decorated in permanent marker, and paint chipping off the walls, and everyone old friends with everybody else in their class. But now I’m enrolled in a place where the students sit around roses and honeysuckle, and eat at mahogany tables, and don’t look at girls like me unless it’s down.
Hellene, the bubbly woman who works in the uniform shop and is our temporary tour guide, is nice enough, I guess. But that’s no reason to let down my guard around rich people just yet. She doesn’t exactly seem like she drove a Porsche to work. Still, she’s either high-key obsessed with the school, or she’s being paid a decent amount to pretend to be, because she’s been rattling off facts about the buildings like she’s on speed. Mom’s super into it, though. The two of them are walking way ahead of me, talking like they met fifteen years ago instead of fifteen minutes.
I trail behind them, staring around as we walk. The grounds are enormous. My entire suburb at home could fit on top of this school, I swear. We duck under a neat hedge arch, hop down some stone steps, and then cross through a flower garden. To our left is yet another towering building that Hellene says was built centuries ago, and I crane my neck to take it all in until I pull a muscle.
Even my body knows I don’t belong here. Too bad my mind didn’t figure that out until it was way too late.
Until today, the whole moving countries thing was sort of exciting. Mom met this guy, Dennis Baker, online like two years ago, and as it turned out, he wasn’t a catfish. He’s actually a pretty great guy. My biological dad dipped when Mom got pregnant, and she stayed single pretty much my whole childhood, so I never had any kind of father figure to compare Dennis to. Still, I’m pretty sure he’s one of the better ones. When he and Mom got serious, he even offered to move to Boulder at first, because he thought I should finish high school in my own country. But then Mom went to visit him in Henland and got all googly-eyed over it, and fast-forward a year and a half, here we are.
When all this went down—back when I was young and naïve—the first thing I thought was, Holy shit, I get to live in Henland? It might be a small country, but it’s freaking stunning, and it’s within driving distance of places like Paris and Brussels. Seriously, I could drive south from Boulder for longer than either of those trips and still be in Colorado. The second thought was, Wait, isn’t Bramppath there? Bramppath College (college, it turns out, can confusingly also mean high school in some countries) is famous for being one of the best schools in the world for pumping out musical geniuses. Maybe, I thought, I could be one of them.
I don’t think Mom and Dennis were exactly psyched about the idea of me going to boarding school, but they let me apply for a scholarship anyway. In hindsight, I’m pretty sure they thought I’d never get it in a million years.
Then I got short-listed. And accepted.
Which brings me to today. Touring Bramppath in person for the first time, as out of my depth as a rubber duck in the ocean.
“The ballroom is to the right of the tennis courts,” Hellene says to Mom, who makes her “impressed” noise. “The main piano is there,” Hellene adds, pointing, and I perk up. “You can book practice slots online, but I believe you’re the only serious player at the school at the moment. It’s all about the strings this year. You should find it mostly free.”
Mom pumps a fist in the air at me. I pump mine back, and hope she can’t tell that I’m panicking.
The thing is, I didn’t have the best start to high school. Things have been better recently, but that’s thanks to my best friend, Rachel. Rachel, who lives in Boulder, and won’t be here to have my back if the Bramppath kids decide they hate me. And they might. It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened to me.
At the end of the tour, Hellene takes us into a small room near the main office. “Just wait out here for a moment,” she says, going through a door that leads into an ominous black stairway. “I’ll grab your uniform.”
Mom and I exchange a glance. Shrugging, I sit down on one of the dozen or so wooden chairs lining the wall. There’s one other person here, a girl about my age with perfect lips and a sharp chin who looks like she might be East Asian. She gives me a distracted smile and pushes her bangs out of her eyes, showing off straight, high-set brows.
I don’t know how to tell if her clothes are expensive without referring to labels, and I can’t see any of those, but something about them looks expensive, anyway. She’s dressed in head-to-toe neutrals, her bag is all floppy like real leather, and her shoes are spotless.
I bet she has a Porsche.
Hellene comes up the stairs clutching a box. She grunts under the weight of it, and I jump up to give her a hand, but Mom gets there first. When they haul the box onto the desk, Hellene steps back, catches her breath, and notices the other girl. “Oh, Molly. Senior cape, right? I’m sorry, we’re running a little bit late.”
Molly shrugs. “I’m not in a rush.”
Satisfied, Hellene starts unloading the box. “The compulsory uniform is covered by the scholarship,” she says, handing me a mountain of clear, individually wrapped packages, all in varying shades of dark green and white. “I’ve got your shirts, skirts, vests, and socks.… Here’s the school tie, the school jumper, your formal dining gown—this one’s heavy—and the senior cape.”
“What, no emblazoned underwear?” Mom jokes, and I concentrate on melting into the floor. If probably-owns-a-Porsche Molly didn’t peg me as an outsider before, she sure knows now.
The bundle, which is roughly as tall as I am, starts forming a leaning tower of packages in my arms almost as soon as Hellene hands it over, so I transfer it to a nearby chair. For a beat, I think it’s going to hold its balance, but then it topples over, littering the room with plastic-sealed clothing.
Amazing.
With poker-hot cheeks, I start snatching the packages up, and Molly covers a laugh behind her hand. I wince, and she stops.
Hellene goes on to Mom: “There’s also a rugby jumper, but as it’s an optional purchase it’s not covered.”
“That’s fine. How much is it?”
“A hundred and fifty.”
Euros? I snap my head up. “It’s fine,” I say to Mom. “Seriously. I have, just, so many sweaters, I don’t need another one.”
Mom bites her lip and folds her arms. I think by trying to give her an out, I’ve accidentally embarrassed her. “It’s fine, honey.”
“I can get one later, right?” I ask Hellene in a squeaky voice. “If it turns out I do really want one or whatever?”
Something that looks a whole lot like relief sneaks across Mom’s face. “Is the sweater decorated with precious jewels, by any chance?” she asks Hellene, who breaks into a peal of laughter.
Something moving next to me catches my eye. Molly has crouched down to my level to help me gather the packages. I smile, half grateful, half wary, as she dumps them back on the empty chair. “Thanks.”
“No worries,” she says, before lowering her voice. “I wasn’t laughing at you. I was laughing at Hellene. I’m pretty sure she’s flirting with your mum.”
Hellene’s leaning over the desk while she explains the forms to Mom, right up in her personal space. Maybe my “she’s putting on an act for her job” theory was only half right. Molly and I sit down next to each other, and I whisper back, “You think?”
“I’m ninety-nine percent certain.”
I’m not sure if the joke is how awkwardly obvious Hellene’s being, or if Molly just thinks the idea of a lesbian is hilarious. Please let it be door number one. If I meet a student who actually seems nice, only to find out they’re homophobic? I might walk out that door and keep going until I reach Colorado, swimming abilities be damned. “She’s taken,” I reply carefully.
She clicks her fingers in a “dang” sort of way. “Hellene will be so disappointed. She divorced her wife last year and we’ve been telling her to get back out on the dating scene. Guess she finally listened to us.”
There’s something about the way she says it that gives off major green flags. I’ve had years of practice paying attention to how friends and family talk about the queer people they know, trying to gauge if they’d be safe to come out to one day, when I’m ready. So, I’m not psychic, but I’m at least able to make a pretty educated call here. This girl doesn’t seem to be awful or a homophobe. Even better, she doesn’t seem to find me especially unbearable.
The panic I felt during the tour has eased up. Like, a lot.
Molly nods at the uniform pile. “Senior cape, huh? Fifth or sixth year?”
“Fifth.” Otherwise known as junior.
“Oh, same as me,” she says. “This your first time boarding?”
“Yeah. First time in Henland at all, actually.”
She gives me an overexaggerated look of surprise. “What? I would’ve never called it.”
“Nothing gave me away at all?”
“Could be a local for all I know.” She scrunches up her nose as she says this, and I grin.
Mom glances toward us, and gives me an encouraging thumbs-up. I pray to sweet baby Jesus Molly didn’t notice her.
“Is it weird? Moving to a totally different country?” she asks.
“A little. I was excited to see everything, but my mom and her hus—my stepdad—have been busy with moving and immigration stuff, so I haven’t had anyone to do anything with. I’ve pretty much stayed holed up in my room the whole time.”
I regret the words as soon as I say them, but I can’t suck them back in. I sound like an antisocial loser with no life.
Thankfully, Molly doesn’t seem put off. “I’m actually having a get-together at mine after lunch on Saturday for a few of the fifth years. You should come by if you get tired of your room.”
I can’t disguise my look of surprise and Molly must notice my face, because she clarifies. “You’d be doing me a favor. I need an excuse to spend less time with … certain people.”
I want to ask why she’s inviting people to her house if she doesn’t want to be around them, but I decide to leave it. Bring on the rich-people daytime rager.
“Well, obviously, my social schedule’s packed,” I say airily, and Molly grins. “But, yeah, weirdly enough, I might be free.”
“Cool,” Molly says. “You’ll be able to meet some of the girls from our class.”
“Is Princess Rosemary in your class?” Mom asks. I hadn’t even noticed she was eavesdropping. “I mean, does she attend with everyone else?”
“She doesn’t have a contagious disease, Mom,” I say, pleading with my eyes for her to stop before Molly uninvites me.
“Princesses have tutors,” Mom says, getting all defensive.
“Rose attends normal classes,” Hellene cuts in. She does not look happy to be left out of the conversation. “I’m sure Daniela will get to meet her.”
“Oh, really?” Mom drags the word out and wiggles her eyebrows like she’s implying this is great news for me, personally. Like I’m a social climber who moved countries so I could hang out with the princess of Henland.
This is right at the upper limit of my embarrassment tolerance. I’m gonna have to go ahead and disown my own mom now, which is obviously not great, because I really liked her before this conversation.
Dying inside, I mouth “sorry” to Molly. She looks … not exactly pissed off, but definitely grim. All the friendliness has been zapped from her face in one hit.
I’m doomed.
“Will the princess be at the party?” Mom prods her, because she wasn’t done with the humiliation just yet, I guess.
Molly darkens even more, somehow. “Yeah, she will,” she says in a clipped way. Finally, Mom takes the hint, and turns back to Hellene.
I don’t know what it’s like to grow up with a monarchy, but I’m pretty sure some people feel strongly about the royal family here. There are magazines dedicated to them by the grocery store checkout, and bumper stickers with the royal crest stuck on the back of cars, and the immigration office has a floor-to-ceiling portrait of the king and queen hanging in the entrance hall. But if I had to take a safe bet, Molly doesn’t seem to be one of those people.
“Woo, royalty,” I say in a quiet, mocking voice. Sorry, Mom. It’s every girl for herself out here, and if I get uninvited from this party because my mom has no chill, I will nurse that grudge until my dying day.
Luckily, my bet is right on the money, because Molly sinks into her seat as all the tension leaves her shoulders. “Everyone’s coming over around one-thirty,” she says. “Can I grab your number? I’ll text you the address.”
Across the room, Mom catches my eye and raises her shoulders in excitement.
As Molly lowers her head to use her phone, I shoot Mom’s happy gesture right back at her.



  

TWO
ROSE
My guards, Theodore and Sidney, stand silently on the porch of Molly Kwon’s mansion, one eyeing me through the window, the other monitoring the front yard. They’re huddled together, instead of patrolling like they usually would, in an effort to keep dry. I avert my eyes, succumbing to a pang of guilt for causing them to stand out there, stranded. They’re sheltered from the heavy rain, but not from the unseasonal cold.
If I thought it would make any difference, I would insist they come inside in shifts to watch from the warmth of the kitchen with a cup of tea. The problem is, they don’t much respect what I have to say when Father’s given a direct order. Today, Father’s orders were to watch from the front yard, and remain there unless I’m in imminent danger, and that’s that. Their comfort doesn’t matter, and I certainly don’t have the authority to issue supplementary or contradictory commands.
Although, to be fair, I don’t expect they would relish the opportunity to take a cup of tea from me, even if they were free to. The last time I made them tea, I was so high I mistook the salt for sugar.
I watch the scene with lazy eyes from my usual vantage point, the nearest leather armchair to the entranceway. Eleanor Kowalczyk, one of my closest friends, drapes herself over the top of my chair. She dangles a half-smoked joint in front of my face as though I’m a horse she’s enticing with a carrot. I swat at her hand, disguising my rush of irritation with an easy laugh.
“You’re serious about it, then?” Eleanor asks me, nodding at the joint in her hand.
“When have you known me to break a promise?”
On a nearby couch occupied by a handful of guys, a tall boy with thick dark curls climbs onto his knees and holds out a hand to Eleanor. Alfie Paget-Harrington. Alfie clicks at Eleanor, who takes a drag before handing the joint over. He rolls it between his fingers and cocks his head at me. “Luckily,” he says in his slow, deep voice, “the rest of us made no such promises.”
“The rest of you,” I remind him, “had no incentive to.”
“There are no cameras around, Rosie,” Alfie says. “You know everyone in the room.”
I hold his gaze steadily until he relents. “More for me,” he says, bringing the joint to his lips.
“For us,” Eleanor protests, and Alfie cries out as she darts forward to wrestle it from his grasp.
Across the room, Molly glances up at Alfie’s laughter. At first, she looks everywhere but at me. Eventually, however, she cracks and steals a peek, only to find me staring right at her. I raise a single brow the moment our gazes lock. It’s all that’s necessary. Should she continue to snub me now, there won’t be any plausible deniability left for her, and Molly certainly isn’t as confrontational as all that. Even if she is trying to prove a point.
And she is trying to prove a point, I’m quite sure of it, as she hasn’t spoken a word to me since I arrived, other than to greet Eleanor and me as one.
Instead, she’s spent the entire gathering by the side of a girl with long, dark blond hair I can only describe as a peculiarity. She’s wearing an ill-fitting puffer jacket, and jeans that fit her worse still. Her shoes are muddy, her skin is shockingly pale, and she hasn’t unfolded her arms in about half an hour. I should know. I’ve been watching her.
She’s clearly uncomfortable, and unsurprisingly so. She looks so out of place, I could almost believe she stumbled upon the party by accident. I can’t imagine where Molly found her. Or why, for that matter, my best friend is apparently so taken by this awkward stranger that she can’t find a spare minute to introduce her to Eleanor and me.
Even if it’s just to convince anyone watching that everything is fine between us.
Molly says something to the stranger, and the two of them head in my direction as Alfie leaves us. Molly selects a flute of champagne from a refreshment table as she passes it, and then holds it out to me. “Rose,” she says as I accept the glass. “This is Danni. She’s in fifth year, too.”
“Oh,” I say. “Which school?”
Molly shoots me a look as though I’m being purposely obtuse. While it’s possible I am being obtuse, in my defense, it’s certainly not on purpose. “Bramppath,” she says, and I realize my misstep too late. This girl must be attending under one of the music scholarships. They’re the only scholarships available that offer a fully funded place. They’re quite competitive, too.
“A musical prodigy,” I remark. “I’m sure we’re lucky to gain you. What do you play?”
Danni opens her mouth as though to answer me, but then she falters. “Piano, but … how do you know I’m a musician?”
Two mistakes in a row. It’s a blessing Mum and Father aren’t here to witness this, or I’d be in for a lecture. Remarking upon class differences is classless; those would be Mum’s exact words.
Molly watches me with curiosity, apparently in no hurry to save me. So, I make my best effort to recover myself. “You have piano hands,” I say. Stealing a glance at Danni’s fingers, it’s not a word of a lie—they are long. “Have you had the chance to meet everyone here, then?”
It’s a dig at Molly that goes right over Danni’s head, as it’s designed to. Molly meets my eyes but says nothing. At least I’ve let her know I noticed her speaking to practically every person at the party except for me.
“I think so,” Danni says. She speaks with a thick American accent, untouched, as far as I can tell, by any Hennish cadence. A recently immigrated scholarship student, no less. “I’m never going to remember all these names.”
“Well, if you can remember anything, try to focus on surnames,” I say. “They’re generally more important in this crowd. And if all else fails, remember Kwon and Kowalczyk, and you’ll be in good hands.”
Eleanor climbs onto her knees to hang over the back of the couch and nod at us. “Kowalczyk would be me,” she says to Danni, reaching out for a handshake.
“Got it,” Danni says with a nervous smile. “And who’s Kwon?”
“Who’s Kwon?” I repeat, unable to keep the bafflement from my tone. I point a helpful finger at Molly. “That’s Molly Kwon,” I stage-whisper.
“Okay, Rose,” Molly snaps. Defensive of her new best friend, it would seem. “I didn’t tell her my surname yet.”
“I hope I didn’t just give away a secret, then.”
Does Molly not want Danni to know she’s a minor internet celebrity? Or does she not want Danni to look her up for another reason?
I realize, too late, that this might very much be the case. If Molly’s new friend doesn’t know what happened in Amsterdam yet, perhaps she’s hoping to keep it that way for the time being. I may not have many lines I wouldn’t cross when it comes to stirring someone up, but even I know Amsterdam is off-limits.
“It’s not a secret, it just didn’t come up.” Molly’s tone is about as tense as I’ve ever heard it, and I must not be the only one who notices, because Danni jumps in with a hasty subject change.
“So, everyone here is from, like, a mega-rich family?” she asks.
Eleanor and I exchange an incredulous glance. Even Molly cracks a reluctant smile.
“Quite,” I say faintly, and Eleanor chokes on her laughter.
Molly jumps in. “All Rose means is, surnames are how we figure out our mutual connections. It’s not all snobbery.”
“Only ninety percent or so,” Eleanor adds with a mischievous grin.
“Like,” Molly goes on, “Eleanor’s a Kowalczyk, and half the families at school are represented by Kowalczyk and Nought. The law firm,” she adds, when she notices Danni isn’t following along. “Or Alfie over there. His mum’s Helen Paget-Harrington, and the Harringtons are one of the oldest families in the country.”
“And the Pagets are … nobody in particular,” Eleanor says. She shoots me a guilty glance—she is, after all, talking about close family friends of mine—but I give her a curt nod of agreement, so she continues. “Alfie’s dad immigrated from London ages ago and clawed his way up the ladder here.”
Danni gives an uneasy laugh. I’ve only just met her, so it’s possible I’m misreading her expression, but she appears to be studying Eleanor and Molly as though they’re an alien species. “Huh,” she says. “I don’t even know what most of my friends’ parents do for work.”
Molly touches her arm gently. “You don’t need to know this stuff. You’re not getting quizzed on it or anything.”
Danni tilts her head. “I guess I’m pretty much like a Paget. My last name doesn’t really mean anything.”
“Maybe not,” I say with a shrug. “Best to share it anyway. You’ll stand out less that way.”
She locks eyes with me so sharply I wonder if she somehow forgot I was sitting here. “Fine,” she says. “Whatever. Then I guess I’m Daniela from the nobody-in-particular Blythes.”
“Well,” I say, “it would seem you’re now Daniela from Bramppath. That’s something, at least.”
Molly glares at me, apparently objecting to my teasing tone. Danni, however, appears to take it as I mean it, because she breaks into a deeply dimpled grin. Suddenly, all traces of nervousness have vanished. She’s blossomed into a different person. “It’s something,” she agrees. “Now, I already know your name, but maybe you could introduce yourself anyway?”
“Rosemary.”
“Rosemary or Rose?”
“That depends how much we end up liking each other,” I say.
“I’ll monitor it. You didn’t give me your surname,” she points out.
“I don’t have one.”
“Do you just like to stand out? Or are you not important enough for one?”
I rest my cheek on my balled fist, surprised at her gall. “Both, actually.”
Molly jumps in before we start having too much fun. “I ran into Danni when I got my senior cape,” she says. “She’s from America.”
My annoyance with Molly is at the forefront of my mind again, and it seeps into my tone as I grip the wet flute of champagne with the tips of my fingers and sit up straighter. “Oh, you’re from the American Blythes,” I say, feigning recognition. “Why didn’t you say so to begin with?”
“Rose, don’t be a shit,” Molly says blankly. “She can’t tell when you’re joking yet.”
“Do you get to pass off digs as a sense of humor when you don’t have a last name?” Danni asks.
If I was surprised at her gall before, it’s nothing compared to how shocked I am right now. I’m rather used to strangers and acquaintances politely pretending to find my jibes hilarious. “It’s one of the many perks,” I say finally.
Molly turns to Danni. “Well, we’d better finish getting everyone to tell you their surnames,” she says in a tone that tells me she thinks I’m being unfathomably rude. I would argue Danni seems perfectly capable of dishing out just as much as she’s served, but I keep that argument to myself. I am, it’s rather apparent, on considerably thin ice with Molly as it is.
I raise my eyebrows in place of a goodbye. Danni moves to follow Molly, but then she pauses and glances at me. “Nice to meet you, Rose,” she says, before turning her back to me. I stare after her for several seconds.
Eleanor flips around on the couch again and follows my gaze. She gives a knowing “hmm,” and I jump, embarrassed to be caught staring.
“What?”
“She’s definitely acting odd,” she says. It takes me quite a bit longer than it should to realize she’s referring to Molly.
“I told you,” I say. “I think she hates me.”
“She doesn’t hate you,” Eleanor says, but it’s far from convincing. “She’s just grieving.”
Yes, that’s how I’d justified it, too. She’s just grieving, I told myself when she avoided me at the funeral. She needs space, I reasoned when she kept to herself throughout the end of the school term. She’s distracting herself, I rationalized when she started posting on social media again while ignoring my messages over the summer holidays.
There does come a point, I think, where denial starts to feel an awful lot like lying.
“You should just ask her what’s going on,” Eleanor says when I don’t reply, and I give a curt nod.
“I will,” I say. Unlike Eleanor, I’m well-practiced in the art of sounding just as convincing as I mean to. “Just not here. There’s no reason to ruin her party.”
Of course, I know deep down what the matter is, even if I don’t want to know. She blames me for what happened in Amsterdam in June, and so she should. I would hate me too if I were her.
By the window, Harriet Tomas grabs onto Danni’s arm as she and Molly pass, tugging them into the group conversation. Harriet was there that night, but Molly seems perfectly amiable when she says hello to her.
Something acidic and dark bubbles in my core, and I shove it back down before the emotion fully announces itself.
Alfie, who’d been watching us from afar with a measure of curiosity, saunters over to join Eleanor and me once more.
“Who’s that, then?” he asks, without any other indications. It’s obvious enough who he means.
“Her name’s Danni,” Eleanor says.
“Right, but who is she?” Alfie presses.
And Molly thought my surname advice was mere snobbery. I have half a mind to reach out to Molly later and tell her what Alfie just said, to prove my point. Only, she wouldn’t reply to my message, would she?
Danni glances over and catches the three of us staring at her. She tears her eyes away while her long piano fingers fiddle with the cuff of her sleeve.
“Nobody in particular, apparently,” I say to Alfie.
As though she somehow hears me across the din, Danni looks back. This time, her eyes land on mine.
I hold her gaze until she tears it away only a heartbeat later.
Poor little blossom. Our world is going to break her.



  

THREE
DANNI
When Mom and Dennis finally drop me off at Bramppath, I’m surprised at the lump that keeps forming in my throat. I’ve been so busy thinking about what life at Bramppath will hold in store for me, I forgot one of the things that’ll be missing from it. Family.
There aren’t going to be family mealtimes, or family movie nights, or family walks anymore. Now, I’m gonna be doing all that stuff with a group of strangers. Are they strangers who’ll end up feeling like family soon? Will I wish I didn’t have to leave by the time term’s over? Or am I going to be counting down the days until I can escape this place, and the people in it?
I try to remind myself that I already have a good reason to believe it’ll be okay. I know Molly now. And a bunch of my classmates’ last names, to boot.
I’m going to be fine.
Just breathe.
As we walk, Dennis makes a huge deal out of the size of the school. He goes on and on about the turrets and arches on the main building, and the ivy snaking over the windows of the residential halls, and the gray-brick masonry he explains was only used during a certain time period. I ask if he’s sure he doesn’t want to move into my dorm room with Mom, and they laugh, but it’s only sort of a joke.
The wheels of my suitcase scrape over the uneven cobblestone path as we wind through the grounds toward my hall. Dozens of girls and their parents are darting all around us like squirrels setting up for winter, lugging suitcases and decorations, blankets and bags. You wouldn’t think I’d even get noticed in all the chaos, but, oh, they notice me. Over and over again a student or parent will catch sight of me, scan my clothes and my hair and my face and decide that I haven’t made the cut. Then their noses wrinkle, and they raise their eyebrows, and move on with what they were doing without even nodding at me.
Okay, this is what I’d worried Bramppath would be like. If this was my first time seeing any of the students, I probably would’ve made a beeline back to the car and shut myself in the back seat until Mom and Dennis agreed to take me back home.
The fifth-year girls all live in the same building: Dewitt, named after some teacher. Hellene told us in the tour but it was right around the time I was entering full panic mode, so I don’t remember all the details. It’s one of the most centrally located buildings, smack in front of a sprawling marble fountain. The more senior you are, the closer you live to the main entrance, which leaves us with the second-best real estate.
I’m on the ground floor, in room eleven. Bramppath sent me a key card in the mail a couple of weeks ago, and we slot it into the door a few times until the chip’s accepted and the lock flashes green. Dennis whistles again as we head inside. The rooms at Bramppath are all private, and they’ve even managed to squeeze a full bed in here—just. That, a wardrobe and desk—both made of a dark cherrywood—and a leather desk chair, and that’s it for furnishings. The walls are a plain, washed-out cream, and the carpet’s a dark gray color, perfect for hiding stains. I try not to think about what might be camouflaged under my feet right now.
It’s plain, and it’s cramped, and it smells like disinfectant.
I love it.
After a couple of hours we manage to get my room looking less like a fancy prison cell and more like an Ikea display room. After a stern lecture from Mom to keep on top of my piano lessons, followed by a long goodbye that we have to repeat several times because Mom keeps chickening out from leaving the room, suddenly, they’re gone. And I’m alone.
I’m totally alone.
I wander around my room for a bit, folding my arms across my chest. There’s basically nothing familiar here. When Mom offered to take me on a Target shopping spree so I’d have all new things at Bramppath, I jumped at the chance. I figured the more new, glossy stuff I have the better, so I’ll stand out less. But now I’m regretting it. I’d take my old, striped, faded, cat-hair-covered sheets over new and glossy any day.
Besides. Target stuff won’t impress the students here. I was kidding myself.
Before the homesickness has a chance to really get started, I message Molly to tell her I’ve arrived.
It turns out her room is on the next level up, on B-floor, so she’s down in less than a minute. She spends a while politely admiring all the Target stuff, then she plonks on my bed and spreads her body into a starfish position while she bounces. “It’s so good to be in the senior cycle, you have no idea,” she says, patting the bed. “The small doubles we had last year were not okay.”
I straddle the desk chair and lean my chin on its back. “Is that like a twin XL? Because honestly even that would’ve been an upgrade for me from home.”
She props herself up and gives me a pitying look. The kind of look I would probably have taken offense to if I didn’t know Molly meant well. “How did you survive?”
“People survive sleeping on twins every day, Molly.”
I think that’s when she notices how she sounds, because she ducks her head. “Sorry. That was very ‘Rose’ of me.”
I let out a laugh, thinking back to the conversation I had with Princess Rosemary at Molly’s party. She’s far from the meanest person I’ve ever met, but she wasn’t exactly warm, either.
I’m still not sure what I think about our interaction at the party. On the one hand, it was the first time that day I did anything except smile and answer questions politely and panic that I was making a shitty first impression. On the other, I think Rosemary might have just triggered my fight-or-flight response, which is definitely not the same thing as coming out of my shell.
So, what was that all about? Was it my gut instinct recognizing her as the same sort of bully that terrorized me last year? That’s sort of how Maddison and her gang functioned, after all. They’d make little comments that sounded friendly and innocent, like asking my opinion on something, or complimenting my appearance. But then if I took them at face value and answered normally, she and her friends would burst out laughing, like it was hilarious I could’ve thought they were being nice to me. The only safe way to reply to those girls was silence, or coldness. They couldn’t laugh at that. On the other hand, it made me look like a nasty person to anyone in earshot. I could never win, and they wanted it that way.
But that was last year, and there was no group of girls laughing at me at Molly’s party. So, I have to give Rosemary the benefit of the doubt for now, right? Just because she’s got a prickly sense of humor doesn’t necessarily mean I’ve met my new future-bully. I hope not, anyway.
Meanwhile, Molly has shifted. Her jaw and fists seem to be competing over which can clench the tightest. Her fists are winning, for the record.
I noticed the same tense body language when Molly spoke to Rosemary that day. So, while we’re talking about her, I decide to ask Molly the question that’s been bugging me since her party. “Hey, um, when we were at your house, people kept asking you about Rosemary.”
She nods and starts rolling her shoulders, stretching her neck as she does.
“It sort of sounded like everyone thinks you’re friends,” I say. “Like, good ones. But I don’t get that vibe from you.”
Molly pretends to look shocked. “You don’t?”
“I know, don’t freak out, I’m just super observant,” I say dryly. I’m smiling at the joke, but also with relief. If Rose does turn out to be a piece of work, I’ll want to stay out of her way, which might be kind of tough if she’s best friends with my only friend.
“Yeah. It’s a long story. Rose and I were best friends, but now we’re … I don’t know.”
“Did something happen?” I ask. “Or is she just, like, a shitty person?”
I figure even as I’m asking it that it might be too personal, and Molly proves me right by shaking her head. “Yeah, look, some stuff happened, but it’s … a lot. I’ll tell you another time. If you don’t find … anyway. She’s not a shit person. She’s just … look. The thing you need to know about Rose is, she’s the princess, and everything comes second to that. And I mean everything. You can see how that might become toxic, yeah?”
“Sure.”
“We have a lot of friends in common, so I don’t want to start an all-out war or anything. I’m just trying to keep my distance a bit these days, you know?”
So when Molly said I’d be giving her a good excuse to avoid people at her party, she didn’t really mean people. She meant Rosemary.
“Anyway,” Molly says, perking up. “Can we get a quick moving-in photo for my story?”
Molly kneels beside me and I pose for the camera, and then she gets to work on editing the photo. “What’s your handle?” she asks. “I’ll tag you.”
A few seconds later my phone buzzes with the notification. I click on her profile, ready to add her as a friend, but I catch sight of her follower count and I’m so shocked I forget what I’m doing completely. For a second, I swear my eyes aren’t working right. There’s way too many digits.
“That’s why I prefer texting,” she says when she notices my face. “My DMs can get a little crowded.”
“Whoa. What are you, an influencer?” I ask, flipping through her profile. It doesn’t look like anything special. Just your run-of-the-mill mix of selfies, scenery, and activity photos. It all looks pretty unstructured and casual. Or maybe it’s carefully curated to look that way. It’s hard to tell.
“I hate that word,” she says. “If I ever call myself an influencer unironically, you have my permission to roast me until I screw my head back on.”
“But you are one,” I say, tipping my phone screen to her like she needs the evidence or something.
She shrugs reluctantly, her cheeks reddening. “My dad was the prime minister when I was a kid, and he used to take me to press conferences and stuff. He passed away before he finished his term—no, it was years ago, Danni, don’t look all sad for me, and please don’t tell me you’re sorry. Anyway, the media got kind of obsessed with me in the fallout. I guess people know me from that; I don’t have any talents or anything.”
Well, I am sorry to hear about Molly’s dad, but she asked me not to say so, so I breeze past it. “You obviously put a lot of work in,” I say instead. “I’ve made, like, twenty posts in my lifetime. I’m impressed.”
“Not really. Mostly I just post videos from my day, or giving my opinion on whatever I’m thinking about. I’m never going to be the type of person who has a proper setup or a brand or anything. Honestly, I only do it because it pays well and I don’t get a lot of pocket money.”
After half an hour or so of hanging out in my room, Molly offers to give me a tour of Dewitt. She tells me which shower stall to use in the bathroom (“The middle ones always get hot faster.”), the unofficial rule around door etiquette (“If you leave your door ajar it’s implying you’re open to people swinging past to chat.”), and the bulletin board by the entrance (“You play piano, right? You can sign up for performance evenings here.”).
I study the board, which is already filled with notices regarding clubs and camps. In its center is a giant drug-use PSA poster, stating LIFE’S HIGHS DON’T NEED CHEMICAL TIES with a cringey illustration of a group of teenagers skipping away from a smoking joint in a field. “I remember seeing something about snow trips,” I say hopefully, searching for a possible sign-up sheet. Winter’s coming up, after all.
“That’s only for fourth and sixth years, unfortunately. Rose tried to drag me along with her last year, but it’s not my thing.” She says it with a laugh, but it vanishes as soon as she remembers who she’s talking about. Tucking shiny black hair behind her ear, Molly changes the subject. “I’ll come by and grab you for breakfast in the morning. You’ll need to be ready at ten past seven at the latest. It’s first in, best dressed, so if we get there too late we won’t get a seat with the rest of the girls.”
I say thank you, but the words don’t seem big enough for how freaking grateful I am. What would I be doing tomorrow morning if I hadn’t met her? Heading on over at 7:13 and awkwardly hanging out at the end of a table full of girls who’d grown up together, had never met me, and wouldn’t want me there?
But I did meet her. And if the whole reason Molly got to know me in the first place was to fill a vacant spot left by Princess Rosemary? Then I owe her one.
Whatever the hell she did to lose Molly as a friend, her loss is my gain.



  

FOUR
DANNI
The next morning, like she promised, Molly comes to my room at exactly 7:10 a.m. to take me to breakfast. The only problem is, I discovered way too late that I have no idea how to do up a real tie, and it’s not as easy to figure out using online tutorials as I thought it’d be. I got so focused on trying to work it out, in fact, I lost track of time altogether, so when Molly arrives, she finds me in my school shirt and pajama pants, with my tie choking my neck like a noose. By the time we finally leave my room at 7:16, I’m stammering “Thank you” and “Sorry” on repeat like they’re the only words I know. The one thing she asked me to do—be ready at 7:10—and I messed it up. Of course I did.
The breakfast line is outside now, snaking single file through the courtyard and up into the dining hall. By the time Molly and I join, we’re all the way back by the fountain, and I whisper “Sorry” a few more times, my cheeks red-hot.
“It’s really fine, I promise,” Molly says, and she’s convincing enough that I back away from the ledge a little. “I factored in extra time because it’s the first morning. We aren’t late.”
The line moves quickly, and it doesn’t take long until we’re in the dining hall. Ahead and to the left are dozens of long wooden tables, and to the right is a serving window. Behind it, a group of six kitchen staff in hairnets are doling out bacon, eggs, and fried mushrooms, and it’s only when I’m pummeled by the smell of grease and salt and buttered bread that I realize I’m totally starved.
As we get closer to the window I zero in on a skyscraper pile of toast that a harassed-looking woman is topping up with her left hand, while she feeds bread slices through a conveyer toaster with her right. I grab more pieces than I probably need, because I can, because holy shit, this is my life now. A life of perfect breakfasts. The last time I had an unlimited breakfast buffet was a vacation we took to visit my grandparents in Florida when I was, like, nine. And it didn’t look anywhere near as good as this spread.
Our plates overflowing—to put it lightly—Molly and I head over to a table with a few spare seats I think have been saved for us. Molly dumps her plate down and jumps into hugging some of the girls I guess she didn’t get a chance to see yesterday. I stand awkwardly for a second, and then I put my own plate by the empty seat next to Molly. No one’s sitting yet, so I stand behind my chair like the rest of them, drumming my fingers on the wood and hoping I don’t look half as self-conscious as I feel.
Finally, a hush falls over the room, and I look around to see what we’re all going quiet for. In a parade of polished shoes, blazers, and suits, the headmaster, a Black man with close-shaven gray hair and deep frown lines, marches into the dining hall followed by a line of twenty or so girls.
I spot Eleanor—the snobby girl with tanned skin and long curls from Molly’s party who kept talking about how some families were total nobodies—toward the front of the line, and figure these are the prefects. Just as I put that together, I suddenly find myself looking right at Princess Rosemary.
She quickly scans over the girls at my table, and then her eyes lock with mine. It’s only for a split second, but it feels like a weirdly weighted moment. Like everything slows, so that half second feels more like a minute.
She’s pretty. The kind of pretty that makes you forget you’re standing in a room full of people who don’t know you exist, because for a second you’ve forgotten any of them exist right back. I think there’s something unfair about that, to be born into that much money and status, and to also be beautiful. And I’m not just jealous because I flopped in at least two, if not three, of those categories. Or maybe I am jealous, who knows. But she is. Beautiful.
Her hair isn’t brown, it’s a thick, glossy chocolate brown that hangs past her shoulders in frizz-free waves. Her eyes aren’t just green, they’re piercing, and expressive enough that you can tell she finds something funny before her mouth even catches up to smile. And I like the way she holds herself. Sitting and standing, she’s self-assured and straight-backed and tall in a way that forces you to look at her. I’m suddenly aware of my own terrible posture, and I try to straighten myself up.
There’s that gnawing question again. Was she laughing with me at the party, or at me? I’ve been thinking about it on and off since talking to Molly about her yesterday, and I keep coming to different conclusions. I wonder if she does that on purpose? Fashions herself into an answer that keeps changing?
The headmaster and prefects line up along the head table way up at the other end of the dining hall. From his place in the center of the table the headmaster adjusts his gold-rimmed glasses and speaks to us in a slow drawl.
“Good morning, everyone, and welcome to your first day at Bramppath. Most of you are familiar faces, but I also see many new ones. To students who have been here before, welcome home. To students just starting with us … welcome home. For those of you who haven’t met me yet, my name is Alistair Unley, and I look forward to making your acquaintance shortly.”
He pauses for the room to clap before he goes on.
“Before we begin our meal, I would like to introduce you to our prefects and head girl. You will hopefully get to know them all on a personal level by the end of the year. They are to be both respected and trusted. If you have any issues or questions, please feel free to approach them if you see them around the grounds. They will undoubtedly be able to assist you to the highest standard.”
Rose glances sideways at Eleanor while the headmaster rattles off the names of the prefects, and I’m pretty sure they hold some sort of silent conversation. And quietly, so quiet that, if I weren’t right next to her I wouldn’t have heard it at all, Molly scoffs.
“Finally, I invite you all to join me in the morning prayer. Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto.”
I guess it’s Latin, even though I don’t know for sure, because I can’t speak it. In my defense, I’m pretty sure this is the first time in my life I’ve heard a real live human speak Latin. It’s usually reserved for movie villains in my experience. I guess it’s a Catholic thing? Henland is super Catholic. Like, when I told Rachel I was moving here, when she was done freaking out at me for abandoning her, she got really serious and said, “Maybe don’t tell people you’re bi there. It might not be legal.” I’ve checked, by the way, and it is legal, but that doesn’t mean it’s chill. I don’t know if I’d trust any country where people speak Latin all over the place to be casual about bisexuality. It’s just a bad sign.
“Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in saecula saeculorum.”
As he finishes the last word everyone scrambles to sit down, and thank god for that, because I’m so hungry my stomach actually hurts. Right after the scraping and squeaking of chairs stops, suddenly the room explodes with noise. I jump and look around to figure out what the hell is going on. We’re not eating yet—that much is obvious. Everyone in the room is stamping their feet on the ground as hard as humanly possible, yelling and calling out at the tops of their lungs while they go. Most people are turning in their seats toward the entrance, where a beetroot-red-faced girl who looks about thirteen or fourteen rushes in, her shirt buttons all uneven and her tie untucked.
“If you’re late, you get singled out,” Molly explains when the banging finally chills out. The younger girl manages to wrench her chair free and sits down to a chorus of laughter. “She’s an idiot to be doing it on the first day. The headmaster will have it in for her now, you watch.”
Finally, it’s time to eat, and I could almost cry with happiness. Then, I could almost cry again, because the eggs are perfect, and the bacon is perfect, and the toast—well, the toast could’ve actually used a few more seconds, but I’ll take it. If breakfast is always like this, I decide, I can handle anything the school throws at me and I still won’t regret attending.
The morning’s high note continues when I find out I have Molly in my classical studies class, and we find seats together in the back of the room. Second period—modern history—I spend sitting alone, trying to ignore the long stares I keep receiving. Seriously, anyone would think they’d never seen a scholarship kid before. Molly said the uniform would blend me in, but I’m fielding contempt launched at me from every direction like missiles. Am I giving myself away somehow? Because my dark blond hair doesn’t have buttery highlights, or because my bracelet is stainless steel instead of white gold?
Or do they just see whatever it was about me that made people hate me last year at school?
In biology, I get there early so I can hide at the very back of the classroom. I cover my mouth with my hands and lean my elbows on the table, watching as the students pour in and their eyes catch on me, always hanging there for a bit too long.
Then, I see a familiar face among the sea. Rosemary enters, her eyes puffy and unfocused. Like everyone else—because I have a spotlight on me or something, apparently—she notices me. Then she hesitates, long enough that for a wild second I almost think she’s going to sit next to me. She likes me. She likes me not.
Does she even know?
If I’m hoping to get some clarification, I’m shit out of luck, because at that moment Eleanor bounces up behind Rose and pulls her to a couple of empty seats at the far right of the room. They sit down together and Rose promptly lays her head on her desk to sleep, using her arms as a cushion, and the spotlight on me goes out with a blink.
And now, I don’t know what’s worse. Being ridiculed, or being nothing.
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ROSE
Every ounce of my energy is focused on suppressing the urge to rest my head on the headmaster’s desk while I wait for him to come into the room. It’s rather a lot more difficult than it sounds. That is, I suppose, the inevitable outcome of being awake for almost thirty-four hours, minus a devastatingly brief nap. There’s only so far you can travel fueled by caffeine and self-preservation.
Last night was the Royal Renaissance Gala, which is held every year on the birthday of my great-great-grandmother, Queen Alarice. It is, as its name implies, a Renaissance-themed charity gala, in which the richest of the rich wear Renaissance-inspired couture and faff around marveling at the preserved period pieces on display and the courtly dance ensemble, all while a madrigal choir drones on in the background.
Purportedly, its main purpose is to raise funds to restore historical landmarks and promote cultural heritage—causes that were apparently dear to my great-great-grandmother’s heart—but it’s not lost on me that it’s currently viewed as a chance to put a night of socializing down as a tax write-off by most, if not all, attendees.
This year, it fell on a Sunday—the Sunday I was meant to move into my room at Bramppath, no less—but that certainly wasn’t a good enough excuse for me to miss it as far as my parents were concerned. After all, one cannot host the Royal Renaissance Gala sans the full suite of royals, can one? Anarchy would surely reign. Vive la révolution!
Unfortunately, the celebrations lasted well into the night, and by the time I made it to Bramppath I barely had time to lay my head on the pillow before it was time to meet with the headmaster and prefects. Somehow, I made it through a day’s worth of classes—though I couldn’t tell you a single word that fell from a professor’s mouth all day—and I nearly made it to my room at the end of it all. In fact, I was only meters away from Dewitt, and the sweet oblivion of sleep, when the headmaster flagged me down in the middle of the courtyard and asked me to meet him in his office. I would have dearly loved to give him a graphic list of things I would rather do—for example, drive a searing hot poker through my eyeball—but I find it’s best to start the school year off on the right foot, and so I swallowed my words and turned on my heel.
And here I have been sat for over five minutes. Five excruciatingly quiet minutes.
The polished chestnut wood seems every bit as appealing as a goose-feather pillow at this moment. I’m in the middle of debating whether I have long enough to sneak in a nap when the headmaster hurries in, juggling a stack of papers and notebooks. “My apologies, Rosemary. A lot to do on the first day.”
He drops the paperwork onto the desk with a thump loud enough to shock me from my exhausted haze, and I straighten at once. “That’s fine, sir. May I ask…?”
“Oh, you’re not in trouble,” the headmaster assures me, taking a seat and folding his hands before him. “I just wanted to check in with you. See how you’re handling everything.”
I take care to keep my expression measured. “Everything?”
“Your new role, the new building…”
The headmaster is one of those people who can effectively communicate exactly what they mean just through the gleam in their eye, regardless of the message their body language would otherwise send. Right now, he’s doing just that. His bottom lip is sticking out, and one broad shoulder is raised in a shrug, and he’s tossed up one knobby-fingered hand in a manner that’s clearly meant to convey carelessness. But his eyes—his eyes are saying he’s certain I know exactly why he’s asking after me.
And, of course, I do.
“I would say everything’s going as well as could be expected,” I say. “Given…”
I wave my own hand now, mirroring his gesture.
“The circumstances,” he finishes for me.
“Yes.”
The circumstances. It is, I suppose, an efficient way to summarize the events of the last half year. The night in Amsterdam—its consequences—the aftermath—the backlash from the public—the disappointment from my parents—the judging eyes that seem to fall on me throughout every conversation at every family event. Molly.
Oscar.
As soon as his name appears in my mind, I wipe it clear. I do my best to think of him as little as possible. There’s no good in it. What happened, happened, though if thinking of it could somehow rearrange the events of June, then I would. I would think through every second, relive every moment in vivid, graphic detail, again and again if I must, until what I did was finally undone. But as it is, dwelling on it achieves nothing of any real importance.
I tried, once. I let myself think his name, and instead of pushing it away, I let my mind follow the path that name led it down. For perhaps ten seconds, I allowed myself to understand—really grasp—what happened that night.
It felt like drowning.
I haven’t allowed it since.
“I have to admit,” I say, “I was surprised to receive the prefect offer.”
The headmaster studies me for a long time. For now, his eyes and body language are perfectly aligned in their earnestness. “Do you know why I chose you for the position, Rose?” he asks finally.
“I hope it wasn’t out of pity, sir.”
It’s impolite of me, I know it is, but the words leave my mouth before I can censor them. That’s what sleep deprivation will do to a person, I suppose.
He raises his bushy gray eyebrows and purses his lips. “It was not out of pity,” he says, in a tone that is surprisingly gentle. “Do you know who I believe is the least likely person to do something reckless and ill-advised?”
I meet his eyes. “Who, sir?”
“Someone who has recently done something reckless and ill-advised, and is paying dearly for it.”
I tear my eyes from his, staring at his desk instead. My mouth goes dry, and my upper lip twitches against my will. His words land heavy. I have, after all, already made a vow to myself—multiple vows, really—to toe the line perfectly this year. For the rest of my life, too, if I can manage it, but this year seems like a reasonable starting point.
I intend to never experience anything like these last three months again.
When I don’t reply, the headmaster continues, gentler still. “I wonder if you might reconsider my offer of grief counseling.”
“No, thank you,” I say.
“Our psychologist, Miss Billows, is well equipped to help.”
“I’m certain she’s wonderful at what she does,” I say. “But I’m not grieving.”
“Rose—”
“I’ve met all of my commitments,” I go on, speaking over him. Rude again. “I completed all my holiday reading preparations. I’m not housebound, I’m not antisocial, I’m not in tears. I feel fine.”
I do feel as though if I’m not excused to go to bed within the next two minutes, my eyeballs might detach themselves altogether, fall backward into my skull, and tumble right down my throat. But I digress.
The headmaster has that look about him. The one adults wear when they’re quite certain they know your inner world much more intimately than you ever could. “Are you happy, though?”
I’d be happier if I were asleep. “Of course I am.”
He stares at me, studying my face. If I thought a smile would help my case right now, I’d force one, but somehow I think it would read slightly false.
“Whatever you need, Rose,” he says finally. “If you want to take me up on the offer, or if there’s anything I can do…”
“Thank you, sir,” I say, hardly daring to hope the meeting is at its end. But then, glorious days, he dismisses me, and I lurch through the door before he can change his mind and all but sprint to Dewitt. Sidney, who was stationed outside the headmaster’s office that whole time, follows after me, and then heads into his own room down the hall. He probably needs a nap of his own at this point. His shift commenced in the middle of the night, when he escorted me to school from the palace.
My room was set up by some of the palace staff while I was at the gala. When I arrived in the night, I was far too tired to take any of it in. In fairness, I’m still far too tired, but with the afternoon light streaming through the parted curtains it’s hard to miss the details now.
The charcoal bedsheets are brand-new and rumpled from my brief time in them this morning. My bedside table bears the same stained-glass lamp as last year, and the photo collage Eleanor made for my birthday hangs cheerfully above the bed. Two dozen unknowing smiles to mock me from above as I sleep, just what the decor called for. The photos are familiar—Molly and me, side by side on the bus on the way to a school soccer match. Eleanor, Molly, and me at last year’s formal. Alfie, Florence, and Harriet, laughing at something, drinks in their hands. Oscar, Molly, and me sitting around a table at Molly’s birthday dinner.
I wrench my shirt over my head, pull off my skirt, then step onto the bed and unhook the collage. I slide it down the side of the bed, and it scrapes the wall on the way down until it hits the carpet with a thud. Then, I collapse face down onto my pillow.
I’m asleep before I even pull up the covers.
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After ten or so minutes, I wake up to a thunderous banging. I open bleary eyes and stare at my dim surroundings in confusion, half convinced I’m still at home. Then I piece it together. I’m at Bramppath, in my new room, and Eleanor is screeching at me from outside my door.
“Inside voice!” I call back sluggishly as I attempt to sit up, groping for a shirt in the darkness. No luck. Why must waking up be so difficult?
Speaking of, why on earth is Eleanor trying to wake me up already? It can’t possibly be dinnertime, can it?
Eleanor makes no attempt to lower her volume. “I’ve been knocking for five minutes!”
My head is pounding, and my stomach is churning, and somehow I can hear my own eyes as I force them open. It feels like the hangover from hell, and I didn’t even get the pleasure of being drunk beforehand. At this point, if I weren’t a prefect, I’d simply skip dinner and go right back to sleep. Alas.
Sighing as loudly as I can, I somehow make it to the door and fling it open. Standing on the other side are Eleanor and Danni, with Molly lurking sulkily several feet behind them. They’re all dressed in their formal dining gowns—more or less black graduation robes, only they’re unsecured in the middle, so they drape like open curtains.
Officially, we’re expected to dress business casual at a minimum beneath them. Danni, new as she is, has made an attempt at this, wearing an extraordinarily frilly dress, a button-down cardigan, and a pair of scuffed pumps. Eleanor and Molly, on the other hand, are both in sweatpants and T-shirts as everyone else will be, and the juxtaposition between them makes Danni look somewhat ridiculous. Like a librarian on an important first date.
I’m sure I’m not helping the contrast, given I’m only wearing my bra and a pair of black stockings. Danni makes eye contact with me, then her eyes trail from my shoulders to my feet, before she becomes very interested in the doorframe.
“Good, you’re alive,” Eleanor chirps.
“Debatable.”
“Are you coming dressed like that?” she asks. “You should probably at least put your gown on.”
Danni looks at my chest again at that. I stare at her until she notices me looking, and then I raise a single eyebrow. She promptly returns to looking at the door, blushing furiously. One would think she’d never seen a shirtless girl before.
“Danni,” I say, stretching out her name until it thins. “You clearly have an excellent grasp on the dress code guidelines. Do you think I need to change?”
Her eyes grow so wide I can see the full circle of her iris. “I…” she tries.
“You need to change,” Eleanor says, apparently taking pity on Danni. That’s no fun at all, though.
“You have a stain on your shirt, Eleanor,” I say without glancing at her. “I’m not interested in your fashion opinion. Danni, on the other hand, could hold an audience with the prime minister herself right now.”
Danni studies me, and I’m certain I spot an air of suspicion. “I didn’t want to make a bad first impression,” she says finally. “I know I don’t … it’s just, the handbook said we have to dress up.”
“Well, you certainly did that,” I say evenly, biting back a smile. Her suspicion crosses into outright wariness, and Molly looks fit to strangle me, and I realize I’ve taken my teasing a step too far. “I’m obviously changing, Eleanor, don’t get your knickers in a knot,” I say, moving to close the door. Then, my conscience winning against my crabbiness, I pause and lock eyes with Danni. “You look nice, don’t fret.”
I pull out my most comfortable pair of cotton trousers—my dinnertime uniform—and a soft jumper. I glance in the mirror and discover I look how I feel, and I feel like a slug in salt.
“Rose, you better not have gone back to sleep! We’re going to be late!”
I dress and run my fingers through my hair in an attempt to smooth down the flyaways that formed in my nap. It is a categorically unsuccessful venture, but there’s little to be done about it now. I apply some deodorant, drape my gown over my arm, and throw my door open, just in time to see that Molly has started off toward the staircase, Eleanor and Danni watching after her. Fresh out of patience with me, it would seem.
I let my door fall shut behind me and trot after Molly, shuffling my gown on as I go. “Let’s go, then,” I say over my shoulder to Eleanor and Danni, who scramble to catch up with my brisk pace.
The four of us—five, if you include a recently roused Sidney—walk through the brisk cold of the evening to the dining hall and arrive, despite Eleanor’s fears, bang on time.
In the dining hall I end up seated between Harriet Tomas and Molly, with Danni and Eleanor directly across from me. It’s certainly not on purpose on either Molly’s or my end—I think she was angling to sit where Florence Chan is, a few seats down from me, but in the shuffle for places, she somehow ended up jostled in my direction. I nod at her while the headmaster leads the prayer, wondering for a brief, misguided moment if Molly at least plans on making polite small talk with me for appearance’s sake. Instead, she pretends not to have noticed my gesture, and fixes her gaze on the table.
It hasn’t been like this forever. Even as recently as her party, she was at least speaking to me still. Rather, it’s as though ever since that night in Amsterdam, her opinion of me has deteriorated little by little, day by day. It started with her taking longer to reply to my texts. Then she stopped returning my calls altogether. She would mysteriously vanish whenever I contributed to the group chat, only to reappear when I’d left the conversation. She was hopelessly busy whenever I attempted to make plans.
The worst part is, I don’t entirely understand why. If she had cut me off in one fell swoop after Amsterdam, I wouldn’t have been surprised in the slightest. This gradual fading to nothingness, though? It’s bewildering. It doesn’t seem to matter if I press her for an explanation, or speak to her warmly as though I haven’t caught her withdrawal, or give her the space to come to me—and I have attempted each of the above—the result is the same.
She’s shedding our friendship like snakeskin, and there doesn’t seem to be a thing I can do to prevent it.
For just a flash, something akin to despair wrenches at the pit of my stomach, and I take a slow breath and focus on keeping my expression even so no one around me notices. Then, viciously, I jump on that feeling, pressing it down further and further until the emotion is compacted into a tiny pebble, so small I can’t feel it at all. And, to my relief, I’m no longer pretending not to be devastated. I’m simply not. For now, it’s as though I never had a friend called Molly.
As today’s soup—a thick, velvety pumpkin—is placed in the center of the table in a steel tureen, I take a bowl from the stack being passed down the line and turn my attention to Danni, whose eyes are darting around nervously to confirm what everyone else is doing.
On either side of me, Molly and Harriet speak to Danni at the exact same moment.
“Are you having soup?”
“So, how does Bramppath compare to your old school?”
The latter question, asked by Harriet, is far louder, so Danni turns to her. Harriet leans forward and to the side, all but shoving me out of the way. I give a grunt of annoyance at the invasion of personal space, but Harriet doesn’t clock on. At least she pretends not to.
I spoon some soup into a bowl, and pass the ladle to Molly. She takes it from me silently, and I feel nothing.
“It’s different,” Danni says to Harriet. “I’ll have to get used to all the religious stuff. Like the prayers. I don’t know what to say most of the time.”
“Oh, you pick up on it,” Harriet assures her through a mouthful of soup. “It’s like a jingle. You hear the same thing day in and day out and you start hearing it in your dreams before long.”
It sounds as though Harriet and I have very different dreams. Any praying in mine is usually of a distinctly separate sort.
“Anyway,” Harriet goes on. “Are you missing your old school?”
Briefly, I wonder at Harriet’s persistence to speak to Danni. Then I remember I saw the two of them speaking at length at Molly’s party. Harriet is a friend of mine, but more due to proximity than any true compatibility. At some point years ago, Molly, Eleanor, and I started gravitating toward Harriet and Florence at mealtimes, though they’re the year above us, and gradually bonded over alcohol and weed, usually smuggled in by Florence. Though I’m happy to make small talk with Harriet, who’s nice enough, she’s hardly someone I would choose to spend one-on-one time with. In truth, I find her quite dull.
Danni, however, does not seem to share my feelings. “Yeah,” she says, “I miss my friends, for sure. Especially my best friend.”
Well, if these two get along swimmingly, what does that say about Danni? At Molly’s party, I thought maybe I saw a spark of wit about her. Perhaps, sadly, I imagined it. I was, after all, hideously sober and bored.
“That must be weird. It’ll get better soon, though. You’ll forget all about your old friends soon.”
Danni lifts an eyebrow, bemused. “I hope not.”
Harriet scrambles. “No, I don’t mean forget forget. Just that you won’t miss them so badly.”
“Right.”
“Obviously you won’t forget them. God, imagine?”
As much as I want to distract myself from Molly’s iciness, this particular conversation is physically paining me to eavesdrop on, so my relief is monumental when Eleanor catches my attention. “How did last night go?” she asks me, and I can tell at once she’s not asking in the general sense.
“The same as usual,” I say, as quietly as I can get away with. “Passive-aggressive comments from half the people I spoke to, and pity from the other half.”
Eleanor winces. “I don’t know which is worse.”
“At least the pity is coming from a good place,” I say. “It’s the glee I can’t stand. When you can just tell they’re thrilled I misstepped, because they’ve been waiting for it since I was a toddler.”
“Misstepped is an interesting way to put it,” Molly says, very quietly, and I regret my word choice at once.
“You’re right,” I say calmly. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry for being honest about how you see things.”
Well, that’s a loaded comment if I’ve ever heard one. Still, at least she’s acknowledging me. “I don’t see it like that at all,” I say. “Honestly, I’m tired. I haven’t slept much.”
“I know,” Molly says. “You were up all night suffering through passive-aggression. I don’t know how you got through it.”
“All I mean to say,” I catch her gaze out of the corner of my eye, “is that I’m running out of patience for people who won’t simply say what they mean. I can handle criticism. I deserve it, even. So, why not dole it out?”
Molly turns to me coolly. “I guess the thing is, you don’t get to choose what consequences you get for your behavior. That’s why they’re consequences.”
Eleanor glances from me to Molly, something akin to panic on her features. “You know,” she says at full volume, waving her spoon at us. “Everyone is so obsessed with pumpkin soup, but I really don’t get the hype. Give me potato and leek any day.”
Molly and I stare back at her blankly.
“Right?” Eleanor prods. “Molly?”
Molly shrugs and pushes her half-empty bowl away from her.
Eleanor turns pleading eyes onto me. She’s spot-on, of course. This is neither the time nor the place for Molly and me to have it out.
Tomorrow, I think, I will make a point of claiming a seat next to Eleanor. Even if I have to chain her to my side.



  

SEVEN
DANNI
My piano instructor, Caroline Al Sarraj, knows her shit. So she should, I guess—she used to play for the Royal Symphony Orchestra before she became a private tutor. She doesn’t only work for Bramppath—apparently there aren’t enough of us who play piano and the harp, her specialties, for it to be worth it. So, she comes here on Tuesdays and Fridays.
I’m nervous as hell when I play for her—she’s a literal symphony pianist, of course I am—but she doesn’t even try to put her critiques in a compliment sandwich. With Caroline—at least, for the first part of our lesson—it’s criticism on the rocks, hold the ice. Slow down, speed up, more emotion, ease up on the pedal. She even tells me to smooth out my legato, and my old teacher, Mrs. Fitch, always told me I was a natural at legato.
To be clear, it’s the first time I’ve been challenged in piano in a really long time, and I’m fucking living for it. I’m buzzing. Honestly, it’s still blowing my mind that I get to work with someone who’s achieved everything I could ever imagine with her piano career, and then some. I’m reminded why I fell in love with piano to begin with. The knowledge that, if I put in the time and effort, I can produce something beautiful. I can make other people feel what I’m feeling.
It’s kind of like being given a spell book and a wand. Music’s the closest thing we’ve got to practical magic, and I’m finally about to level up after more than a year of being stuck and stagnant.
I think I love it here.
And as much as I appreciate a good compliment sandwich, I’ll admit it makes things ten times sweeter when, at the end of the lesson, Caroline leans back so she can get a better look at me and says, “I see why Bramppath wanted you. You’ve got a lot of talent. I think with some work, you could really go far.”
I’m pretty sure if I smiled any bigger she would’ve been tempted to throw in another critique to knock me down a peg again. As it is, she gives me a stern look up and down, like she’s trying to measure me up for something. I guess I pass, because she gathers up her stuff for the next lesson and walks me to the ballroom door. “How are you settling in?” she asks as we go, her fingertips fluttering down the edges where her rose-gold hijab meets her face. You know a room’s huge when you have to make small talk to fill in the time it takes to cross it.
“Really good, thanks.”
“Have you had the chance to meet anybody yet?”
“Yeah, I have a few friends.”
At least, I think I do. There’s Molly for sure, and Harriet, and Eleanor seemed surprisingly okay with me at dinner last night. Though there’s a chance she was just being nice because I was with Molly, and Harriet is actually my residential assistant—the older student assigned to look out for the girls on the floor with things the teachers don’t need to be bugged over. Lost key cards, spare tampons, that sort of stuff. I read on the Bramppath website that RAs get a discount on their fees in exchange for the trouble of the role, though, so I guess you could argue Harriet’s being paid to be nice to me.
“Already?”
“Mostly Molly Kwon.”
“Oh, you’re friends with Molly? How is she coping?”
I’m thrown by the question. With me, or with fifth year? “Fine, I guess. It’s only been a couple of days.”
Caroline laughs, and even that’s musical. I wonder if my laugh’s musical. I’m pretty sure it’s not. Actually, I’m pretty sure I laugh like a donkey. “No, I mean, after everything that happened in Amsterdam a few months back,” she clarifies.
I guess my blank look gives me away, because before I’ve even come up with an answer, Caroline goes on. “Sorry, I assumed you knew. It was national news here. I suppose it didn’t make it to America, huh?”
She’s looking at me like I just told her I didn’t know trees have leaves or something. Is it weird that I don’t know national news involving a group of girls I just told her I’m friends with? Maybe? But if it’s something that happened months ago, how would I know about it? It’s not like I online stalked everyone as soon as I met them. Is that a normal thing to do? Searching up your new friends? Maybe it is when your new friends are influencers and royalty.
“By the way,” Caroline says, slicing through my thoughts, “let me know when you want to prepare a piece for the performance evenings.”
I wince. Every Friday after dinner, a Bramppath student apparently gets up in front of the whole school and performs something. Poetry, a monologue, a piece of music, a dance. It’s my worst nightmare. Getting up in front of my peers and exposing myself? Giving them something to judge me on and laugh at me about? I’ll pass. But I don’t tell Caroline that just yet. She can spend a little longer blissfully unaware that her newest piano student has a limited future in music at best.
Back in my room, I open my laptop with a weird sense I’m doing something illegal. Skin prickling, I close my door and draw the curtains. I’m not exactly sure how hard it’s going to be to figure out what I’m looking for—after all, what if a story comes up that looks like it’s big news, but isn’t actually what everyone’s talking about? But I figure I’ll just type in what I do know and hope for the best. And what do I know? Molly Kwon. Amsterdam.
And go.
I shouldn’t have worried I might not know which story is the right one. It’s immediately obvious. About a million results pop up, from every news outlet in the country. I scan the list with a sinking feeling.
TEENAGE BOY DIES FROM OVERDOSE WHILE PARTYING WITH PRINCESS ROSEMARY
PRINCESS ROSEMARY AMONG LAST SEEN WITH TEEN BOY BEFORE HIS OVERDOSE DEATH
FRIEND OF INFLUENCER MOLLY KWON FOUND DEAD AT PARTY IN AMSTERDAM
NO CHARGES LAID AGAINST PRINCESS ROSEMARY FOLLOWING YOUNG BOY’S OVERDOSE DEATH, THE PUBLIC DEMANDS ANSWERS
THE PALACE ADDRESSES DEATH OF TEEN BOY WHO DIED DURING A “WILD, DRUG-FUELED BENDER” WITH THE CROWN PRINCESS ROSEMARY
I open article after article, until I have a lineup of tabs so narrow I can barely click on them, and then I get to reading.
Sometime later, I sit with one hand covering my mouth, staring at my computer screen. I don’t exactly know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. How is it possible that something this screwed up went down a few months ago, and Rose and Molly—plus Eleanor and Harriet, too—are just going about their day-to-day business like life’s normal? I mean, if it weren’t for the cold war between Rose and Molly, I wouldn’t have even known anything was off.
When I finally pull myself together, I text Molly right away. Maybe it’s weird to message your friend out of the blue to tell them you know about their pretty recent trauma, but ultimately, I figure it’s weirder to know about the trauma while pretending you don’t, so, bite the bullet, I say.
Molly texts back asking me to go up to her room, so I do. On my way, I pass Rose’s closed door, and I slow down a little. I wonder if she’s inside.
What I just read … article after article tearing into her, blaming her for everything, questioning her character, her personality, her intelligence, dissecting her life to use as evidence that she’s unfit, untrustworthy, uncontrollable … it was horrible. It was really, seriously awful to read. I can’t imagine what it must be like for her to see people saying that stuff about her day in and day out.
But I’m still no closer to figuring out if Rose even likes me, so she’s not my problem. It’s Molly I need to check in on right now.
Molly’s calm—smiling a little, even. She closes her door behind her and we settle in, her on her bed, me in her desk chair. I kick off my shoes and pull my knees up to my chest as she speaks.
“His name was Oscar,” Molly says. She’s not looking at me. She’s speaking to the ceiling, with her hands folded on her chest. She kind of looks like someone on a therapist’s couch. “He was our friend. Actually, he was one of my closest friends. And, yeah. Long story short, he overdosed and died. Rose and I were in the room with him when it happened.”
I don’t reply, because I don’t think I’m meant to just yet. Like I figured, when I stay silent, she goes on.
“Rose is the reason we went to that party at all. We were all at her lodge for the holiday break, and someone she knew was throwing a party in the town nearby. Oscar wasn’t the type to drink, or do drugs, or anything. That was Rose and Eleanor. But I found out later Rose basically told him to take these pills some guy had, and no one told me. I … we found him in a bedroom. By then, there was nothing I could do.”
A muscle in her jaw works furiously, and she fixes her eyes on the wall while she steadies herself. I can’t help it; my eyes well up. I’m a crier. I cry at foster-animal advertisements, and happy viral videos, and news articles about suffering people I’ve never even met. But this is even worse because I know Molly, and I like Molly, and knowing she went through something like this breaks my heart. I wipe my eyes with a fist and hope she doesn’t notice. The last thing I want is for her to feel like she has to shut up just because I can’t control my emotions.
“Anyway,” she says. “That’s not the point. I mean, I don’t blame Rose for what happened. It’s not like she was trying to hurt him. But after that, all her focus was on rehabilitating her image. All she wants to talk about is how she can stop people from thinking less of her for what happened. Meanwhile, she saw her friend die, and it’s like … nothing. What kind of person cares more about how they look than the fact that their friend died in front of them?”
I still don’t say anything, waiting for Molly to go on, but then her expression turns pleading, and I realize silence wasn’t what she was after anymore. “It’s not normal, right?” she presses.
“I can’t imagine how hard it must be for you,” I say. Molly looks relieved, and it makes me wonder if she’s been second-guessing her anger at Rose.
“Right,” she says. “So, yeah. That’s the story. And if this is who Rose really is when shit hits the fan, then it’s probably not such a big loss, anyway.”
She says it casually, but her jaw’s way too tense for me to believe that. I try to imagine what it would’ve been like to go through something like that with Rachel, and I just can’t. I’d want to believe that no matter how awful things got, I could rely on her to give a shit about what had happened, at an absolute minimum.
Is that how Molly used to feel about Rose, though?
“So, she really only cares about what people are saying?” I ask. In a weird way, I almost want Molly to take it back, or soften it, I guess. I don’t think I want to believe Rose is like that.
“Yeah. And to be fair, people are saying a lot.”
“I know,” I say grimly. “I saw some of it.”
Being publicly turned on en masse by people who have never met me, like what seems to be happening to Rose right now? I don’t think I could cope. Like, I legitimately think I would crumble.
“Didn’t they get in trouble?” I ask. “I mean, underage drinking, pills…”
From the look on Molly’s face, you’d think I told the best joke she’d ever heard. “When you’ve got enough family money, these things tend to go away,” she says. “Rose has had it the worst of all of them, really. Even if the law lets her get off scot-free, the papers never will.”
From the look on her face, she doesn’t think the trial-by-media Rose is going through really cuts it as a punishment. And even if I do feel bad for Rose after reading some of those articles, I don’t exactly disagree. Not when I know for a fact that if I or any of my classmates back home got caught doing drugs like that we’d probably end up in juvie.
Molly chews on the inside of her cheek until a fold forms by her mouth. She concentrates on her phone for a few seconds, and then she passes it to me. “This was Oscar,” she says, and I realize I’m looking at his private personal page.
Oscar, a thin guy with pale, red-cheeked skin and bright blond hair, wasn’t a huge social media user—he only has about twenty photos on there. But in all of them, he’s smiling from ear to ear. There’s him with a shorter-haired Molly, and him holding a stretched-out ragdoll cat, and him stroking a horse’s neck.
“He loved animals,” Molly says, looking at the screen over my shoulder. “That was his horse, Nutmeg. I don’t actually know what happened to her. I might ask his mom.”
Something about the look on her face—sad and bitter and happy and fond all swirled up together—tells me she wants to talk about him. I mean, he hasn’t come up before. Maybe she and her friends avoid talking about him. Maybe she isn’t sure if she can.
So, I keep flipping through his photos, and say, “He looks like a great person.”
“He was.”
“Tell me more about him,” I say, and in one hit, the sadness and bitterness fade by half, and she smiles almost as big as Oscar did in the photos.
And she does.



  

EIGHT
ROSE
At any royal event, there are multiple aspects I struggle with. I’m no great fan of small talk, though I manage to force it—if only passably so—and constant social interactions drain me, and it’s all but impossible for my mind not to wander during speeches. But far and away the part I dread the most these days is the balcony appearance.
Ostensibly, the balcony visits are a chance for the royal family to interact with our people—all the while offering a marvelous photograph opportunity. Father, however, has always used it as an unofficial barometer for the family’s popularity. He takes careful note of how sprawling the gathered crowd is, and how loud the cheering, and even how much movement he spies throughout the throng. Our first balcony appearance following that night in Amsterdam, the crowd all but fell quiet when I walked out. I’ll never forget the strained look on Father’s face that day.
I wondered, briefly, if he wished he could throw me off it.
Now, waiting in the attached area before we go out, I keep adjusting the bodice of my dress. I can’t seem to get it in the right position. Finally, Mum places a calm hand on my arm and shakes her head at me, so I move to chewing on the inside of my cheek instead.
If it’s a royal event, I follow Mum, who follows Father. If there is an honored guest at the event, however, they walk out alongside Father, and tonight is the state banquet for the visiting prime minister.
So, Father goes out first, alongside the prime minister of the United Kingdom and the prime minister of Henland. The crowd erupts into cheers. Mum follows, and the cheering swells. I release my cheek from between my teeth and walk out last, and the crowd simmers down. My chest plummets, and I switch to biting down hard on my tongue to remind myself to keep the disappointment and embarrassment off my face.
At least they aren’t booing me.
I wonder what Father would do if they ever did.
Forcing my chin up and plastering on a smile, I wave alongside my family. In the crowd below, hundreds of flashing lights twinkle up at us. It’s as though the stars from the night sky have fallen to the ground.
Taking a leaf from Father’s book, and not for the first time, I silently count the number of anti-monarchist signs I see in the crowd. NOT MY KING. ABOLISH. THE COUNTRY BELONGS TO THE PEOPLE. Et cetera. It’s my way of ascertaining where we stand this month. How well we’ve done, and how badly our mistakes have affected our standing with the very people we’re meant to be serving. Today, as has been happening often lately, I lose count.
Almost ten years ago, when I was seven, the country held a referendum on whether to abolish the monarchy altogether. Though clearly the monarchy was maintained, the vote was far too close for comfort as far as my parents are concerned. Especially when it became clear from the numbers that many municipalities within Henland are distinctly anti-royalist. Though the theme of my life has always been the importance of maintaining the royal line, the urgency increased enormously following the referendum.
Well, it’s bloody lucky for me that I’m historically such a natural at keeping within the lines and winning over the public, isn’t it? It would be rather awkward if I were so prone to misstepping that I single-handedly prompted the abolition of a six-hundred-year-long line of royalty, now, wouldn’t it?
Yes, thank goodness being perfect comes easily to me. If it didn’t, I might be under the kind of pressure that could make someone crack, right now.
The Hennish prime minister, Urmila Kapoor, falls into step behind me when we leave the balcony. She’s a short woman with an explosion of chestnut curls and a beauty mark just below her left eye. “Rose, how have you been?” she asks. “Staying out of trouble, I hope?”
Urmila isn’t the type to take digs at people, at least, as far as I know. So, chances are, she means the question innocently. It’s hard to take it that way, though, when it’s approximately the twentieth time someone’s asked me something along those lines today alone.
“Doing my best,” I say with a gritted-teeth smile.
“That’s all anyone can ever do,” she says.
Back inside, the approximately 150 attendees are milling about in formalwear while a string quartet provides ambiance. I spot Alfie with his parents, but I don’t approach him yet. If I don’t work the crowd a little, Father will be out for my blood, especially after yet another failed balcony appearance.
So, I find Mr. Cloughton, whose father was close friends with my grandfather, and I ask after his family, and he asks me if the drink in my hand is nonalcoholic. And I check in with the Spanish ambassador, and she recommends a therapist she says helped her son immensely when he was going through a troubled phase of his own. And I greet Lord Oliphant and his wife, and they ask me if my parents are speaking to me yet—as a joke, of course, just a lark, of course. And I laugh, and they laugh, and Alfie rescues me before I shatter the flute of alcohol-free champagne clenched in my fist.
“Your smile is strained,” he says to me, linking our arms together as we walk. He’s wearing a tailored navy suit over a shirt of the softest lavender and a tie in a purple so deep it borders on burgundy. I wonder if he has to work as hard as I do to be so polished.
“Everyone is digging at me. It’s just dig, dig, dig.”
“They’re loving it,” he says. “The chance to feel morally superior to royalty doesn’t come around every day. Let them have their smug little moment and don’t let them see they’re bothering you. Right now it’s all over your face.” He pinches my cheek, and I wave his hand away, the corners of my mouth lifting reluctantly.
Alfie’s mood is always chipper at events like these. He has the very disposition I imagine Father bitterly wishes I possessed—charming, a lover of the spotlight, and a natural ease with strangers. I would do anything to sit with Alfie during the meal. Alas, he’s joining his family down at the far end of the country’s longest table, and I mine. I’m to spend the entire four-course meal speaking to the prime ministers, and I had better get my heart rate down while I can, because an hour and a half of small talk tests my patience at the best of times.
I haven’t even prepared conversation topics lest there’s a lull, what with the busyness of our return to school. The best I can come up with right now is “Do you know this cutlery has been in our family since the 1800s?” which is bound to fill fifteen seconds at most. And that’s only if one of the prime ministers happens to be particularly enthusiastic about knives and forks.
If Alfie were allowed by my side, this wouldn’t be a problem, as he always seems to know which personalized-yet-appropriate question to ask to nudge a conversation along. In more ways than one, he would be far more suited to this position than me. If royalty were elected, I wouldn’t have a chance in hell against him. Or in general, to be quite honest.
“How’s Molly?” Alfie asks as we weave through the crowd.
“She’s furious with me about Amsterdam,” I say, and Alfie’s eyes flicker down, his lips thinning at the mention of that night. “I’ve barely spoken to her since school went back. She’s spending most of her time with Danni Blythe.”
Alfie clears his throat and focuses back in on the discussion. “Who?”
“You met her at Molly’s party. She had the—” I pull at the sleeves of my dress, and his eyes widen in recognition.
“Oh! The girl with the ugly puffer jacket?”
“And the blond hair,” I say. Caramel blond, I would say. With the odd strand of burnt honey.
“I remember her. Wow. Molly’s been spending time with … her? Isn’t she a scholarship student?”
I pause and shoot him a questioning look. “Are you judging her, Alfie? What would your father think about that?”
He looks rather offended by this. I meant it as a reminder of his father’s own middle-class background, not as an insult, and I’m surprised he’s taken it as one. “I see your point,” he allows, but there’s an edge to his voice.
“Please don’t make comments about her being on a scholarship. I’m sure she’s well-aware of it already.”
“Okay, okay. As though I would, anyway. I just thought this was a safe space.” He softens. “What’s she like, then?”
I shrug offhandedly. “Like I said. She’s Molly’s friend. I hardly know her.”
Through the crowd, William Montgomery, one of the family publicists, catches my eye. He cocks his head to summon me, his expression unreadable. “More on that later,” I say to Alfie, who gives me a sympathetic look.
I’ve gotten to know William rather intimately over the past several months. Though I’ve always been aware of him in the peripheries, he’s taken my shattered reputation on as a personal project. Or, perhaps, he was assigned it—I’m unsure. What I can say for certain is that he’s here to keep a close eye on my behavior today: it’s hardly a common occurrence for them to attend state banquets alongside us.
“I’ve been speaking to other people,” I say to William before he gets a word in.
He gives me an exasperated smile. “I haven’t seen you speak to one guest, Rose.”
“I spoke to three of them,” I insist. “Perhaps you were distracted? To think, all that work for nought on my end.”
“Three is a start, but you can do better than that. You have a golden opportunity here to remind some important guests how very charming and mature you are,” William says.
I wonder who he’s describing. It couldn’t be me, surely. “I’m trying. All anyone seems to want to do is gloat.”
“Let them gloat! Laugh with them. This crowd loves a touch of self-deprecation.”
“Almost as much as they love other-deprecation.”
William looks pointedly away from me. I think he’s doing his very best not to laugh. “Have you spoken to the deacon yet?” he asks, still facing the crowd.
“Not yet.”
“Speak to the deacon. If he asks how you’ve been, act repentant.”
“Is this a state dinner, or a confessional?”
“No reason it can’t be both. Oh, and your father wanted me to remind you about Alfie’s birthday.”
“Alfie’s…” I repeat, and then I blanch. Tomorrow is September 7th, his seventeenth birthday. Though he’s in the same year level at school as me, his birthday falls right after the cutoff, so he’s the oldest in his year. How could I have forgotten?
“Don’t panic.” William chuckles. From his jacket pocket he whips out a velvet box and hands it to me. “Your father organized something for you to give him. Just pretend you were building the suspense. He’ll never know. But then, for god’s sake, socialize with the guests, Rose. Do you want me to lose my job?”
Father has never once bought somebody else a present on my behalf. But I’m so grateful, I don’t pause to wonder why on earth Father was so aware of Alfie’s upcoming birthday, or why he didn’t simply remind me to organize a gift myself.
I find Alfie taking a glass of champagne from a table—no one’s chiding him for drinking the alcoholic version, of course—and, sidling up beside him, I hand over the box.
“By the way, Alfie,” I say, “happy birthday.”
Please, let it be something nice. I don’t want to have to explain away a pack of cigars or a pair of cheap cuff links.
When he lifts the lid and reveals the box’s contents we wear matching expressions of disbelief. Inside, on a bed of silk, lays a pristine Vacheron Constantin watch.
Well. It certainly isn’t a pair of cheap cuff links.
Open-mouthed and wide-eyed, Alfie searches for words. “Wow,” he says. “This is … I mean, it’s gorgeous.”
Yes, it is. It’s also outrageously expensive. It’s not something I would have bought for him in a million years. Why on earth did Father? What was he thinking? Is it possible this is a re-gift, and he somehow didn’t notice its value? That must be what’s happened here, though I can’t imagine how. That, or he’s got a concussion I’m not aware of.
This isn’t a platonic gift. It would be too much for even an anniversary present. It’s all but an engagement ring.
“Will you help me put it on?” Alfie asks.
Words failing me, I work the clasp until I manage to attach the thing to his wrist. In my peripheral vision, I discover that Mum and Father are standing with the Paget-Harringtons, and all four adults are watching us with approval.
Was this an accident?
Alfie notices his parents’ attention, and he holds his wrist up to them, beaming. They beckon him over to take a closer look, and as he passes, nearby guests curiously crane their necks to get a better look at the new trinket on his wrist.
I suppose they think this is rather significant. Perhaps they fancy they’re the first to discover a romantic link between Alfie and me. That there is a chance, however small, that they’re looking at the boy who will one day grow up to be their king.
I catch William watching me, and we lock eyes. Of course Father didn’t remember Alfie’s birthday, nor expect that I might not. Not on his own, anyway. It’s not his job to worry about trivial aspects of my life. But it is somebody’s job.
I suppress a sigh and send a subtle, questioning shrug toward William, who shrugs right back, as though to ask me if I’m truly upset. And I suppose, now I’m past the shock of it, I’m not.
William, it seems, has finally figured out how to distract some of our most distinguished subjects from the fact that their future queen caused the death of an innocent boy.
To think, all it took was a thirty-thousand-euro watch.
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DANNI
In an all-girls school, there’s no day more awesome than the day your brother school comes to visit. At least, that’s what everyone keeps telling me.
The Ashford boys arrive by the busload not long after lunch and head straight to the field. There’s an inter-school rugby match on today against some school called St. Benedict’s, and even though it’s optional to attend, we’ve all had our timetables cleared for the afternoon. “Optional” is a figure of speech, apparently, because when I ask Molly as we walk over if I can ditch early to get some piano practice in this afternoon she chokes on the air she sucks in.
“You can’t miss the game,” she says. We’re bracing ourselves against an icy wind—it’s been raining all morning. For a while, everyone was freaking out that the game might get canceled due to a thunderstorm, but luckily it let up around third period.
On my other side, Eleanor nods vigorously as she pulls her dark curls into a ponytail. “There are guys. Playing in the mud. In little shorts.”
“Well, sure,” Molly says. “But it’s also a social thing. Everyone goes. You don’t want to be the girl who doesn’t go to games.”
“You could meet the love of your life,” Eleanor says. “I first saw Santi at a rugby game.”
“Oh, is Santi the love of your life now?” Rose asks.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I think he might be.”
“Have you mentioned that to him yet?”
“Not yet, no.”
“Have you talked to him at all yet?” Molly chimes in.
Eleanor crosses her arms over her chest and shrugs. “I’m getting there. I’ve been waiting for a sign from the universe.”
Rose snorts. “Ah. Great plan. Flawless.”
Eleanor gives her the side-eye and doesn’t answer.
When we reach the assembly hall, Rose and Eleanor break away from us to head over near the podium, where the other prefects are already standing. Molly steers me through the seats until we find Florence and Harriet, and we fill the empty spots they’ve saved for us.
People are staring at me, and my stomach drops when I realize what they’re looking at. I’m literally the only person I can see without the optional sweater, and you’d think I spat on the school flag or something. One girl whispers to her friend, who whirls around to look me up and down. Another girl wrinkles her nose and shakes her head a little. Another bunch burst out laughing and take turns telling each other off for looking at me so obviously. I shove my fists into my pockets and pretend I can’t see them, even though I know my fiery cheeks must be giving me away.
On the stage, the prefects gather into a line and a hush falls over the crowd.
The head girl, a senior named Clara, takes a step forward from the line, brandishing a wooden board above her head. On it is a coat of arms. Each half displays a design of an animal in black and gold: a stag on one side, a wolf on the other. In the background a black rose snakes up around the emblem, wrapping both the animals in a chokehold. Clara stalks the front of the group to make sure everyone gets a good look at it.
“It’s time to take the oath,” she announces, and the backs in the audience straighten. “Stand.”
I glance at Molly, lost. “Just copy us,” she whispers. “It’s simple enough.”
Clara holds up a hand like she’s conducting an orchestra. In unison, the girls around me chorus, “I vow.”
Raising the emblem higher, Clara roars, “To never break any school rules where I can get caught.”
Behind her the other prefects move in a rehearsed line. A redheaded girl steps forward to take the coat of arms from Clara. She holds up a hand of her own, and there’s another resounding, “I vow.”
“To study hard, but only when cheating isn’t easy,” the girl says with a solemn expression.
A new girl takes her place, this one with shoulder-length braids.
“I vow,” I murmur with the crowd as she takes the coat of arms. I’m catching on now.
“Not to pass first base until I have successfully snuck my partner past the residential assistant.”
I vow.
“That if I overhear a Bram Girl telling a falsehood to an outsider, I will, without prompting, corroborate her story.”
I vow.
It’s Rose’s turn now. She’s got a cocky grin as she takes the coat of arms, and there’s that striking posture again. She holds herself like someone who’s stood before larger crowds than I’ve ever seen since she learned to walk—like someone who believes, down to her core, in her right to be front and center.
I would kill to be like that.
“I vow,” I whisper, unable to take my eyes from Rose.
“To represent and uphold the values of the Bram Girls in everything I do,” Rose says. Now Eleanor comes up behind her. Instead of taking the coat of arms away, Eleanor grabs on to one half of it to share it with Rose.
“Hence,” Eleanor says, holding out a hand.
“If I meet a Benedictian,” the crowd around me almost growls.
“I will be sure to treat them with the respect they deserve,” Eleanor yells, pumping her fist.
“I will slaughter them in every sporting endeavor I so choose to undertake,” Rose adds, stamping her foot.
“I will outperform them, outmuscle them—”
“And outsmart them in every instance.” Rose again.
Now the two of them shout together, raising the coat of arms between them. “And I will show them their place.”
“AND MINE,” the crowd around me roars before bursting into whooping and cheering. Feeling lost, I join in by making vague noises.
On the platform the prefects break up, most heading toward the exit. Rose and Eleanor pull away from the group and find Molly and me in the crowd, while Florence and Harriet go on ahead.
The crowd swarms around us as we reach the grounds, and we’re bumped back and forth like bowling pins as everybody tries to race to the bleachers to get the best seats. I have to crane my neck to take in whole spectator stands. I guess they need to accommodate four schools, but even still. It’s easy to spot the Bramppath and Ashford students; every last one of them is wearing the damn school sweater, a sea of green and gold drowning the right side of the stands. On the opposite side of the field are the Benedict students, along with their sister school, all wearing maroon and purple stripes.
As we climb the bleachers, Molly rushes a few steps ahead so she can film us live. She gives me a perky wave, and I send one back self-consciously. “First match of the year,” I can hear her saying into the phone. “Bram Girls have it in the bag, I can feel it.”
“She says that every game,” Rose mutters to Eleanor.
“Yeah, but she’s usually right, to be fair,” Eleanor says, turning back to look down at Rose over her shoulder.
There’s no one on the step directly above me. Which means that when the student two steps ahead slips on the wet stairs and arcs backward, there’s no one between us to break his fall.
Several things happen at once. To a chorus of shrieks, he slams into me at full force, his arms flailing, as a friend of his grabs desperately at him. And even though his friend manages to latch on to him, it’s too late for me. I’m already falling, with only air to grab onto.
For a split second, it’s like time stops, and I imagine myself slamming into the students behind me—or, worse, the metal steps below them—when someone catches my arm and yanks me sideways. The force of the fall swings me around, and I brace to hit the steps hard as the world spins out of control, but then it all stops. Whoever grabbed me has me under both arms, and they hold me steady until I get both feet on the ground again.
“Are you okay?” Rose’s voice asks in my ear, and it’s only then I figure out she’s the one who has her arms around me. I feel like all the breath’s gone from my lungs, so I don’t have it in me to reply. I nod, though, and once I do, Rose turns to the student that fell. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to run in the rain?” she snaps. “Are you trying to kill someone?”
The guy, who’s leaning against the barrier and rubbing his leg, starts apologizing to me on repeat. Even though he’s talking to me, he keeps turning back to Rose like he thinks she’s gonna send him to jail or something.
Eleanor hovers above us. “Ahh, it was just an accident, Rose,” she says, holding out a hand to help her back up. “No harm done.”
I take in a shaky breath. I don’t bother pointing out that I’m pretty sure a lot of harm would’ve been done if Rose hadn’t caught me. “Thank you,” I say to Rose as I get up, and she gives me a short nod. I guess I inconvenienced her by making her save my ass.
Molly hurries back down the steps to us, fighting the mob of students weaving around the accident scene to get to their seats. “Shit, that was close,” Molly says, which I think is her way of checking I’m okay. I start climbing the stairs again, but this time, I hold nice and tight onto the handrail.
Molly waves her phone in the air and looks back at Rose. “You’ll be happy to know I got that whole save on camera. Live,” she says in a pointed tone. “That made you look like a hero. Your parents should be thrilled.”
“Well, good. I wouldn’t have bothered, otherwise,” Rose says dryly.
Smack in the middle of the bleachers, two rows have a decent chunk of empty space left free. At first, I think maybe there’s something wrong with that spot, but then when we start climbing over already-seated students to make our way over to the empty area, I realize it’s been saved for us. Florence and Harriet are sitting there already, along with a whole bunch of Ashford guys.
“Which one’s Santi?” I ask Eleanor, while we’re still far away enough for it to be a private conversation.
“Oh, he’s down there,” she says, pointing toward the base of the bleachers.
“Are you going to go talk to him?”
“No. I’m going to look at his hair.” She beams. “A whole afternoon of looking at his hair. Pinch me.”
I don’t.
Between Alfie—another person I met for half a second at Molly’s party—and Harriet is a free spot. Harriet notices me and straightens, waving her arm around to flag me down. I really did figure she was only being nice to me because she’s my RA, but maybe she counts as a friend after all. She points at the empty space, but at the exact same time Alfie waves at Rose and points to the same spot. I’m about to tell Rose she can have it—I figure I owe her—when Alfie shuffles over and suddenly there’s just enough room for us to sit side by side. The bench is speckled with rainwater, and Harriet uses her bare hand to flick some of it off for me.
“Did someone fall before?” Harriet asks me as I sit. “That’s what it sounded like.”
“Rupert Mathers,” Rose answers for me, scowling. “Practically bowled us over on his way down, too.”
Rose turns to Alfie now, and the two of them talk so quietly I can’t eavesdrop at first. Then, Alfie says—loud enough for me to make out—“Sorry, I’m in a bad mood, I think. It’s just weird to be here without him, you know?”
Him. Oscar? I guess he would’ve been with the Ashford guys today, if he was still alive. Probably in this exact group.
Rose purses her lips so tightly they almost vanish. Then she sucks in a breath, and I concentrate, hoping to catch what she has to say about Oscar.
“I can’t imagine signing up for the rugby team, knowing practice starts during the school holidays,” she says. “I don’t know why they can’t just start the season a bit later.”
It’s such a bizarre response to somebody obviously looking for connection that I almost wonder if I heard her wrong, or if it’s code for something. But no, I don’t think it is, because Alfie is giving her a disappointed look. “Yeah, it seems like a lot to ask of the team,” he says finally, and that’s the end of that topic, I guess.
I wonder if this is what Molly was referring to, when she said Rose doesn’t care about anybody? Speaking of Molly, if Alfie is missing Oscar, she must be, too. Is there anything I can do to look out for her? I check on her, but she’s totally wrapped up in speaking to the camera. Maybe it’s a distraction she needs right now.
When the game kicks off, I focus on it for the first ten minutes or so. At least, until I realize I have no freaking idea what is happening. There don’t seem to be any rules, except for everyone to attack the guy with the ball before he can take more than two steps.
“Do you understand the game?” Harriet asks, like she’s read my mind. I jump, and shake my head. “Okay, well, it’s simple. There are four different ways you can score points, and they’re worth different amounts. First, you’ve got what’s called a try.…”
It turns out the only thing less fun than watching a game I don’t understand is watching a game I don’t understand while someone rattles off the entire rule book to me. I don’t have the heart to beg Harriet to give it a rest, though—especially not after she’s gone out of her way to be nice to me—so I let her drone on, nodding every now and then while I silently will time to speed up.
I’m snapped out of hypnosis when—I think—the first point is scored, though I’m not sure which of the four types it is. All I know is the crowd’s exploded into cheering and stamping, so enthusiastically the seats are vibrating.
“Hell yeah, Oliver,” Molly, who’s restarted her livestream, cries behind me while she waves her phone around. “You always come through for us!”
Everyone’s gotten to their feet and broken into song—a kind of cheerleading chant about the other team “trying to try” I’ve never heard before. I scramble up to join them, but I’m just as out of place standing as I was sitting.
To my left, Harriet bellows the chant loud and clear while looking at me—I guess this is her way of teaching me the lyrics. To my right, Rose is silent. When she catches me looking at her, she lifts the small green-and-gold flag Alfie passed her when we sat down and gives it a half-hearted wave, doing her best to look as unenthusiastic as humanly possible. I can’t help giggling, and she breaks at that, a reluctant smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
It’s the first time I can think of that she’s looked at me like we’re on the same level. She’s not teasing me, or patronizing me, or challenging me. It does something to her face: changes her type of pretty from intimidating to approachable in an instant. I’d actually go as far as to call this particular smile kind of adorable. Enough that it makes my stomach flip in a way that catches me off guard.
“Are you not entertained?” she asks me as we sit back down.
“I’m on the edge of my seat,” I whisper back.
“Well, don’t fall. Again.”
Okay, so we’re back to teasing. But still. I got a human moment out of Rose. It’s a win and I’m gonna take it as one.
After half an hour, I’m actually kind of wishing we were in class. Harriet’s given up on explaining the game to me, and it’s too noisy to hold a regular conversation. Molly’s still commentating to her phone, and Alfie’s fixated on the game, and Eleanor is talking to some guy who doesn’t seem to be her crush. As for Rose, she looks downright crabby. She’s practically glowering down at the field, her jaw clenched and her fist tight around the flag she’s holding. What’s got her in such a shitty mood? Is she as bored as I am, or is it deeper than that?
I don’t mean to stare, but I guess that’s exactly what I’m doing, which makes it a little humiliating when Rose’s head snaps up out of nowhere and she finds me zeroed in on her. It’s too late for me to pretend to look somewhere else, so she locks eyes with me.
“Danni,” she whispers in a weird voice, quietly enough only I can hear her. God, she’s going to call me out for staring at her, isn’t she? Can I come up with a good excuse in time? What if I say there was a bug in her hair, or that I was just about to ask her a question, or—
“Do you want to go for a walk with me?” she asks.
Oh.
That is one of the last things in the world I expected her to say. Consider me rattled again. But even if I am taken aback, I’m also super bored, and super curious about what the heck she wants from me. So, shoving my nervousness as far down as I can, I nod.
And Rose smiles.



  

TEN
ROSE
When I ask Danni Blythe to take a walk with me, her face is knowing as she nods. I’m not sure if she suspects my intentions—to grill her about Molly, mostly—or if she’s simply grateful to escape Harriet’s play-by-play explanation of the game. The world’s most uncharismatic commentator.
Harriet and Florence both watch me closely as Danni and I stand up, but I’m careful not to meet either of their eyes, lest I give them the impression I’m inviting them to meet me elsewhere. It’s long been a tradition of ours to slip away from school games, Eleanor and Molly included, to meet in the nearby woods and smoke.
Harriet and Florence in particular were aggrieved when I told the group I would be partaking in no such activities in the future. Although both Bramppath and Ashford have introduced a zero-tolerance policy toward drug and alcohol use this year in response to Oscar’s death, the new policy clearly wasn’t enough to discourage my friends. So, I blamed the press, explaining that if I’m caught partaking at school, my situation will become ever-more precarious, but in truth it’s only half that. The other half is that I promised Molly at Oscar’s funeral that I would change.
Even if it’s a promise I’m afraid I won’t be able to keep for long.
With Sidney following behind us, we descend the stairs. Danni has an iron grip on the handrail, I’m pleased to note. My back is still smarting from the last time I saved her life.
“What are you taking me to do, exactly?” she asks, as we head in the direction of the woods. They’re still technically part of the college grounds, though they’re rarely occupied.
“Escape the game.”
She snorts. “Gotcha.”
There’s nobody in sight, luckily. Still, we aren’t really meant to be wandering the grounds during games, optional attendance or not, so it might be best to come up with an excuse. I turn to Danni. “Do you have any idea what we might say we’re doing if we’re asked?”
She thinks for a moment. “You’re taking me to the nurse’s office. I did just fall down the stairs.”
“You fell down a step,” I correct, and Danni fights a smile. “You don’t have to limp,” I whisper. “It’s overselling it a bit.”
“I’m not faking it, I hit my leg before.”
“What, really? Are you going to sue?”
“I—no? Why would I sue?”
“Isn’t that what Americans do? Sue everyone all the time?”
“That’s offensive,” she says dryly. “It’s a harmful stereotype.”
“Is it? My apologies.”
“That was really problematic of you, actually. Aren’t you meant to be trained in foreign relations?”
I remember this version of Danni. This is the version I met at Molly’s party, before the overwhelm of Bramppath forced her into nervous withdrawal. All at once, I recall how she piqued my interest that day. I’d almost forgotten.
The forest floor is slick with mud and sodden leaves, and the air is brisk and thick with the scent of rain. Strolling weather it is not—I have to engage my core just to prevent myself from skidding on the sludge beneath my feet—but at least it’s secluded here. If you don’t count Sidney, anyway, but he’s holding himself at a distance.
I clear my throat, and find myself hit by an unfamiliar spray of nerves. I’m not sure if Danni is causing that effect in me, or if it’s the fear of how she might reply to the question about to leave my lips. Before I can verbalize it, though, she breaks the uncomfortable silence with, “So, Molly tells me you’re into snow sports?”
Unfortunately, the aforementioned adrenaline has taken over my speech entirely, and I have to ask my initial question. I was already committed. “How is Molly?” I ask. “Is she okay?”
Danni seems taken aback. “Uh, okay then, enough about snow sports. She’s okay, I guess.” I nod, and she goes on. “I mean, as okay as you can expect her to be.”
So, she knows about Amsterdam, then. The death. I thought surely she must, but it wouldn’t have come as a surprise to find out she didn’t. His name is never brought up, not even in a whisper. While I’m certain his absence must be acknowledged at Ashford from time to time, other than the assembly addressing his death at the end of last term, Bramppath has continued on as though our brother school is as full as it ever was. I don’t know what I expected—Oscar never attended Bramppath, after all. But somehow, it feels as though he’s been forgotten by everybody but our little group.
“Will you check in on her from time to time?” I ask. “If you haven’t been already, of course. She obviously needs a lot of support right now, and she isn’t the type to ask for it. And she’s made it quite clear she doesn’t want it from me.”
“Yeah, of course,” she says, eyes widening. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”
Relief surges down my spine, relaxing my shoulders. “I would sit beside her, but…”
“You’re not her favorite person right now. Gotcha.”
My eyebrows flash up, and Danni takes note.
“Sorry,” she says sheepishly. “But no, totally. I’ll hang with her. Thanks for the heads-up.”
“Of course.” With that, I feel much better. I’m about to suggest we return to the game, when Danni gives me a searching look.
“How about you?” she asks. “Anyone checking in on you?”
I wave a dismissive hand. “There’s nothing to worry about on my end. I’m perfectly fine.”
The corner of her mouth lifts into a wry smile. “I sort of think it’s a red flag if you feel perfectly fine after going through that, though. Don’t you?”
A red flag? Hardly. I’ve never understood people’s obsession with dwelling within their negative emotions. As though it’s somehow a sign of strength to wallow in sadness and hurt for weeks or months. Who does that help? Certainly not the person hurting. I understand, though, that it’s different for me. I’ve been raised knowing that my life is to be used in the service of my country. What I do and don’t need doesn’t—and could never—measure up against the needs of the masses. And what a privilege that is, to be in a position to help so many.
A red flag is a future monarch who crumbles at a hint of adversity. Henland doesn’t need me out of action any time a friend or family member passes, or a loved one pushes me from their lives, or I make a mistake that’s exposed to the world. It needs me to focus on all the things bigger than me, and perform my duties without faltering. Every day I can’t is a day I’ve failed everyone, including myself. And I’ve already failed enough for a lifetime.
“I’m resilient,” I say simply. Danni seems unconvinced.
Something falls on my cheek. At first, I think it’s water dripping off the tree leaves above me, but then I realize it’s a sprinkle of rain. It’s so light it’s practically weightless, the droplets catching glints of white-gold sunlight as they fall. Danni pulls the hood of her jacket over her hair, but I have no such option. I hurry to take shelter beneath a nearby tree.
“I don’t know how you do it,” Danni says, ducking in beside me. The branches aren’t doing an awful lot to protect either of us, and her jacket is already speckled with raindrops. “All those articles. I think that would destroy me.”
“Ahh, you saw some?” I ask brightly. “Lively reads, aren’t they?”
“They’re harsh. And you don’t feel any way about them?”
I suppose it depends which articles she means. The media has been writing about me incessantly since six months before my birth. The coverage was positive enough until I was around four years old and started crying during a military air show, at which point it was decided I was rather ill-behaved. My delinquency only continued from there. Insider sources informing the papers how rude I was in the classroom when I was seven, photos of me yawning without covering my mouth at the midnight Christmas mass making the front page when I was nine, a major story about me getting a detention when I was twelve for laughing with Molly in history class.
My parents were never too concerned about these articles, and nor was I. It’s common for princes and princesses to be examined, they told me. Even more so in my case, as I have no siblings to distract from me. When I began to truly test the rules at Bramppath, I half expected the papers to immediately know every detail. Sneaking out in the middle of the night, drinking and smoking in the woods, skipping school events. Somehow, they never did find out. Until Amsterdam, of course.
I shrug. “I can hardly expect Amsterdam to be brushed past, can I?”
“I guess, but they’ve made their point, and then some. Hopefully they back off soon.”
My smile is tight. “Honestly, I’m not sure what’s going to happen now. If I’m perfect, it’s ignored. If I’m not, it’s condemned. Not a lot seems to be in my power at the moment.”
A rare flush heats my cheeks at that. What an inappropriately intimate thing to say. I’m certain Danni doesn’t want to hear me whine about my public image. She was only asking to be polite. Maybe it’s the way she keeps looking at me, long and intense, as though she sees something I’ve endeavored to keep hidden. It’s hard not to sink into a false sense of ease when you’re speaking to someone who looks at you like they know you to your bones.
She doesn’t know me, though.
The rain drizzles to a stop, and we start to walk back to the field, side by side. “So,” Danni muses as we walk. “Last year, a few girls really had it out for me. One, especially, used to bully me pretty much every day, calling me ugly, and dumb, and anything else she could think of. She’d laugh at me if I ever had to do presentations, or if it was my turn to run in gym, or if I answered a question in class. Then one day, she told the whole class that I was bullying her, and everyone turned on me, and everything I did was wrong all of a sudden. It was like everyone hated me. Everyone believed her, even though I didn’t do anything, I swear.”
It seems to me that she’s opening up to match my intimacy level. A vulnerable anecdote for a vulnerable statement. If she’s trying to make me feel less exposed, she’s succeeded. Perhaps she’s more perceptive than I gave her credit for. “What did you do?” I ask. “Did you set the story straight?”
“No one believed me when I tried. I just sort of waited it out, I think. People got bored and moved on, then they forgot.”
Suddenly, I realize there’s an extra layer to why she’s telling this story. “Thank you. It’s not the same thing, though.”
Danni looks horrified. “Oh, totally. It was a ridiculous analogy. Mine was just a little … whatever, who cares. Yours is huge. I don’t even know—I can’t even imagine. I shouldn’t have tried.”
Goodness. I’ve never flustered her this badly before, and I wasn’t even trying to tease her. “I just meant,” I say when she finishes, “your situation was different because you didn’t deserve it.”
Danni gives me a sharp sideways glance. “And you do?”
I trail my fingers along an ash tree trunk as we pass it. “Well, everything they’re saying is the truth. I should have known better. I shouldn’t have been drinking, and I shouldn’t have been doing drugs. I should have been protecting my friends. I failed on every count imaginable. They expect more from the future leader of their country. And so they should.”
“Yeah, but you’re not the queen yet.”
“I’m the crown princess.”
“I mean, yeah, I know that. But you’re also a teenager. You’re gonna screw it up sometimes, and then you’ll hopefully learn from it and figure your shit out as you go like the rest of us. Mistakes happen; you’re still a good person.”
A startled laugh bubbles out of my mouth before I can stamp it down. A good person? Clearly, Molly didn’t tell her everything about Amsterdam, or she would never call me something so boldly off base. I suppose one might make the argument that I’m good if you ignore that, along with my abrasiveness, and disinterest in the lives of acquaintances outside my circle of friends, and the drinking and drug use. Along with the laundry list of more minor flaws the papers enjoy reminding the country of daily.
As I said. Danni doesn’t know me at all.
When I pull myself together, I lift my chin and face her. “No, I’m not,” I say, quiet but firm.
She holds my gaze. “Well, you could be,” she says. “If you try.”
I want to latch on to her words and hold them close. There’s a promise in them. That the future is within my control. That there’s a version of me—a version that actually likes herself—I may become if I can simply make the correct choices moving forward.
“We should get back to the game before my absence makes the front page,” I say.
“Very fair. Time to go back and be judged.” She sighs.
“Yes, quite,” I mutter, but then I catch myself. “Wait, you? I know why I’m being judged, but what have you done to anyone?”
Danni grabs her jacket by the zipper and shakes it. “Notice anything?”
“Lovely parka.”
She breaks into a grin. “So you can be tactful. I knew you had to have it in you somewhere.”
Right. The students were laughing at Danni’s jacket, were they? That simply won’t do. When Molly claimed her, she became one of us. And nobody laughs at us. I take a piece of material between my finger and thumb and examine it. Danni catches her breath in surprise at my closeness. “It’s green,” I say. “Close enough.”
“Yeah, army green.”
“Excellent stitching, nice … solid material.”
“Uh-huh,” she says flatly.
“Well, if you don’t want it, I’ll take it,” I say brightly.
She doesn’t take me seriously at first. “Oh, sure, and I’ll just freeze.”
“No, you can take my jumper. We’re about the same size, I’d say.”
Danni laughs shortly and starts to walk forward. “Yeah, okay.”
I pick up my pace to get ahead of her and walk backward, facing her. “Really. Let me wear it.”
“Why?” she asks. She sounds tired. “So you can cosplay as middle class?”
I suppose I deserve her suspicion, after the amount of poking and prodding I’ve sent her way over the last fortnight. So when I reply, I take care to remain perfectly serious. “Because I would just love to see those snobs attempt to judge me. I dare them. In fact, I dare them to ever judge you again. If anyone says a word to you, you let me know. Okay?”
Danni smiles hesitantly, and I hold out my hand for it.
“Besides,” I say, fighting a grin. “Like I said. It’s a lovely parka.”
I don it as we walk. “I ski,” I say, after a period of silence.
“What’s that?”
“You asked me about snow sports. I ski. And I skate, a little.”
“Oh.” Danni looks rather pleased at this. “I love skiing.”
“There’s a senior snow trip next year. Don’t expect Molly to join, though, it’s her worst nightmare.”
“Noted.”
“I’ll be there, though,” I add. Why did I say that? To let her know a fact? Or to imply she’ll have a friendly face there if she joins?
Danni locks eyes with me. I get the sense she’s trying to search for the answer to that very question in my gaze. “Noted,” she says again, somewhat quizzically.
When we return to the game, Danni, who’s now wearing the same jumper as everybody else, gives me a grateful glance before joining Molly’s side. I seem to be attracting a number of curious and confused stares in my new attire, and it’s rather difficult for me not to break into laughter. Especially as I start making eye contact with everyone looking and they avert their gazes to the ground one by one. Honestly.
Molly flips the camera to Danni. “And Danni’s back from wherever she went,” she crows, as though I’m not here at all. “Just in time to completely miss the incredible final try of the game.” She lowers the phone and beams at Danni. “We won, by the way.”
“What are you wearing?” Alfie asks me as I sit.
“Do you like it?” I ask.
“It’s…” He seems lost for words. I wonder if he’s remembering our discussion at the state banquet regarding his judgmental streak.
“A lovely parka,” I fill in for him pointedly.
“A lovely parka,” Alfie agrees, shaking his head and smiling.
Now that I’m no longer concerned about Molly’s well-being, I find it much easier to pay attention to the girls’ match. As the game winds to a close, and the players shake hands, a thought occurs to me. I unlock my phone and pass it behind me to Danni, dragging my gaze from her eyes to the phone.
Danni takes it and, hardly missing a beat, starts entering her number. I believe today we’ve come to an understanding. The two of us care for Molly, and it appears we’ll be much better able to look out for her if we’re in contact.
Besides, I’m starting to understand what Molly sees in Danni. I don’t think I would mind hearing from her outside of classes every now and then, if she feels so inclined. When she passes my phone back to me, I tuck it into my pocket and rest my hand over it.
Both Molly and Harriet quite obviously notice our silent exchange.
Neither looks entirely pleased.



  

ELEVEN
ROSE
DB
September 14
There are articles about us!
Try not to read them.



Why wouldn’t I read them?
They’re nice
They say you rescued me
They should have said you squashed me.



But they never do aim for accuracy.



Don’t be modest, you totally rescued me
You weren’t even in squashing radius
Are the pictures nice, at least?



They’re screenshots
They’re nice of you
I look
Hmm
Like a bulldozer?



You’re mean over text.
I’m mean in real life.



Yeah but in real life you smile so I can tell you’re joking




Thank you
September 20
Pay attention.



They’re talking about my great-grandfather.



It’s riveting stuff.



A boring man, though, or so I hear.



I am paying attention
And how did you do that?
Do what?



Text without touching your phone
You just did it again!
Obviously I am touching my phone, Danni.



Honestly, have you never seen sleight of hand?



I’m impressed
Are you usually this easy to impress?



Maybe you’re just more impressive than you think you are
Unlikely. I’m quite enamored with myself.



I thought you wanted me to pay attention
You’re bugging me
Ideally, what I want is for you to become more proficient at multitasking.



I’m relying on you to entertain me.



I know this entire topic off by heart.



Well I don’t
Do you need me to tutor you?



I need you to let me focus
Counterpoint: if you wanted to focus you could simply stop replying.



Rose!
Oh dear.



Sorry to have gotten your phone confiscated.



Although in my defense, the more I think about it, the more I believe you got your own phone confiscated.



It was quite obvious you weren’t actually riffling through your satchel.



Please screenshot this and refer to it in the future so you no longer lose your phone privileges.



Now I’m bored.



Stop smiling at me.



September 26
What was the name of that place?
That … place…?



The place you mentioned. The bougie one.
Was I … awake for this conversation?



Yes Rose omg
It was yesterday!
The French one with the pate and shit
Oh, Mon Cœur.



That’s the name of the restaurant, to clarify.



I’m not flirting with you.



Didn’t think you were?
I can’t actually speak French.
Can you not?



Would you like me to teach you?



You’re already signed up to teach me sleight of hand
Ice skating
And the history of your whole family
Admit it. You just want to hang with me.
On pain of death, I will not.



And I still don’t know how you can call yourself a snow sports lover if you can’t skate.



So I can’t do ONE snow sport!!!
Sue me!!!!
I’d like to see you race me on skis
Then you’ll shut up fast
I will absolutely race you, but I wouldn’t get too cocky before you see me.



What do you need the restaurant for anyway? A date?



Yeah, a super hot date
Between my mom and her husband
It’s their anniversary
Cuuuute right
But much less interesting.



What kind of dating budget do you think I have exactly?
I make a point of not speculating on other people’s finances.



Well, now I want to know. Humor me
What do you think I
An unemployed 16yo on a scholarship
Could spend on dinner for me and my imaginary date?
I don’t know. €200?



Oh my GOD
October 1
Hello.



Hello?
Oh, good, you’re up.



I definitely was not up
Why are you
Rose it is 2am
I can’t sleep. I’ve tried everything.



Except for bothering me
Well, now I’ve tried everything including bothering you.



And it’s still not working.



How can I help
Your majesty
Don’t be like that.



I’m sorry I woke you.



Eleanor didn’t wake up.



Why isn’t your phone on silent?



In case of emergencies
Like this one?



Rose.
Fine, fine, go back to sleep.



Leave me to suffer in silence.



Such is my fate.



Thanks, night
Hello.
Yes? 



Now I can’t sleep, either.
Oh no.



How awful.



I’m gonna put on an episode of something while I try to sleep
You can come hang if you want
Another medical drama?



Or that dating show you love?



I’ll be one sec.



October 2
I don’t even remember falling asleep.
It was annoyingly fast.



Yikes
Sorry
I wanted to poke you awake.



But you look sweet when you’re unconscious.



I couldn’t bring myself to.



But you’re happy to bother me when I’m conscious?
Perfectly.



Ready for breakfast?



Yeah
Come down whenever
One sec.






  

TWELVE
ROSE
Our history professor, Mr. Sheffield, apparently decides it isn’t necessary to provide us with a warning before he announces he wants us to pick a partner for next fortnight’s presentations on Henland’s role in World War II.
He gives us two minutes to pair up amongst ourselves. Molly, Eleanor, Danni, and I look awkwardly between us. This is the first time we’ve been directed to choose partners this school term. It seems as though the most logical arrangement would be Eleanor with me, and Molly with Danni. This would suit me well enough; however, I’ve been getting to know Danni lately. And the more time I spend with her, the more I want to.
And so, when nobody else speaks, I do. “Would you like to be partners?” I ask Danni directly. “I might have a biased take on history, but I do have access to an impressive array of primary sources, so it all tends to balance itself out in the end.”
Danni glows noticeably at the invitation. “You’ve gone from offering to tutor me to wanting to work with me?” she asks. “You know I don’t know any of this stuff.”
“Are you volunteering to be the face of the operation?” I ask. “How are you with public speaking?”
“Terrible.”
“We’ll figure something out,” I say, and with that, we’re sorted.
Molly stares at Danni with a look I can only describe as betrayal. I hadn’t thought she would especially mind, given she and Eleanor are on perfectly good terms. Although, now that I think of it, maybe it’s less that she minds being with Eleanor, and more that she minds Danni being with me.
“You and me, baby,” Eleanor says to Molly, either unaware of Molly’s displeasure or choosing sagely to ignore it. “The dream team. We’re going to ace this.”
Molly gives Eleanor a sharp side-eye. “You’d better pull your weight.”
“Since when do I ever not pull my weight?”
“So, you’ll start working on it with me tonight?”
Eleanor recoils. “Well … I’m busy tonight. Actually, I have a thing I need your help with. All of you. Can you come to my room after class?”
Molly starts to pack up her school bag. “I’ll come. I’ll start my portion of the presentation while I’m there.”
After home group and end-of-day prayers, the four of us meet in the hall and make our way to Dewitt. Eleanor’s room is all the way up on C-floor, where she gets sweeping views of the college courtyard from her window. As we ascend, we run into Harriet. She brightens as soon as she sees Danni. She always does.
“Hey,” she says to Danni, as though the rest of us aren’t here at all. “Where are you off to?”
“Eleanor’s,” Danni says. “We have a mystery activity.”
“Ooh, a mystery?” Harriet looks at the rest of us now, eyebrows wiggling. “That sounds intriguing.”
“It’s really not,” I say sharply. Molly’s irritability appears to have rubbed off on me, because my tone is quite uncalled for. At the same time, though, it feels nice for some reason. Especially when Harriet takes the hint and resumes her way downstairs.
“I’ll leave you to it then,” she says. “But promise to tell me what the mystery was when you come back down, okay?”
“If I can.” Danni smiles. “Leave your door open and I’ll come by? If you’re still around, that is.”
“Oh, I’ll be around.”
I suddenly, inexplicably, wish I’d been even ruder to Harriet. What are they doing right now, flirting? It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest on Harriet’s part, because she’s been patently obsessed with Danni since day one, and there was a rumor in second year that she and Nellie Henry kissed behind a tree during school camp. It was never proven, and it eventually died down, but I haven’t forgotten it, because it’s the first time I’d ever heard of anyone else potentially being Like Me.
But if it is flirting, and Danni’s participating, what does that say? Does that mean she likes girls? If so, does she like Harriet? Why?
No, I decide. More than likely she doesn’t like girls at all. Danni is just one of those people who gets along with everyone because she’s kind, and sweet, and a touch too eager to be liked. I can’t relate to one bit of it, even if I do grudgingly admire it.
In Eleanor’s bedroom, I throw my cape on the ground, while Molly sets up her laptop on Eleanor’s desk and Danni pulls out her phone and sits on the bed. I consider sitting beside her, but before I can, Eleanor takes the remaining bed space. So, I sit crossed-legged on the carpet directly across from Danni.
“By the way,” I say, while I have everybody in the one place. “You’re all invited to my mum’s birthday. It’s at the palace this year, so it’s not too far to travel.”
Eleanor nods absentmindedly as she fiddles with her television remote; she has attended Mum’s birthday gatherings yearly for as long as I can remember now, as has Molly. Danni, however, looks positively terrified by the invitation.
“Wait, seriously?” she asks. I imagine, now that I think about it, it’s quite an intimidating prospect for her. The palace, my parents, the distinguished guest list.
“Seriously,” I repeat. “If you would like to, of course.”
“Oh my god, no, definitely. For sure. I’d love to.”
Molly doesn’t say a single word. I might as well have invited the curtains for all the reaction I receive.
Eleanor puts the remote down, and on the television, an episode of her favorite fantasy series, Thorns of Berry and Briar, begins to play on the lowest possible volume. That’s the usual state of affairs when we spend time in Eleanor’s room—she must have watched this show a dozen times from beginning to end, and more so if you count the times she uses it for white noise.
“Okay. How does this sound?” Eleanor asks. She gets to her feet, leaving Danni with an empty space beside her (Why did she sit there in the first place, then?), takes her place in the center of the room, and lifts her chin as though she has a spotlight shining upon her. Then she grabs her cape in a handful by her heart, and bellows: “Your hand, your tongue. Look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under it.”
“Context would be nice here,” Molly says wryly, head down.
Eleanor lets go of her cape, looking quite deflated. I fear she may have expected a standing ovation. “I’m auditioning for the play.”
Molly looks up from her work, brows furrowed. “… Why?”
“Because Dad says I need to beef up my resume before university applications next year. It’s not enough to be a straight-A student anymore.”
“A point which is highly relevant to you, as a straight-B student,” I say, raising a single eyebrow.
“Um, I get As in math, thank you very much,” Eleanor says. “Molly, back me up.”
Molly does not back Eleanor up. I suppose because she would have to acknowledge my presence to do so.
“Is Santi in the play?” Danni pipes up.
I hadn’t thought of it until the words left Danni’s lips, but of course this is about Santi. Everything is with Eleanor these days. As far as plans to court and marry the poor soul go, this one at least has more promise than her previous approach of staring at him across a crowded room and hoping for the best. Danni’s eyes flicker toward me, and we share a look of amusement.
“I’m not sure,” Eleanor says airily. “Couldn’t tell you what Santi’s doing. We haven’t even had auditions yet. Anything could happen.”
I don’t believe a word of it.
“Rose, I have a proposal,” Eleanor says, brandishing the script at me.
Glancing up, I raise my eyebrows. “Eleanor, we’re far too young for marriage, I must respectfully decline.”
She wisely ignores me. “I propose that when you’re queen, you introduce a law that if a lover needs something reasonable to happen in order to potentially win over her soulmate, she can demand it. Like, say, under the lovers’ law, if you needed a place in the school play, you could just … cite the law discretely and, boom, you’re in.”
“The ‘lovers’ law’?” muses Danni, looking to me for my reaction.
I pretend to consider it. “Fine. I’ll add it to the list of future legal alterations.”
Danni perks up at this. “You can do that? Can you change it to a four-day work week, too?”
“Danni,” I say, “for you, I’ll make it three and a half.”
Molly apparently runs out of patience with the amount of joy and frivolity in the room, because she actually deigns to acknowledge my existence at this. “Rose can’t change any laws,” she says, dropping her phone to her lap. “Not now, not ever. We’re a parliamentary monarchy.”
I want to be put out that she destroyed my fun, but I’m far too busy reveling in the fact that I am, as it turns out, not invisible to her.
“Wait, really?” Danni asks, deflating. Oh, bless her, she thought the queen could change the law willy-nilly? I would have thought she’d have learned better than to believe a word that comes out of my mouth by now. It’s very endearing, though. “What do royals do, then?”
I shrug. “Not a lot, Danni, not a lot.”
I’m half joking. We certainly can’t change the law to our will, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have plans for my working life, which starts as soon as I leave school. There will be royal duties, certainly—appearances, speeches, general attendance. But in less than two years, I will be able to start working on my own causes. I have already discussed my hopes to open a foundation providing a range of services for victims of domestic abuse with my parents.
More recently, though, I have decided to expand my plans to include support services and housing for unhoused young people. I’m interested in helping youth, certainly, though I’ll admit I’m especially eager to do what I can to assist queer youth facing family violence. I would be unable to run a foundation specifically for this cause, given the royal family is expected to remain politically neutral, but it would encapsulate it nonetheless.
Setting aside the irony of my being “politically neutral,” when in reality my very existence would be considered a political issue by many.
Eleanor jumps in. “That’s not true. You’re a symbol.”
“I saw an article call you a sex symbol the other night,” Danni says, apparently without thinking, because as soon as the words leave her mouth she turns crimson and her eyes widen so much they become almost perfectly round. Eleanor bursts out laughing, and even Molly has to fight to keep her mouth still.
And I, never being one to let an opportunity to tease pass me by, clasp my hands together in my lap and lean forward with interest. “You did, did you? May I ask what you were searching to stumble across that result?”
“I, um, I—I don’t—”
“Do you often look me up?” I ask innocently, locking my gaze onto hers. “Or is it only in the night?”
Danni finally recovers enough to reply properly, though she’s still a very interesting shade of mauve. “I’m pretty sure it was just one of the news stories that day. You know, the ones that bitch about how you … um, how you…”
At least this time she catches the words before they leave her mouth. She looks at Molly, stricken.
“I know the ones,” I say gently.
Molly keeps her focus on her social media video, tactfully pretending she was so enraptured by the task she didn’t even hear the subject drift dangerously close to that night in Amsterdam. And Eleanor, ever the peacekeeper, jumps in just before the silence grows too loud.
“Danni, you perform and shit, right?” she says. “Like Rose said?”
“Uh, I play piano. I wouldn’t say I perform it.”
“Close enough. Would you go over my lines with me, please?”
In order to allow them space to practice, I have to shift from the floor to the bed, sitting on the still-warm spot left behind by Danni. From this position, I can see the television. Thorns of Berry and Briar is still playing. It’s a scene I remember well, in fact. King Aelorin is in the throes of passion in the wine cellar with his king’s knight, Aric. More specifically, they’re in an advanced state of undress, using a wine barrel in a very creative manner.
The first time I saw this episode was also in Eleanor’s room, back in third year. Eleanor, Molly, and I had crammed ourselves onto Eleanor’s tiny bed to watch the latest episode as it came out. As the other two made exclamations of surprise—and, if we’re honest, discomfort—at the very unexpected, very queer, turn of events—I was riveted. The idea of a secret affair, hidden within the confines of a wine cellar, intrigued me.
Until then, I had all but resigned myself to the idea that my future was going to look nothing like I’d imagined as a child. At fourteen years old, I had reached the conclusion that I was not, and could not be, romantically interested in boys. Not the way I was with girls. Back then, it seemed as though I fell madly in love with a new girl in class every few months. They would shoot me a special smile, or their hair would catch the light just so, or they’d give an especially witty answer to a question in class, and I would be done for. Not once had it ever happened like that with a boy. Not once.
And, likewise, I had come to the conclusion that this meant I would never know love the way I’d hoped. Platonic love, absolutely. Romantic, unrequited, aching love? Also not a problem. But requited, intimate, committed romantic love? How could it happen for me? It wasn’t allowed. It wasn’t even entertained. It simply isn’t done. The princess marries a man, they have children, they become king and queen. Generation after generation. Simple, predictable, dictated.
Somehow, the thought of a wine cellar hadn’t crossed my mind. And by that I mean, obviously the idea of a clandestine affair had occurred to me, but that a queen could maintain a committed lover over the course of years, and keep them close, to the knowledge of the palace staff, but with the general public being none the wiser? It was revolutionary to me. It was the first time I realized that perhaps I wasn’t the first royal in history to ever secretly stray from my dictated course. That perhaps I could, like King Aelorin, fall in love with someone, and keep them close, while still performing my royal duties as outlined.
That month, I came out to my parents. And they confirmed what were, at the time, my wildest hopes. My public perception was the only thing of importance, and whatever occurred behind closed doors was my business, as long as I ensured it remained only my business.
It felt like a crack opening to let light stream into the dungeon I’d been sitting in the center of for the past year. It felt like hope.
I have an absent smile on my lips as I tune back in to observe Danni and Eleanor practicing Macbeth. Danni, it turns out, is a natural. She delivers Macbeth’s lines with ease, barely even glancing back down at the script as she speaks. She holds herself with a confident air, and there’s a recognizable charm in her delivery. Once she sheds the self-consciousness, she speaks with the assuredness of a leader.
She glances at me, and she must notice the latent smile I’m still wearing, because as she turns back to Eleanor, the corners of her mouth lift as well, her eyes crinkling and her scripted laugh noticeably breathless.
For some reason, this makes me think of how Danni beamed at Harriet earlier, and my smile slips into a scowl until I retrieve it and wrestle it into neutral.
What a thing to be upset about. Danni is allowed to have friends who aren’t me. And Lord knows I don’t mind her being friends with Eleanor, or even Molly. Why is it her friendship with Harriet that jabs at my side like the Holy Lance?
The next time Danni turns to me, we don’t meet eyes at all. I can only see her in my peripheral vision, because my gaze is fixed determinedly on the wall.
At the back of my mind, I become vaguely aware that my scowl has returned. This time, I don’t have the wherewithal to correct it.



  

THIRTEEN
ROSE
Eleanor holds us hostage in her bedroom to provide feedback on her Macbeth monologue until it falls dangerously close to dinnertime. We’re rescued only by Danni’s fifteen-minute warning alarm, which explodes into sound right as Eleanor’s in the middle of her four-hundredth or so run-through. The three of us scramble to our feet before Eleanor can beg us to stay for just one more scene.
When we arrive at the B-floor landing, I stop Danni by touching her shoulder. She turns to look at me, and I’m about to speak, but I find myself distracted. For the first time, I’ve noticed the color of her eyes. They’re a remarkable shade of hazel. How is it that I’ve never noted her eye color before?
“Your tag is hanging out,” I say, gesturing to her collar. She nods and lifts her hair, automatically assuming I mean to help her tuck it back inside. It is not what I meant, but I certainly can’t refuse now, can I? After all, what kind of girl hesitates to touch another girl so innocently? There’s nothing intimate about this gesture, is there? Yet, when my fingers brush against the back of her neck as I tuck her tag back in, I realize with horror that my face has heated. I whirl to face my room at once, hoping Danni didn’t catch sight of the color of my cheeks. “We’ll come grab you for dinner?” I ask the wall, which is an entirely normal way to speak to somebody.
“Yeah, see you in a few minutes,” she says. Well, she said nothing about meeting her at Harriet’s room, which I presume to mean she ran out of time to visit. Suddenly, Eleanor’s impromptu rehearsal feels like the best way we could have spent an afternoon. I watch after Danni for a second, even as all there is to look at is the back of her caramel crown as she descends, before I realize I’m alone with Molly.
For the first time in a long time.
Molly darts ahead of me toward her room, but I quicken my step and fall just behind her. “So,” I say in a low voice, aware that we are in a hallway right now. “Are you coming to Mum’s birthday?”
She’s never missed it. Never. And yet, I predict the reply before it’s left her lips.
“I’m actually busy that night. Sorry.”
She has to pause to unlock her door, which gives me the chance to draw closer. “Which night?”
“The night of the party.” She fumbles with the key card, and the lock flashes red. She shifts her cape, which is lying in the crook of her right arm, to her left.
“And which night is that?” I ask. I didn’t, after all, tell them the date.
Molly tries her door again, and, getting another red, hits her card against the sensor in frustration. “All of them. I’m really busy these days, okay?”
“I’ve noticed,” I say wryly, and finally, she manages to unlock her door. “Molly, wait.”
Her shoulders stiffen, and she stops, facing into her bedroom, holding the door ajar. “Rose, I don’t want to do this.”
“Well, I do.”
“And as difficult as it might be for you to believe, the world doesn’t revolve around how you feel.”
She doesn’t close the door, though. I grasp at her hesitation as though it’s a life raft. “Just tell me what I did,” I whisper in a rush. “If it was … that night, I would understand, but you weren’t upset with me then. This is newer. I’ve clearly done something, and I want to make it right, but I can’t, because I don’t know what I’m apologizing for. I’ve been trying to give you space—”
“Oh, yeah, I’m really appreciating the amount of space I have right now,” Molly snaps. I take a step back, though it’s clearly not quite what she means.
“I gave you space,” I say. “But it seems to me as though you’ve decided our friendship is over. You can’t just end a ten-year friendship without at least telling me why, Molly. You owe me that much.”
“Actually, I don’t owe you anything.” Molly turns back and gives me an icy look, one that makes me regret confronting her at all. I thought nothing could be worse than the growing distance, but this? The contempt she’s surveying me with right now? This is undoubtedly worse.
“Please?” I ask.
She stands perfectly still, and I’m struck with the distinct impression that she’s preparing to run or react. Is she afraid of me? Or should I be afraid of her right now?
“Come in,” she says finally, and I follow her inside, where she closes the door so we can converse in private. It’s the first time we’ve been alone together—truly alone—in months. It used to be an almost daily event.
When she turns to face me, the contempt is gone, replaced by a steely resolution. “Look,” she says. “I haven’t told you what you did, because there’s nothing you did, exactly. It’s you.”
“Me?” I repeat. Until recently, she seemed to be an avid fan of me, just as I am. Nothing’s changed about me—at least, nothing of significance I can pinpoint. So why on earth has she suddenly decided that who I am is a problem? Something worth unceremoniously disposing of?
She hangs her cape in her wardrobe, her movements slow and methodical. “I feel like I’ve learned a lot about you over the last few months, and I don’t like it.”
“Such as?”
“Like … just … you come first, okay? You obviously come first. In everything. And in most things, the rest of us have to just accept that. But you do not have the ability to care about your friends, or prioritize them, the way a normal person does. It’s like you have this … role to fill, and that’s the only thing that matters, and you turn into this soulless void … thing whenever you have to choose between us or it.”
Her words are English, yet they leave me completely baffled. “Of course I have a role,” I say. “That’s hardly new information, is it?”
Molly shrugs. “I don’t think it used to feel so toxic. Or maybe I just never noticed it before, I don’t know.”
“What did I do, exactly, that was so toxic?”
“How long have you got?” Molly asks. I want to reply “all night,” but I’m fully aware it’s rhetorical. “Like I said, it’s not one thing. It’s everything, every chance you get. You don’t care, about—about anything else. Definitely not about any of us. If something has nothing to do with the crown, it’s either all a big joke, or it doesn’t exist. It’s like you have no real fucking emotions. Nothing else matters to you.”
“Of course I care,” I say. “I especially care about you.”
“I believe you think you do,” she says. “But your eyes are empty. And once you see it, you can’t unsee it.”
And at this, I’m left speechless. Her words claw at my chest, squeezing and choking, until the center of me feels hollowed out. I knew Molly was furious with me—of course I did—but I thought, I really, truly supposed, that if I simply gave her the space she so obviously wanted, she would simmer down and we would discuss whatever was bothering her. It hadn’t occurred to me, not even for a moment, that the person I considered my best friend could hate me, sans hyperbole.
She hates me. Even right now, she can barely stand to look at me. And for a moment, I’m unraveling where I stand, thread by thread.
But only for a moment. Then I clench my fists, and my jaw, and take several steady breaths, until I feel the ground beneath my feet again. My heart rate slows, and the edges of the world stop blurring.
So, Molly hates me. It’s a loss, but I suppose it’s also her prerogative. Friendships fade, sometimes, don’t they? Often, even. We evolve, and we grow, and we form new attachments, and we let go of old ones. If Molly truly believes I’m that terrible—that unsalvageable—then what point is there in arguing back? She clearly doesn’t want an apology from me, and furthermore, very patently feels that whatever is defective in me runs so deep I can’t begin to remediate it.
So, what’s left?
“I understand,” I say, soft and measured. “Well, then. What should we do about our mutual friends? Can you bear to be around me, for them?”
She has that look again. Contempt. Disgust. She even shakes her head at me a little for emphasis.
If even this version of me, my most calm, measured, and rational self, is reprehensible to her, there is certainly no point in attempting to glue the shards of this back together.
“Danni was meant to be my friend,” she says, rather petulantly. “I met her first.”
I refuse to engage with that. When I simply wait, my eyebrows raised a little, Molly has the decency to look embarrassed with herself.
“I’ll think about it,” she says, and I’m struck by the sudden image of a separating couple dividing their assets. Who and what will we each inherit in the great divorce? Who will lay claim to our lunch table? Our second-row desks in the classroom? The thought is so ludicrous, it almost makes me giggle, and Molly frowns at my lightened expression.
“I have stuff to do,” she says in dismissal, and I realize with a start I’ve overstayed my tenuous-to-begin-with welcome.
I suppose it’s over, then. Just like that. A lifetime with her, done.
She doesn’t even glance up as I leave.
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Do you ever stare at friends of yours for no reason?



Not on purpose.
Why?
So if you were accidentally staring and smiling



And your friend caught you



You wouldn’t keep looking at them anyway?



Um no
I don’t think so?
What if it was a guy you had a crush on?



I mean I wouldn’t because I’m shy but
If my crush did that to me I’d start planning our wedding
Huh.



Why are you still awake? Isn’t it 2am there?
Can’t sleep. Going to try again.



Night!






  

FIFTEEN
DANNI
I’m sitting in the back seat of the Kowalczyks’ Mercedes-Benz, wearing the soft-peach dress Mom bought me for my cousin’s wedding last year, freaking out so badly there’s a risk I’m going to puke all over it. We’re on our way to the palace for the queen’s birthday celebration, and there are multiple terrifying things waiting for me there. The king and queen of the country, for a start. Also, there’s the tunnel of photographers we have to walk through when we get there—something Eleanor’s spent half the car ride warning me about, so I know it’s gonna be bad.
But at least I’ll have Eleanor, and Rose. Especially Rose.
I’ve been doing some reading these past few weeks. I’ve learned a ton of stuff, too. For example, I found out that Henland was part of the British Empire up until the 1700s, when the country won independence and crowned Rose’s great-great … really great-grandparents king and queen. Which means Henland is a former colony, and never did any colonizing themselves, which I’ll admit makes me like Rose’s family more.
I run a hand down my tan leather seat and stare out of the tinted windows, watching the apartments and houses turn into estates as we get closer to the wealthy area of the city. I’ve seen pictures of the palace plenty of times while researching, but when it looms into view, it still blows my mind a little. The palace is a towering, cream-colored monster of a building with about a million huge arched windows and balconies, all illuminated with rich, glowing lights. And there’s a courtyard, too. Is there ever a courtyard. It’s sprawling, and massive, and absolutely teeming with people. It’s like a fully packed concert stadium out here.
“Do we have to walk past all those people?” I ask Eleanor, feeling my heart drop right down to my shoes.
“Nah, there’s a back entrance. They’re just here to see the royal family on the balcony.” She checks the time. “They’ve probably just done their appearance, actually.”
We join a line of very fancy cars that, I assume, are also making their way to the back entrance. Eleanor texts Rose that we’re almost there, then looks up at me and shoves her phone in her pocket. “Okay, time to brace for the photographers,” she says. “It’s only for a minute, while we’re in the foyer. They aren’t allowed in the party.”
I’m not sure if she keeps telling me to brace myself because I look like I’m dreading this, or if it’s just because she’s gotten to know me over the term. I appreciate it either way. I stick close by her as we walk through the entrance and into a marble-floored room. A long carpet is stretching out ahead of us with footmen to either side of it. All down its length, a line of royal guards stand at attention. And behind them are dozens and dozens of photographers, talking among themselves and fiddling with their cameras. When they notice us they hesitate. Their eyes drift over me like I’m totally invisible. But then they see Eleanor, who is definitely not invisible. She, like Molly, has been photographed with Rose about a million times over the last few years. I’m learning the media is kind of obsessed with the royal family and everyone adjacent to them.
We’re inundated in half a second. Even though there’s a rope cordoning us off from them, they’re somehow engulfing us.
A few times in my life, someone’s turned the flash on and taken a photo of me a little too close. Or I’ve been lying in bed in the dark and trying to take a selfie, only to get pummeled by white light. This is that, times a hundred. A thousand. It’s like I don’t exist, and the photographers don’t exist, and we’re not standing in a room at all. The only real thing is strobing lights. A universe of flashes. And the calling, all of them calling over each other, mostly trying to get Eleanor’s attention, and others shouting to ask my name. Eleanor, who is this? Hello? You? Hey. Blondie. Who are you? How do you know the royal family?
Why are you here?
Why am I here?
My heart’s racing, and there’s a dull roaring in my ears. I think Eleanor might be saying something to me, but I can’t hear a thing—not even my own thoughts—aside from that roaring. I just stand, staring, as my breaths become harsher and faster.
The crowd of photographers suddenly turn their attention to the side. I barely register it. Someone is beside me.
Not Eleanor. Rose.
She places a gentle hand on my back and gives the paparazzi a practiced smile. “It’s okay,” she says to me, and I barely hear her over the suddenly muted roar. My eyes zero in on her lips as she speaks, to help me figure out what she’s saying. “This is a lot, even for me.”
Then, her face changes. It takes me a beat to realize she’s noticed me staring at her lips. She raises an eyebrow, like she’s asking me what I’m looking at. I tear my eyes away, my cheeks red-hot. Please tell me no one got that on camera.
Speaking of cameras, I finally get a grip on myself then and smile for them. I’d better smile, I figure. I might be nobody, but right now I’ve got Rose’s hand on my back, which might make me somebody special enough to end up in another article. And if that happens with me looking stunned and dazed—after the bulldozer photo that did the rounds online a few weeks back—I might never get over the shame.
Rose would make for a great photo, though. If she’s usually pretty, tonight she looks unbelievably gorgeous in a tea-length dress with off-the-shoulder sleeves. It’s in the exact same shade of soft green as her eyes.
“Shall we head in?” she asks, steering us along the carpet. Her hand is still warm against my back, I realize suddenly. This seems like a super long time to hold physical contact—especially when Rose isn’t exactly a touchy-feely sort of person to begin with.
“You look lovely,” Rose says to me, which I’m sure she’s said to everyone she’s seen tonight. “Though I’m disappointed the jacket didn’t make an appearance.”
I want to reply, but I’m still fuzzy from adrenaline. The only sentence my brain offers up is, You’re so fucking pretty. And even though she just complimented me, there’s no way in hell I’m saying that out loud. When I don’t say anything, though, she looks worried. “Do you need some air before we go in?”
Focus, Danni. “No, nope, I’m good.”
“Are you sure? Because—”
I turn to her and plaster on a smile. “I’m all good. Let’s go.”
The noise of the crowd gets louder as we pass through the hallway and reach the entrance doors. Then, the footmen open them, one on each side, and we’re hit by a wall of deafening noise: a roaring mixture of laughter, talking, and music. Debussy, I realize as we enter, only to spot a whole-ass orchestra on a stage to my far left. There’s got to be hundreds of people here. All fancy, all wearing suits and evening gowns and tiaras, and mingling like they’ve all known each other forever. Ice sculptures of the queen’s likeness and the royal emblem are scattered around the room, and there’s a champagne fountain nearby, and every inch of the room seems to be covered in giant floral arrangements of pinks, blues, and whites.
“Holy shit,” I say, and Rose lights up at my reaction.
“Wait till you see the aerial ballet performance,” she says. “That’s in an hour or so.”
“Is Santi here?” Eleanor asks before I can reply. I have the feeling she’s been sitting on that since Rose got here. So that’s why she’s wearing a dress that Marilyn Monroe herself would call “awfully skintight.”
“He’s around,” Rose says. “Do you plan on actually speaking to him tonight?”
“I do,” Eleanor says, more than a little defensive.
Rose raises her eyebrows, but before she can roast Eleanor, some guy in a tuxedo grabs her arm and vanishes with her into the crowd. Cool, bye, then.
“What’s Santi doing here?” I ask Eleanor. “Did Rose invite him for you?”
“Nope. His mother is the Spanish ambassador.” Eleanor scans the crowd—looking for Santi, I assume—but then she nods somewhere through the sea of people. “Hey, it’s Rose’s parents. Do you want to meet them?”
I blanch, and look at the ground. “Oh, no, that’s okay.”
“Really? Not even to say happy birthday?”
I literally cannot think of anything less appealing than bothering the queen of Henland right now to wish her a happy birthday when she’s probably got no clue who the hell I am. She will definitely, one thousand percent survive without meeting me. Besides, everything Molly drilled into me earlier today—a blur of rules about what everyone needs to be called, and who I’m allowed to talk to, and how deep I have to curtsy—has vanished.
“Maybe we can just get something to eat?” I say weakly.
“Best idea you’ve had all night. Let’s go.”
Waiters with appetizer trays are weaving through the crowd, and we grab a couple of pieces of hot finger food from them, but we hit the jackpot when we find a massive buffet table overflowing with cakes, pastries, and a chocolate fountain.
“Molly is gonna be so pissed she missed this,” Eleanor says. “She said last year the only thing missing was macarons, and look. A whole tower of them. I’m gonna steal her some.”
“You know she didn’t want to come, right?” I ask, just to check.
Eleanor stops smiling. “Yeah. I know.”
I realize too late that I was meant to play along and pretend nothing’s wrong. Because if we don’t acknowledge a problem, it goes away, or something.
Not far from us, Rose is standing with Alfie, talking to a middle-aged couple I don’t recognize. Alfie looks more or less like a model, all sharp jawline and perfectly coiffed hair, and he’s beaming and chatting and bringing the couple to laughter like he was made for this. I would do anything to be confident like that. Rose is standing close-close to him, too. Like, right up in his personal space.
They look like a couple. They aren’t one, though, right? Surely I’d know if they were.
I’m so busy watching Rose, I don’t even notice at first that the king and queen have joined her.
King Edward is a surprisingly short man in person compared to how he looks in photos, with a receding hairline and glasses perched on his strong nose. He seems to be in a cheery mood, and he claps a hand on Rose’s shoulder while grinning. If the king looks happy, though, it’s nothing compared to the beam on Queen Maisy’s face. She’s dressed in jewel tones of deep blue, and her glossy brown hair is swept up in a simple chignon below a tiara. The queen is where Rose gets most of her features from. They’re as beautiful as each other. They look like fairy-tale royals, the kind you romanticize as a little girl, before you grow up and realize most royal families are made up of pretty normal-looking humans who just happen to have a glossy lifestyle.
Not this one, though. Normal is the last word I’d use to describe Rose.
Eleanor leans in with an urgent whisper. “Danni, Santi is getting a macaron. He’s getting a macaron.”
This is actually my first time seeing Santi. Santi, it turns out, looks like any guy off the street, with a long face and thin, short brown hair. That’s the hair Eleanor spent half a day staring at? She must be down bad.
“Isn’t he incredible?” Eleanor asks, and I nod as enthusiastically as I can. “What do I do?” she asks, grabbing onto my arm. Before I can even answer, she steels herself and answers for me. “I’m going in.”
“You’ve got this. I believe in you.”
She takes three quick breaths, jumps on the spot, then casually walks over to the macaron stand. I shuffle closer to eavesdrop and grab a pastry in the process.
“Hola,” Eleanor says alarmingly loudly. “Soy un … una del nombre es ella Eleanor.”
My Spanish is shaky, so I only have a vague idea of what Eleanor just said. But from the look on Santi’s face, he feels the same, and I’m pretty sure he speaks Spanish.
“Hi?” he says.
Eleanor hesitates, and I start racking my brain for an excuse to rescue her if this goes south. Or south-er. “Wait, no. Ella nombre … del una … I’m Eleanor.” She beams and sticks her hand out.
Santi surveys her, and I hold my breath, but he takes her hand and holds it between them. Oh, thank god. “I’m Santi. You’re friends with the princess, right?”
I take that as my cue to leave. The only thing is, I don’t know where to go, exactly. I don’t know anyone, and the idea of introducing myself to the random rich people in the room—a ton of whom seem to be literal royalty—is, frankly, horrifying.
So, I sort of … work the room for a while. And by that, I mean I do aimless laps. When was that aerial show meant to start? At least that’ll give me something to focus on, so I don’t look so lost and out of place.
As I walk, I think of Molly, who must be feeling weird about being at Bramppath tonight, no matter what she thinks of Rose. Wish you were here, I text her. Eleanor’s smuggling you some macarons.
Her reply comes quickly. Omg love you both. Thank you. And have fun for me!
At some point, I end up at the mouth of a sprawling hallway. It’s empty here. Quieter. No one to glance at me, wondering who the hell I am and why I’m here. So, I start down it.
The marble flooring beneath me is dull gold, red, and forest green. On either side of me are columns covered in ornate designs of what looks like legit gold. Every few feet, stone-trimmed alcoves shelter priceless statues and vases. I steer clear of these. I would rather not get myself into lifelong debt by breaking one, thanks all the same.
I pass about a billion sprawling doorways, peeking into them as I go. It’s like a museum, room after room filled with rich tapestries, and vases, and statues. Antique armchairs, sturdy wooden desks, fireplaces and daybeds and violins and—violins?
My shoes squeak on the floor as I stop to get a better look. It’s not violins, plural. There’s a violin, displayed next to a cello—both of them standing in front of floor-to-ceiling windows. Farther in is an enormous gold-trimmed harp. And against the back wall is the most stunning grand piano I’ve ever seen in my entire life—and that includes the photos I put on my “when-I’m-rich-one-day” manifestation mood board last year.
I definitely shouldn’t be wandering into random rooms and touching shit, but it’s like I’m hypnotized. You can’t just see an instrument like this and walk past it like it never happened. Holding my breath, I run my fingers over the cold, dark surface. It’s a concert grand piano—a perfectly restored antique. It’s decorated with jewels, and it’s got a mother-of-pearl border. If I had to go full The Price Is Right, I’d guess it’s worth more than my house.
For the record, I’ve read “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” I know damn well you do not waltz uninvited into strangers’ rooms and sit on their chairs and sleep in their beds and play their ungodly expensive pianos.
And of course, I touch it anyway. Just one key. Just to see.
It’s beautiful.
I stare at it for a while, wrestling with myself. Then I run to the hall to check. It’s deserted. Everyone here is in the ballroom, which is about a mile away. I can barely hear them, so there’s no way anyone could hear me over the orchestra. So, no one would ever know, right?
I head back to the piano, splay my fingers over the white keys, and start playing from memory.
The melody begins slowly, delicately. The music resonates rich and deep, and the room’s acoustics give it an echo like I’ve never exactly heard before. I couldn’t ask for a better sound. Gradually, my heartbeat slows along with the tempo, and I fade out. I don’t exist outside of the music anymore. Maybe I never did. The point of my being lies in my fingertips and what they can translate on these keys. They know what they’re doing without me having to think. I watch my hands skirt across the keys, gaining momentum. On and on.
The special thing about music, I think, is how it connects people. Even if we don’t speak the same language, or like the same things. Even if we don’t like each other. I can sit at a piano and feel my feelings and play a song, and transplant those feelings into someone else without saying a word. And even when those feelings are sadness or grief, there’s a melancholy sort of beauty to them that makes the shared emotion welcomed.
I hate that I know all of this about music, and I still can’t use it for the purpose it’s meant for because I’m so terrified of that connection. Because opening myself up to strangers is putting myself on a platter for them to pick apart and criticize, and I just can’t. But I wish, right down to my soul, that I could. A part of me knows that if I could just learn to trust the world, I might be able to use music to do so much good in it. I was given a gift, and I work my butt off to cultivate that gift, and here I am at the final hurdle, wasting all of it because I can’t believe that if I let the world see me, it’ll like what it sees. Not when so many people in my past felt otherwise. And honestly, it’s felt like every time I’ve tried to explain this to someone—my piano teachers, my mom, Rachel—they haven’t gotten it. Why would I put this much time and effort into piano if I don’t want to perform?
God, the thing is, I do want to. I just don’t know how to become the sort of person who can.
I used to be. I’ve been taking lessons since I was five, and Mom had me playing songs for family and friends even earlier than that. But that was until last year. I played a piece for the school talent show, and Maddison and her crew—the girls who gave me hell back then—giggled loudly the entire time. Then, after the show, Maddison came up and said, “Good job” with a shit-eating grin. The kind that lets you know she actually means That was embarrassing to watch.
The same happened when I played as part of the orchestra in the local theater production. Maddison hunted me down at school and, laughing again, she told me she saw me play at the musical. Again, there was a joke there only she and her friends got. Then the last straw happened when Maddison found an old video I’d posted of myself playing, and she tagged a bunch of her friends in the comments, who then went on to tag other people. Obviously, there was some sort of group chat happening in the background. I never found out what they said, but my imagination could fill in the blanks just fine.
I’ve never been able to even think about playing for people without getting nauseous since. All those years of practice, right down the drain.
But when Rose and I spoke at the rugby game, she told me some things about her life that made me feel weirdly seen. She knows—even more than I do—what it feels like to be hated by people you’ve never personally hurt. But it’s more than that. She feels like she was given this incredible opportunity by life, and that she’s screwed it up beyond repair, and she doesn’t know how to become the person she wants to be. If anyone can relate to the frustration of feeling like you’ve fallen short of all this potential you had, it’s me.
Suddenly, something’s wrong. I snap out of my thoughts, wrench my hands away from the piano, and whip around.
I knew someone was behind me. It’s Rose, leaning against the doorframe on her left side, a weird look on her face.
I want to die on the spot as I try to figure out a way to explain myself. Nothing instantly comes to mind.
“Well, don’t stop on my account,” Rose says in a cheerful voice. “I was enjoying that.”
Her voice bounces off the high ceiling with the same vibrating richness of the piano. And there’s something about her posture right now, how she’s resting her weight on the door all casual and careless, that makes my mind foggy again. She’s teasing me in that way she always does, her voice warm and her eyes laughing, with a tiny edge of legitimate mocking that stops it from tipping into cheese.
Right now, I realize we’re totally alone. We’ve been totally alone a few times before—ducking into my bedroom so I can dump my books before dinner, or watching a movie, or just hanging out and talking—but it’s never felt weird like this.
“Sorry,” I say, like an idiot.
“What for? It sits in here like an ornament. It’s a waste, don’t you think?” She kicks off the wall and crosses the room as carelessly as she stood. “Snapping up something that was made to produce music, just to own it. So that you can lock it up in a silent room no one ever enters, where it won’t do anyone any good.” She reaches my side and, towering over me, she presses middle C. She’s really, really close to me.
“Well,” I say, swallowing. “I don’t think even the top players in the world earn the kind of money to buy something like this.”
“Isn’t that exactly the problem?” Rose murmurs, almost to herself. “Anyway. You’re probably the best thing to happen to it in years. Don’t stop.”
I don’t think even the king himself could pay me enough to go back to playing alone with just Rose in the room. Not like this. So, I pretend I didn’t hear her. “Did you ever learn?” I ask.
“Oh yes. I got quite proficient.”
“Really?”
She nods, and gestures to the seat. “May I?”
I should get up, right now. There’s only just enough room for two on the bench. But I apparently lose my grip on reality, because instead of doing that, I shuffle over. And instead of asking me to move, she squeezes in beside me so she’s pressed firmly against me, shoulder to hip. And instead of leaning away, I take a deep breath and hold steady. So does she, but when she breathes out through her nose, there’s a shakiness to it that makes me wonder if this is too close for her. Maybe I made her uncomfortable when I didn’t stand up? But then I realize she’s probably just nervous to perform. If anyone can relate to that feeling, it’s me.
Clearing her throat, she takes her pointer finger and starts stabbing at the piano. A few notes in, I realize where I recognize the tune from. It’s “Heart and Soul.” And a simplified version of it at that. Of course she isn’t taking this seriously. She never is.
I fight to keep a straight face as she glances at me. “Don’t you know it?” she asks. Oh, right. It’s a duet.
“I’m familiar,” I say wryly, and I jump in with the bass line.
Rose shoots me an indignant look and swats at my left hand with hers. Her skin brushes against mine as she does. “Hey, one finger, please,” she says. “You’re showing me up.”
There’s something about the sheer ridiculousness of playing with a single finger on this particular piano that becomes too much for me before long, and I can’t stop myself from breaking out into giggles.
“I can’t see what’s so funny,” Rose says. “We’re making something beautiful together.”
“I’m sorry, did I ruin the moment?”
“Less apologizing, more majesty.”
“It’s hard to be majestic with one finger, Rose.”
“I’m managing it just fine.”
Suddenly, Rose stops playing. I trail off and give her a questioning look.
“I can’t remember the rest,” she says ruefully. “It’s been about five years.”
“Eh,” I say, waving a hand. “Quick refresher course and you’ll be playing concertos in no time.”
Rose lifts her knee and shifts so she’s angled toward me on the seat. “Could you teach me?”
“To play concertos?” I ask. “Oh, sure. Give me an hour.”
She holds out a hand for me to shake it. “And in return, I’ll teach you a triple axel.”
I stare at her hand for way too long before I take it. “Deal. Is that hard?”
“I believe so, yes.”
“Was it hard for you?”
She barks a laugh, still holding me. Her thumb moves against my palm, and my eyes flicker down to look at our hands before I can stop them. “I can’t even do a single axel. God didn’t want to make me overpowered. I thought we were slightly exaggerating our promises.”
“We were, but I can play concertos.”
“Well, now I’m even more impressed. And I’m much more difficult to impress than you.”
I raise our joined hands up and down, finishing the handshake. Rose is slow to let go, and there’s no way I’m imagining how long we’ve been looking at each other. The same way I definitely wasn’t imagining it when she kept looking at me in Eleanor’s room a few weeks back.
The silence has been going on for too long, and I feel like I need to fill it, but I can’t think of a single thing to say. Rose’s self-assured grin has dropped off a little, and she’s scanning my face like she’s looking for something. She bites her lip, and I must lose all grip on reality, because for one delusional moment I actually think it feels like the energy before a first kiss. Where your fingertips tingle, and your heart starts to trip over itself as it races downhill, and you can’t tear your eyes away from one another until suddenly the space between you isn’t there at all anymore, and you don’t even know who closed it.
Like I said, delusional. Because we don’t kiss. Of course we don’t kiss. In what universe would that happen? Instead, Rose hops up and holds a hand out to help me to my feet. “Anyway, in all seriousness, please feel free to visit during the school holidays to play her. It’ll give her something to live for.”
I close the piano lid and hurry to keep up with her. “Thanks.”
God, I really am totally delusional. What kind of ego do I have? I’m definitely not imagining this, says the girl projecting her bonkers fantasy onto a normal, innocent situation. Thank god thoughts are private, because I think I would straight-up die on the spot if Rose ever found out what was going through my head in there. She’d skip right past “light mocking” and howl with laughter.
As long as I make sure I keep both feet firmly planted in reality, I’ll be fine. The last thing I need is to make one of my brand-new friendships weird before I’ve even made it through a whole term.
Especially not a friendship I’m starting to really, really care about.



  

SIXTEEN
ROSE
When I was younger, my aunt Belinda, the wife of my father’s brother, Albert, told me a fairy tale. It was the story of a handsome prince who met a beautiful maiden. She was everything he wanted in a wife; kind, and smart, and with the same sarcastic sense of humor he valued so much. Only, the maiden came covered in scars. They weren’t visible, but they were there all the same, betraying a history unbefitting a future queen. Aunt Belinda never told me the maiden’s exact crimes, but, she assured me, it was enough to make the king and queen despise her.
At first, the prince ignored his parents’ wishes, and courted the maiden, regardless. But every day, the king and queen grew angrier and angrier. Finally, the prince told his parents that love conquered everything, and he planned to make the maiden his wife. He was certain that once they got to know her, they would love her as he did.
The king and queen knew there was nothing they could say to change his mind. And so, they sent the maiden away on a ship to the land of her birth. She would never be allowed to return to the country. The handsome prince would have to find somebody else to marry.
“So, you understand, Rose,” Aunt Belinda said to me at the end of the story, “you must be mindful of who you give your heart to. Choose unwisely, and you risk both your heart and theirs.”
“My parents would never do that to me,” I said.
“Hmm,” she replied. “Your father thought the same thing, once. He learned, though.”
And that was when I understood that Aunt Belinda’s story was not a fairy tale at all.
As the congregation rises from the cathedral pews, I spot Aunt Belinda through the crowd, and wonder if she would have done the same to her own children, had she ended up queen. Her daughter, Sukey, is third in line after myself and Uncle Albert. Sukey’s three-month-old, Augustus—the one whose christening just concluded—is fourth. Third-in-lines do not face much restriction in regards to who they marry. Not when the first in line is poised to take the throne without obvious complications. So, I suppose, it’s more than likely that baby Augustus’s parents were a true love match.
What a luxury. I wonder if Sukey appreciates her luck.
My phone buzzes in my pocket with a text. I check it surreptitiously, and break into a smile when I see Danni’s name. Unfortunately, I will have to respond to her later. It would be unforgivably rude of me to be caught on my phone during an event like this.
It was difficult for me to see Augustus during the christening—though the royal family enjoy front-row seats at an event like this, Saint Mariana’s Cathedral is notoriously large, and the altar is approximately three miles ahead. Now, however, I manage to get a better look at the bundle of joy as the guests file out of the cathedral into the dreary day and mill about in the attached gardens. Baby Augustus has a pursed mouth, a wrinkled forehead, and no hair. He waves tiny clenched fists in midair and scrunches his face up in a squishy, pudgy frown. Cheer up, I want to tell him. You get all the benefits of being a little prince, but none of the pressure. It’s a good deal.
I don’t mean for my lip to curl. It does it of its own accord. Luckily, the swarm of paparazzi bordering the gardens don’t see me, as I’m angled away from them. Unfortunately, Alfie, who attended the christening with his parents, does.
“Why’d you look at the baby like that?” he asks in a low voice.
“Oh,” I say, before blowing a noncommittal raspberry. “He’s just a bit…”
Alfie patiently waits for me to elaborate. I hold back until we’ve cleared enough space between us and the nearest potential eavesdropper to reply. Sidney and Theodore break away from my parents and follow Alfie and me down the dirt path.
“Well, he’s a bit ugly, isn’t he?”
“Rosie.”
“He looks like a grandpa!” I say, indignant at his indignance. “He’s got all those wrinkles, that little frown, like he’s reading a newspaper article that’s outraged him. That is an old man who’s been shrunken down and clothed in a little terry cloth one-piece.”
“Rosie.”
“But he’s not fooling me.”
Alfie folds his arms and gives me a stern, if somewhat amused, look. “Rosie,” he says, and I mouth my name along with him. “Where’s your soul?”
“Traded it for beauty.”
We slow our steps as we reach a number of cone-cut trees and stand together beside one, surveying the crowd of attendees. The trees block us from the paparazzi. It’s instinctual for us to seek out a photo-opportunity obstacle, though I’m sure my parents will be furious if they notice. It’s the perfect opportunity for me to be seen on my Very Best Behavior, after all.
“You won’t feel that way about your own, you know,” Alfie says, still gazing ahead. “Wrinkles, frowns, all of it. Once it’s lived in your stomach for nine months, it’ll look like a diaper model.”
This time when my lip curls, I make no effort to conceal it. “Babies don’t grow in your stomach, Alfie, there’s acid in there. Besides, why on earth would I want to give birth to a baby? Ghastly.”
“Can’t you ever be serious?”
“I’m perfectly serious.”
“For just a minute?”
“I’m not sure which part is confusing you, Alfie.”
Alfie gives me a long-suffering sideways glance. “The part where your job is to produce an heir?”
“Ahh. Yes, now you point it out, I can see the incongruence.” He’s clearly waiting for me to go on, so I reluctantly give him an earnest answer, though it comes out sounding rather less sincere and rather more sulky than I would have liked. “I said I don’t want to birth a baby, not that I won’t.”
It’s not as though I have much of a choice. The Hennish royal family, like most, is a blood lineage. While I may have an array of duties and responsibilities, the most overarching, the most urgent, is to preserve us. That means protecting the institution in the present, and ensuring its continuation. I hardly need to ask what would happen should I announce my refusal to bear children. Father would do everything within his power to change my mind and, should that fail, he would be at liberty to consult with parliament over changing the line of succession to Uncle Albert. A future monarch who refuses to prioritize her duties over her own selfish wishes has no business being a monarch at all. Not when it’s so widely accepted that the symbol of a strong royal family is analogous to the strength of the country itself. Somehow.
It certainly wouldn’t be the first time a reigning king or queen has skipped over a prince or princess when handing down the crown, though historically it’s been in favor of a younger sibling, of which I have none. Father does, though.
Although I’m sure removing me from the line of succession would break him, it would still be preferable to the potential outcome should I take the throne and shirk my duties. Though there’s no legal requirement for me to have children, and the throne would simply pass to Uncle Albert’s line if I were unable to for any reason—as it would have if I were never born—I’m not sure if I could bear the shame that would be piled on me for the rest of my life should I willfully refuse.
Not to mention, our family is on shaky ground as it is. Stepping outside the lines when ruling a majority-Catholic country is quite the dangerous activity as it is. Doing so only a decade after that terrible referendum is practically begging for a re-vote.
Truthfully, it’s not the prospect of having a child I oppose, anyway. It’s the idea of pregnancy itself that chills me. Whenever I picture it, I think of Mum, lying in a hospital bed, her skin so translucent I could trace a perfect map of her veins. I think of the snippets of information I gathered eavesdropping until I scraped together a shaky understanding from snatches of conversations. I had lost yet another would-be sibling, and had very nearly lost my mother in the process. And though nobody discussed it with me directly, I took a grave lesson away. New life cannot be formed without gambling an existing life. And I’m rather attached to the idea of my continued existence. I suppose I’m selfish like that.
If I set aside the pregnancy issue, I don’t mind the idea of having a child at all. In another life, one where my choices didn’t carry an entire bloodline of pressure behind them, I may have had children of my own free will. Only in that life, I would have wanted my wife to carry them.
“Thank god,” Alfie says mildly. “I wouldn’t want to hear what your father would say if you told him you were planning to go child-free.”
“Plans aren’t always the biggest factor,” I point out. “My mother struggled enough to have me, and she was trying rather a lot harder than I imagine I will. Luck could be on my side.”
“That’s not funny, Rosie.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” I say, just short of a snap. “I’m sure I’ll spend half my adult life creating a horde of heirs. The universe will see to it just to spite me.”
“Why would you say that?” Alfie asks.
“Just a pattern I’m noticing.”
“Oh, yes.” Alfie snorts. “You’re unbelievably beautiful, unbelievably rich, and unbelievably powerful, all by birthright. When will the injustice end?”
“Shut up,” I say, fighting a smile.
That’s when the skies open. There are no warning drops. Rather, we’re unloaded upon in a diagonal sheet of roaring water. The crowd shrieks and squeals, and scrambles to take cover in the cathedral. Alfie moves to follow after them, but I grab his arm and nod at a wooden gazebo only a few feet behind us. Arm in arm, we run through the rain and take shelter beneath it, gasping and laughing. The guards do the same, and take their spots not too far from us.
“Christ,” I moan, lifting my arms as well as I can. They’re laden down by the weight of my sodden peacoat, and I’m dripping so heavily the water is bouncing off the concrete ground beneath me.
Alfie looks much the same. He runs his hands down his face to wick off as much water as he can, then takes one look at me and bursts into peals of laughter. “You look like a drowned rat.”
“Mm. Thanks very much.” I shoot daggers at him as he approaches and tries his best to push back the hair sticking to my forehead in tendrils.
He laughs again, but it’s softer this time. More awkward. He gives me a funny look, and then takes a step back to get a better look at me. “Much better,” he says, referring to my hair, I think. “Just let me…” He comes closer again and fiddles with my coat collar. “There.”
He’s extremely close to me. So close that it takes me by surprise. I notice, with his hands only inches from me, that he’s wearing the watch “I” gave him.
“Thank you,” I say, but it’s rather difficult to speak at full volume to someone standing so near, so my voice comes out quite softly. Something about that rings an alarm bell in the back of my mind, but I’m slow to cotton on to just where the danger is.
The paparazzi are still standing right where we left them. Most of them have pulled the hoods of their waterproof jackets up, and they have umbrellas. Some of them have started to make their way closer to the gazebo.
Alfie looks pensive. “I wish we saw each other more, Rosie.”
“Oh. I did only just see you at Mum’s birthday … and the rugby game…”
He lowers his lashes and looks down at me. “It’s not nearly enough though, is it?”
The thought hadn’t really occurred to me. But it feels rude, even for me, to continue disagreeing, so instead I say nothing. I just look back at him, hoping he changes the subject to something that makes a little more sense.
I realize too late, far too late, that I look in his eyes for too long. Too long, given how close he’s standing to me. Too long, given his hands are still resting on my collar, from when he was fixing it.
Too late to pull back before he leans in to kiss me.
At first, I barely process what’s happening.
The only thing I’m aware of is Danni’s name echoing inexplicably in the back of my mind.
When I return to myself, I freeze. I don’t kiss him back, but I don’t pull away. The first thought that springs to mind then is that if I pull away it would be an obvious rejection. In front of all of those cameras. I can’t do that to him.
I suppose my stillness somehow gives the impression that I’m not opposed to the kiss, because he wraps his arms around my neck, looping his fingers through the soaked strands of my hair. In response, I place an awkward hand on his arm, half for show, half so I can give him a subtle push. I’m horribly aware of his lips on mine, of his closeness. It feels unnatural, wrong.
When he finally pulls away I stare at him in what I hope doesn’t look too much like horror.
He doesn’t seem embarrassed. Bashful, perhaps, but nothing more. “I’m sorry,” he says, but he isn’t. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while.”
I clear my throat, and the camera flashes strobe in the distance. I have to smile at him. If I don’t, they’ll spin a story out of it. Either way, there will be articles. Oh, Father’s going to kill me. He will quite literally have me done away with at this point, surely. One job. I had one task today: be on my best behavior for the cameras.
I force my lips to stretch apart in a mockery of a grin. “Um, just so you know, we’re not supposed to do that in public,” I say. For goodness’ sake, my parents don’t even hold hands when there are witnesses, let alone make out in the middle of a garden gazebo.
Oh, now Alfie finally looks appalled at himself. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”
“It’s fine,” I assure him. “Nothing to worry about.”
Plenty to worry about. Myriad worries. Worries here, there, and everywhere.
“Private next time,” he says, smiling with relief at my assurances. “Got it.”
I have a near overwhelming urge to wipe my first kiss from my mouth. Somehow, I manage to keep my hands pinned to my sides, balled into tight fists. I want to tell him there won’t be a next time. I want to gently explain to him that I did not, in fact, mean to give the impression that I wanted to kiss him—that sometimes I drift off separately from my body, and it can result in intense staring and silence that is in no way intended to be romantic. That it’s not personal at all, only, I don’t like any boys, though I’m sure if I did I would like him kissing me perfectly well. Probably.
That I’ve been picturing my first kiss a lot lately, and I never wanted to give it to him.
But I do not, and cannot, tell him anything of the sort. So, I bury it until my breath is no longer trembling and my heart is no longer pounding and I can’t feel much of anything at all. Then, and only then, do I trust myself to smile—much more convincingly, now—and say, “Shall we head back inside?”
At least the rain has stopped, so I’m able to walk smoothly and calmly, head held high, as my photograph is taken a hundred times a second all the way back through the gardens and to the cathedral.



  

SEVENTEEN
DANNI
I spend most of the evening staring at photos of Rose and Alfie.
She does really look in love. I’m so happy for her. I’m so fucking happy for her that I have to bite down hard on my fist to stop the tears of happiness from spilling over.
Once I’m sure I’ve read every article covering Rose and Alfie’s kiss that was posted today—which is super fun for me, especially when it comes to the articles that include toddler photos of the two of them, pointing out that they’re basically soulmates the whole country has expected would end up together—I try to comfort myself with the new episode of my current med drama fixation. When even that doesn’t work—which is kind of crazy, because the last episode ended with my favorite character getting in a car crash—I decide that it’s time for some piano practice. So, I get my stuff, stalk over to the ballroom, lift the piano lid, and slam my hands on the keys, filling the room with a burst of clashing notes.
I’m so. Goddamn. Thrilled.
Part of me half expects Caroline to burst through the ballroom doors to lecture me for abusing the piano. But no one comes. I’m totally alone. So, totally fucking alone, I play the first thing that comes to mind. It’s a comfort song, one I learned when I was fifteen, after my first—and only—big breakup with my boyfriend of three months, Matt. He dumped me, if it matters. He said he’d gotten close to some girl he met on the bus, but he definitely didn’t cheat on me, so I didn’t have to worry. Cheating, no cheating, whatever—it was still heartbreak, and it still made me feel ugly, uninteresting, and desperate.
Anyway, I learned this song by heart that day. It’s not the saddest song I know, or the slowest, but it has beautiful lyrics. It compares the death of love to lying in the middle of a rose garden until the vines overwhelm you and—anyway. It always makes me feel better to play this.
Today, playing it doesn’t seem to be doing a whole lot for me. So I start it from the top, and wait for this feeling to fade.
You can’t miss it when someone comes in the ballroom. The door is massive and heavy, and when it falls shut the room shakes, like it’s doing right now. I stop mid-chord and turn around to see Molly crossing the room.
“Have you been crying?” she asks, her eyes on mine.
I give her a manic smile. “Nah, hay fever.”
“Oh, right.” She pulls up by the piano and looks down at me. “Are you coming to dinner?”
How is it dinnertime already? Have I been playing the same song on repeat for half an hour already? That’s a weird thing to do. “Um, I’m not super hungry.”
She doesn’t move just yet. It’s a Sunday, and meals are more casual on the weekends. No dressing up in black robes, and lining up at the door, and prayers in Latin. Just an hour where you can stroll in whenever you feel like it and grab food.
“It’s a nice song,” Molly says, patting the piano like it did something right.
“Thanks. I like it a lot.”
“I can tell,” she says with a laugh. I remember the ballroom isn’t exactly soundproof, which means anyone in the courtyard probably overheard my thirty-minute rendition of “Roses and Him.” This day just gets better and better.
“Did you see the news?” I ask, super casual.
“I did. Personally, I don’t think we need another stadium, but I heard they’re hoping to host the Olympics one day soonish, so.”
I give her a blank look. She stares at me, then pretends to realize what I was talking about. “Oh, you mean about Rose and Alfie.”
Somehow, I manage to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Just because I’m in a shitty mood doesn’t mean I have to take it out on Molly. “Yes, Molly, I meant that.”
“Yeah, I saw it.”
“Are you surprised? I mean, I didn’t know that was even a thing. There’s so much I’m out of the loop with, though, so I guess I missed it? Maybe?”
She leans her elbow on the piano and tips her head back. “Eh, I guess I figured it’d happen eventually. Alfie’s been into her for years.”
“Yeah, totally,” I say, like this isn’t news to me at all. “But, I don’t know, Rose never really mentioned him like that. Not to me, anyway.”
Molly takes a deep, slow breath, and I’m reminded of Mom when I’m in a whole heap of trouble and she’s trying to calm herself down before she tears my head off. “Look,” she says. “Please don’t be offended. I promise I’m not annoyed with you. But I really, really don’t care about Rose’s love life, and I don’t want to talk about it, if that’s okay.”
“Oh my god, totally fine. I get it.”
“Actually…” She catches herself, like she’s thought better of what she was going to say. Then she gets a determined look. “I’ve been thinking, and I could really use some space from Rose. I didn’t know how to tell you in a way that doesn’t make it sound like I want you to choose between us, because I really don’t. I just think I’d like to spend less time with her if I can.”
I guess I’m not surprised to hear it. If anything, I’ve been figuring something had to give between the two of them eventually, one way or another. How long can you give someone the silent treatment if you’re eating every meal with them, and hanging out in the same group with them after class? But I’ve never really seen Molly hang with anyone outside of our group. Being internet famous apparently doesn’t translate to having endless real-life friends. And if she’s not expecting us to cut Rose off or choose sides, what does that look like for her, exactly? Her sitting by herself, livestreaming her lunch?
The thought makes my stomach twist. After everything Molly did for me when I started here? I mean, she’s the reason I never spent a second sitting by myself at meals, or in class. I can’t stand the thought of it happening to her.
I think back to Rose. The rugby game. At the palace. Our text exchanges, and how they went from weekly to daily.
But I haven’t heard from her since this morning. She left me on read. To go and kiss Alfie.
As much as I don’t want to lose Rose or Eleanor as friends, I can’t help feeling like a bit of space from Rose might not be the worst thing in the world for me, too. Maybe if I take some time to hang with just Molly for a few weeks, it’ll give Molly a chance to cool down, and I’ll be able to kick this stupid little crush. I know from past experience it’s not easy to shut feelings down if you’re spending time with the person every day. And the last thing I need is to be pining after a taken girl for the next year.
Nip it in the bud, right?
“If you want to hang out one-on-one for a while, I’m fine with that,” I say.
Molly looks like she could kiss me. Not her, too. I really am seeing it everywhere. “Really?”
“Sure. You said you don’t want me to pick sides, right? Like, this isn’t going to be a declaration of war or anything?”
“No,” Molly says firmly. “Definitely not. You’re free to do anything you want. If you want to talk to Rose, or hang out with her, go for it. But I won’t be joining for a while. And I’d … honestly, I’d love to still be able to spend time with just you, if you’re up for it.”
The more I think about this, the more it sounds like the best idea I’ve heard in a while. “Totally,” I say. “Let’s do it. I’m down.”
Molly actually claps her hands together. This must have really been eating her up. I think she must have been expecting me to say I’d miss her, and good luck. And, I guess, I can see why. If she’d asked me this two days ago, I don’t know if I’d have been able to offer to ditch the group with her quite as fast.
But that was two days ago, and this is now.
“Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” she asks. I’m glad she asked again, because my stomach’s started rumbling over the last couple of minutes. Maybe a distraction from this morning’s news story is all I really needed.
“Fine, I’ll come,” I say, closing the lid of the piano. We walk across the ballroom together, and then out into the freezing night. “What about Eleanor?” I ask as we go.
“What about her?”
“Do you need space from her? Or can she join us?”
Molly laughs, but it’s a sort of bitter one. “She can join us. She won’t, though.”
“No?”
“She’ll stick with Rose, no matter what.”
“Really?” I ask. “I kind of thought she was friends with both of you.”
“She is. But it’s different with her and Rose.”
“How so?” I ask as we enter the courtyard and pass the fountain. Icy water sprays us as we pass, and I wipe it off my cheek.
Molly slows down before we enter the dining hall. Clearly, she doesn’t want to say whatever she’s about to say while we’re surrounded by dozens of students. “Rose and Eleanor were friends in preschool, but Rose and I went to a different primary school to her. She came to Bramppath with us, but we didn’t really have anything to do with her. Then in third year, her mom cheated on her dad with Millicent Roper’s dad, and everyone found out about it and the whole grade iced Eleanor out. Anyway, Rose told them all to piss off, and I think people were too scared of getting on Rose’s bad side to keep being shitheads to Eleanor, so everything went back to normal. And that’s how we got to know Eleanor.”
I think of Rose, and how she told me she’s not a good person. I’m no psychologist, but she seems like a pretty good person to me. Sounds to me like she’s Eleanor’s Rachel, and Rachel is one of the very best people.
Alfie’s really lucky.
I feel weirdly conspicuous as we go into the dining room. Like all eyes are on us, even though I know that, in reality, literally no one’s noticed Molly and me come in. Rose is back from making out with Alfie, and she’s sitting with Eleanor, Florence, and Harriet at our table. None of them notice Molly and me at first.
Not until we grab our food and sit together at the empty end of a table on the other end of the hall, that is. Molly sits across from me with her back to them all, which means I can’t help noticing when Rose sees us. Can’t help seeing the hurt flash across her face, and the questioning look in her eyes as she locks onto me. Can’t help watching as she tells her table about us, and they all crane around in their chairs to see for themselves.
Rose’s expression stabs right through my chest, and guilt spills like ink all the way down to my stomach. As much as today has sucked for me, I didn’t want to hurt her back. Especially when she didn’t mean to hurt me. Probably has no idea she even has.
I’ll explain it to her as soon as dinner’s over, just so she doesn’t think I’m angry at her or anything.
And hey, if she’s still upset, I’m sure Alfie will be right there to comfort her.



  

EIGHTEEN
ROSE
As I’m waiting crossed-legged on my bed to take a video call William has set up between my parents and me, Danni sends me a message:
Hey, I just wanted to give you a heads-up that Molly asked if we can spend some more time one-on-one for a while. I think she needs some space. I’m going to be there for her for now but I want you to know I’m not mad at you, and I still consider you my friend. Is that okay?
I’m still staring at my phone in shock when the black square on my laptop screen bursts into video. Mum, Father, and William are gathered in a tight squeeze on the velvet cream couch in the drawing room. My mind is so blank, all I can do is drag my gaze up numbly and wait in silence for one of them to initiate the discussion they all so desperately wanted to have.
Father is the first to break. “Well, I suppose we should get into it,” he says. “There were many photos taken of you and Alfie today, Rose.”
What does “a while” mean, Danni? The week? A month? Is this a polite way to say “for the foreseeable future”?
“By that,” Mum jumps in, “he means there is going to be speculation. Rampant speculation.”
“Already has been,” William corrects, and Mum nods with a frown.
Of course, if Molly wants to pull away from me, it’s nobody’s fault but mine. And I can’t say it escaped my notice that Molly begrudged the fact that Danni and I have been growing close. I suppose she must feel as though her one escape only ended up tethering her tighter to me. And despite the fact that she doesn’t care about me anymore, I can’t help caring for her. I don’t want her to feel as though she has nobody, and if Danni intends to look after her, I can rest easy knowing she isn’t alone.
Father speaks now. “Of course, we discussed the possibility of a press embargo, but…”
Even though I understand why Danni may want space, that’s a different thing altogether from being fine with it. So, I won’t stop by her room to collect her for breakfast tomorrow morning? She won’t be by my side at meals, or walking with me to lessons, or popping by to watch a movie? I feel as though I’m plummeting in place.
“Frankly,” says William, “I believe speculation along these lines is a far preferable story to the headlines we’ve been seeing for the past several months. So, I have advised against it.”
It seems ridiculous to care so much about losing Danni from my life when she only entered it so recently.
“You see,” Mum says, “Alfie has a wonderful reputation.”
But I do care.
“Pristine,” William agrees. “He even managed to avoid getting in the photos during the Amsterdam debacle. And he’s a natural in the spotlight.”
“Though as much as we feel these stories will be for the better,” Father says, “we thought you would like the opportunity to control the narrative. So to speak.”
And if Danni is so eager to leave my life with the same ease she entered it, what does that say about her opinion of me? I suppose, if I’m completely, honest, I’d wondered if maybe … perhaps she … but then, no, she can’t. Evidently, she doesn’t. If she cared about me in any manner beyond a friendship, she would be stepping toward me, not away. Regardless of what Molly asked her to do. Apparently, I’d overestimated the strength of our bond in more ways than one.
William nods. “We can provide an ‘insider source’ tip to The Register today, if you want. I could inform them that you and Alfie are officially a couple? Or would you prefer to go down the ‘strong feelings you’re exploring’ route?”
Why does everybody I care about suddenly want to leave me?
“Rose?” Father prompts, and I snap to attention. I replay everything I just heard—processing it, this time—and somehow resist the urge to massage my temples.
“Look,” I say. “I haven’t even had the chance to speak with Alfie yet, but there aren’t strong feelings, and we aren’t dating. I have no idea why he kissed me.”
William and Father exchange a look with entirely too much mirth for my liking. “And yet, you’re the only person in the room that’s surprised by this.” Father laughs. “Rose, truly. Don’t pretend this is out of the blue.”
I lock my eyes on him, and darken. “Is this what you were hoping for when you gave him that watch?” I ask.
“You gave him that watch,” William reminds me.
“You two bought it,” I cry.
“Everyone, please,” Mum interrupts in a chiding tone.
I can’t believe I let myself be so easily manipulated. Was I truly so distracted that I missed their intentions? Could I have stopped things before they escalated this far had I noticed?
“Rose,” Mum says in a gentle tone. “You’re young. It’s perfectly normal for you to be single at this age, and if you would prefer to keep that narrative, then that’s your decision.”
Father gives her a sideways glance that tells me he very much disagrees with this idea.
“Are you single?” William asks me.
I open my mouth to reply, but Father’s patently horrified expression halts me.
“We don’t need to know the details of what Rose does in private,” he says, firm and final. Even if William wanted to protest, I’m certain he wouldn’t dare. Father is quite used to doling out commands, and he has a distinct tone he uses when dissenting opinions are entirely unwelcome.
It’s difficult for me to tell whether Father’s obvious discomfort at the topic of my real—that is, not fabricated by my parents and publicist for the papers—love life is based in homophobia or merely repression. He and Mum can’t even hold hands in public, according to the unwritten but tightly-adhered-to rules of royal decorum, passed down through our family like a crown placed on one head then another. Physical affection within the royal family is to be kept solidly in the confines of four walls.
Which is why it’s rather amusing to me that nobody seems especially fussed that the trending news story contains photos of me mid-kiss. Hypocrisy abounds. Or perhaps a reluctant kiss is somehow less affronting than one with actual passion behind it.
“Regardless,” William says, “in the coming years there will be speculation around why you haven’t dated anyone yet. If you confirm a relationship with Alfie now, it may go a long way to preempting possible less … savory directions that speculation might head.”
“But…” I say, “I don’t have feelings for him.”
The three of them look at me as though I’m stupid. I take offense to that.
“Rose,” Mum says. “Aren’t you … did you not tell us you’re gay, once?”
Ah, that’s right. So I am.
“Is that still the case?” Father asks, a little too hopeful for my liking.
“Yes, it’s still very much the case,” I say. “A lifelong state of things, I anticipate.”
“Yes, well,” he says, brushing lint from his pants. “So, then.”
So, then. I won’t ever have feelings for anybody I date publicly, so why should it matter either way?
It makes perfect sense. The rub is, of course, that when I agreed to this, I hadn’t accounted for how extraordinarily hateful it would feel to pretend to have feelings for somebody I can never love. It’s a level of cruelty I can’t imagine myself ever feeling comfortable inflicting upon someone, let alone someone like Alfie, who I truly do love … even if I don’t Love him.
“He’s my friend,” I say finally. “I can’t lie to him.”
“So, don’t lie,” Father says. At first, I believe he means for me to lie by omission—a point I’m willing to argue against. However, then I realize he means come out to Alfie.
I haven’t come out to a single person outside of the family. And the staff, of course, but they’re on a need-to-know basis. I don’t think I’m ready to tell anybody else yet. And I especially don’t think I’m ready for the first friend I tell to be someone who obviously has feelings for me, and may be rather upset. I don’t want anybody to get upset at the news of my sexuality. I fear it will put a damper on the whole thing.
“The papers can say whatever they want,” I say dully. “But I’m not actually going to start a relationship with him. I’m going to let him down easy.”
One day, I know, I will have to figure out what to do with my public image. But that is a problem for future-Rose. And future-Rose, I’m quite certain, will be older, and wiser, and much more assured of herself in awkward situations such as this one. Present-Rose will only make a mess of it. Best not to risk it.
Mum, Father, and William all exchange a glance.
One I can’t for the life of me interpret.



  

NINETEEN
ROSE
Months.
It’s been years since Danni last spoke to me.
The longest decade I’ve ever slogged through.
Made all the worse by the fact that in reality, it’s barely been a fortnight.
I had a terrible feeling when I first received her text that it would be difficult to adjust to life without her friendship, but I was sorely underestimating how hard “difficult” would hit. Danni’s abrupt disappearance from my daily life sits like a hole dug into damp sand. Perhaps the walls will dry out and cave inward to fill the chasm one day, but in the meantime, it’s gaping.
I hadn’t quite realized how much my happiness had come to correlate with the amount of time spent in her orbit.
That, and I can’t shake the fear that if she takes a large enough step away from me, she, too, might come to notice that my eyes are empty.
For now, at least, that doesn’t seem to be the case. Though she’s now sitting at a table next to Molly at the back of the class each day, she smiles and greets me at the start of our shared lessons. And though she goes directly to Molly’s room after lessons finish, she gives me a pleasant nod whenever we pass each other in the hall.
But still. We’ve stopped texting. And I don’t think we needed to stop texting in order for her to be there for Molly.
“I just hate it,” Eleanor grumbles to me as we pass Danni and Molly shooting a post for Molly’s social media by the oval. They’re laughing, so heartily Molly bends over for breath. I wonder what the joke was. “It’s like we’re dead to them out of nowhere.”
The two of us are on our way to the performing arts auditorium, where the cast list for Macbeth is being posted in approximately five minutes. Eleanor has been a bundle of nerves all day. I’ve never seen her want anything this desperately before, except for, perhaps, Santi’s attention. Which, now I think about it, isn’t necessarily extricable from this.
“It’s not entirely out of nowhere,” I admit. “Molly made it quite clear weeks ago she didn’t want to continue our friendship. I suppose this is her … not continuing it.”
Eleanor raises an eyebrow. “Molly spoke to you?”
“She did.”
“You didn’t tell me that.”
Well, no, I didn’t. I do my best to forget the conversation happened at all wherever possible. “The details aren’t important. Besides, I thought it was clear this was about me. You’re an unfortunate casualty.”
“I mean, I figured. But what’s Danni got against you?”
“Nothing,” I say. “I hope.”
“Maybe you should apologize to Molly.”
“Wait—that’s genius,” I say with mock excitement.
“Oh. You have already, huh?”
“No, it truly never occurred to me to try saying I’m sorry for killing her best friend. Eleanor, I think you’ve just solved everything.”
Eleanor gives me a sharp look. “You didn’t kill anyone, any more than I did.”
I shrug blithely in response.
“Anyway, if it was about that, she’d be just as mad at me, right?” Eleanor asks. “So, maybe there’s something else.”
I simply can’t tell Eleanor what Molly said about me. I’m not sure why, exactly. Perhaps I’m afraid that if I speak it aloud, Eleanor will notice everything Molly has. What was it Molly said? Once you see it, you can’t unsee it?
Please, don’t let Eleanor see it, whatever “it” is. She’s all I have left.
We reach the auditorium, where a small crowd of students has gathered in the entrance. One girl is in tears, a few others look thrilled, and another is clapping her friend on the back. The list must be up already. We weave our way to the front, and scan the piece of paper stuck to the wall as one.
Santi Moreno—Macduff
Sits many, many lines above:
Eleanor Kowalczyk—Soldier #3
We studied Macbeth in English last year, and I’m fairly certain there’s no character called soldier number three. Which implies the school has created a number of non-speaking background roles to include more students. All that work on the Lady Macbeth audition piece, wasted. I turn to Eleanor, ready to offer my condolences, but realize just in time that she’s lit from within.
She places a hand over her mouth. “I got in,” she says. “I got in! I’m going to hang with Santi twice a week! Four hours a week, Rose!” She throws her arms around me in ecstasy and starts to jump up and down in place. I keep my feet planted firmly on the ground to anchor us and wait for her to calm down. “This is the start of something huge. I can feel it.”
“I’m thrilled for you, Eleanor,” I say. “You’ll be the best soldier number three the theater world’s ever seen.”
She’s so elated, she misses the air of irony in my voice. Or, perhaps, she just accepts it.
On the way back to Dewitt, we have to pass the oval. My fists clench by my sides as we approach in anticipation of seeing Molly and Danni, and as I suspected, they’re still there. They’ve finished filming now, and are sitting on the grass, their legs stretched out before them. Molly has her back to me, but Danni notices us almost as soon as we round the corner. Her gaze roves past Eleanor and lands directly, intensely, on me.
I hold eye contact, and keep my face carefully blank. It’s not a crushing sadness I feel. I’m not sure I even have the ability to catch fire like that anymore, for better or worse. Rather, it simply feels as though there’s far less of me than there used to be. And I was never all that solid to begin with. If souls were corporeal, I suspect mine would look rather a lot like honeycomb.
It aches, this new absence. And I can’t shake the feeling that if I could close the space between us—a hundred feet that might as well be a chasm—the aching would vanish. But I can’t, can I? In order to respect her boundary, I have to pay the price of my own comfort. She comes first, because she must.
Still. It doesn’t stop me from wanting and wishing and hoping, right down to my honeycombed soul, that she will close the space for me.

Days later, after yet another dinner with Danni and Molly sitting tables and tables away from the rest of us, I discover over a slice of apple crumble and cream where my breaking point lies.
Danni said she wants to be there for Molly, and I don’t intend to impede their quality time together. But that doesn’t mean I can’t seek out Danni while she’s by herself, does it? If I’m not stealing her from Molly, then why does it matter? It shouldn’t.
As wary as I am of putting Danni in an uncomfortable position, I think clarity, at this point, is a necessity. And if Danni does reject an offer to spend time with me, then I’ll know that when she said Molly wanted space from me, she truly meant she wanted space from me, and I can act accordingly.
The only problem is concocting an excuse to spend time together that doesn’t seem like an excuse. After dinner, I walk back to Dewitt within the heavy flow of students, several feet behind Molly and Danni. They say goodbye to each other as Danni stays on her floor, and Molly continues up. For now, at least, they’re spending the evening apart. So it’s fair game, no?
I sit on the edge of my bed and try to construct the perfect opening line, rehearsing potential contenders out loud and striking them down one by one. Finally, I open my messages with Danni to remind myself where we left off, and the answer pops into my mind. Once, I promised to give her an ice-skating lesson. Well, what better time than tonight?
With a spring in my step, I head downstairs and try her room, but she doesn’t respond to my knock. I imagine this means she’s either visited Molly after all, or she’s practicing piano. With any luck, it’s the latter. I head outside the building—via a quick visit to Theodore’s—and into the crisp night air, and have my question answered by the distant sound of lilting music.
The melody is slow, smooth, and haunting. The closer I draw, the more I notice how the piano somehow seems to hang in the air even as each note falls away. It’s as though the vibrations are reverberating in my blood, altering the beating of my heart. I wonder idly if it’s matching time with Danni’s. I ask Theodore to wait outside the building for me, and he agrees. Theodore’s always been my favorite of the two guards for this exact reason. He’s comfortable giving me more space than Sidney. He’s known me for longer, which might have something to do with it. Sidney was only hired a few months ago to replace Elizabeth, who was let go after what happened on her watch in Amsterdam.
The stairwell to the ballroom is enveloped by music. There’s a heartbreaking quality to the song. It seems to be telling a wordless story of grief and loss. I enjoy music, but I wouldn’t call myself an expert in the art. Even I can tell, however, that the credit here goes to the player, not the notes themselves. In less capable hands—mine, for example—I doubt this song would have the same power to move.
I’m not sure if it’s the sight of my feet climbing these dimly lit stairs, or the fearful undertone of the music, or the combination of the two, but suddenly I’m reminded of the time I climbed a similar set of stairs, months ago. I remember Molly walking ahead of me, and the tightening of her voice as she called his name. I remember the thrumming party music, and the sour smell of spilled beer, and the darkness of the hallway above us. I remember Molly opening that door. I remember—
I stop remembering and sit on the staircase landing, clasping my hands together tightly, until the song ends. What follows is a more disjointed series of notes and chords, interrupted with periods of silence, that tell me Danni has moved into a new piece she’s yet to learn. Or is perhaps even composing.
With a deep, steadying breath, I draw myself back to my feet, fix my face into a smile, and enter the ballroom, where the music instantly triples in volume. She hears me enter and swings around in her seat. The moment she sees me, she lights up. She lights up at the unexpected sight of me. I’m so relieved I glow right back at her.
“Rose, hey!” she says. “What’s up?”
“Oh, nothing,” I say, as casual as someone who hasn’t been sitting in uncertainty for weeks. “I have a boatload of homework, and myriad responsibilities, and I’m looking for an excuse to procrastinate on all of it.”
Danni gives me an amused look. “Is that right?”
“Yes, quite right, and then I remembered I owe you a skating lesson.”
“So, you thought you’d come and interrupt my piano practice to see if now was a good time for me?”
“Yes, exactly. Can’t hurt to ask, I thought.”
“Even though I was obviously in the middle of something?” She says it teasingly, wearing a broad smile. Well, in my defense, she always seems to be in the middle of something, and at least she hasn’t promised the piano to exclude me from their time together.
I fold my arms. “Are you telling me you’re reneging on our bargain? You did promise to make me a brilliant pianist if I taught you to skate, if I recall correctly.”
“Ahh,” she says with a wry grin. “So when you say you want to teach me, what you mean is you want me in your debt.”
“I ask for very little from you, you know.”
I’m still smiling, but at this, her expression loses its mirth. She studies me for a beat too long. Just long enough to confirm she caught the double meaning in my words. Of course she did. She never seems to miss the unspoken layers behind my words. “I know,” she says. There’s guilt there. I’m certain of it. “But I actually promised Caroline I’d practice every night this weekend.”
I hover by the seat until she shuffles to one side to make room for me to join her. Sitting, I lean my head against her shoulder and speak in my very best wheedling tone, just as I would have weeks ago, before she ever vanished. “Counterpoint: you like me more than Caroline, so don’t you want to keep your promise to me more?”
“Who said I like you more than Caroline?”
I lift my head up, indignant. “Don’t you?”
“Well, yeah. But that’s not the point.”
“What is the point?”
We’re pressed together tightly, even more so than when we sat side by side at the palace, because the school’s piano bench is rather more narrow. So, when Danni turns to look at me, her face is closer to mine than it’s ever been before. Almost as close as Alfie’s was, right before he kissed me. But where this level of closeness with him had made my stomach clench with discomfort, with Danni, it gives me a pleasant, swooping sensation.
“I don’t remember,” she says, her voice softening and her eyes scanning my face from eyes to lips.
“So?” I ask, swallowing, and it’s a thousand questions in one.
She looks at me for a little longer, and time starts to feel weighed down.
“Screw it, let’s do it,” Danni says, and for a confused, scattered moment I don’t know what she’s referring to. But then she collects her music books and closes the piano, and I remember the reason I’m here. Ice-skating. Of course.
Cheeks blazing, I’m halfway to the door before she finishes collecting her stuff. “Chop chop,” I say over my shoulder. “Lots to do.”
She gives me a rueful smile and hurries to catch up.



  

TWENTY
DANNI
My heart is a fucking traitor. I know it is, because even though my mind knows damn well that space from Rose is a smart move, I’ve never felt as high in my life as tonight, now that she’s sought me out.
Even worse, my heart’s actually trying to convince my brain that the situation here is more nuanced than my brain figured. Because even though this morning it seemed really obvious that the distance has been doing me wonders (for example, it’s now been forty-nine hours since I last visited Alfie’s profile to look at photos of him and count the ways he’s better than me), and I should tell her I have a date with a med drama tonight and I’m too busy to see her, I can’t. Because now that Rose is here, and I remember the richness of her voice, and the way her eyes crinkle when she looks at me, and the timbre of her laugh, I’m done for. I’ll do whatever she wants. I’ll do anything to feel happy like this. Especially after some of the lowest weeks I’ve ever lived.
The school’s ice rink is right by the edge of the forest, far enough away from the closest building that it’s kind of eerie to head over to it in the dark. It’s hard to be too freaked out when Rose’s bodyguard—the shorter one, who Rose told me once is her favorite—is hanging out a stone’s throw away from us, at least. He stops outside of the door to guard it, and Rose and I head on inside, where she flicks a switch and floods the small rink with light.
“I’m surprised we’re allowed to be in here,” I say as Rose passes me a pair of skates in my size. They’re made of leather, and they look a hell of a lot more beat up and cheap than Rose’s personal pair, but they’re still a step up from the plastic rental ones I used the couple of times I tried ice-skating as a little kid. “We are allowed to be here, right?” I ask, suddenly suspicious.
Rose glances up at me as she ties her laces. “Yes, Danni,” she says. “The rules are a minimum of three students have to be here at all times if there’s no adult supervision.”
I know I said I’m fine. And I am, I swear. But my stupid freaking heart skips a beat when she says my name.
“Three?” I echo.
“Yes. Presumably one to collect the severed limbs from the hypothetical skating accident while another runs for help and the third loses consciousness.”
“That’s not what I meant,” I say. “It’s just the two of us.”
Rose gestures behind her, at the door with her guard standing on the other side.
“But he’s not in here,” I say, “so we’re breaking the rules. What if something happens and we can’t get his attention?”
“Danni, he’s not even fifty feet away.”
“It could happen, though. Rules exist for a reason.”
She gives me a triumphant look and shoves a hand in her jacket pocket. “That’s what my panic button is for.”
“You have a panic button?”
“Of course I do.”
Right, panic button, duh. Silly me.
I slump onto the bench beside her and start putting on my skates. She watches me lace them for a little while before she kneels in front of me and looks up through her lashes. “Let me help,” she says. “You should lace them back on themselves, like this.”
I think maybe I was overestimating my ability to be normal around Rose. I force myself to look at the ceiling, and the walls, and the rink—anywhere except for her. And when she softly places her hand on the side of my calf, I tell myself not to care, or notice, that she leaves it there for way longer than I think she needs to. I mess both directions up immediately. I’m gritting my teeth so hard it hurts.
She pauses until I look down at her. “Do you want Theodore to come in?” she asks. I guess she’s noticed my body language, and is trying to figure out why I’m so on edge.
If he comes inside, there will be zero tension, right? It’s impossible to imagine chemistry that doesn’t exist while some random guy stares you down. What an awesome idea.
“No, it’s fine,” I say.
My brain groans at me.
Rose doesn’t even slow down as she steps onto the ice, like there’s no difference between walking and gliding for her. Her hair whips around as she skates, and she’s alight as she turns backward to look at me. I wonder if she knows how beautiful she looks like this. Like, maybe she wanted to bring me here not so she could teach me, but so someone could witness her being completely, totally perfect.
As for me, I sort of drag myself along while clutching at the barrier for dear life. I manage to keep myself upright doing that for ten whole seconds, but then my legs shoot out in different directions out of nowhere and I go down hard.
Rose doubles over laughing at me, and I would hate her a tad for it, but my elbows and tailbone hurt too much for me to focus on anything else. At least she apologizes when she helps me back up.
“I’m going to make you learn snowboarding,” I grumble as I try to straighten my wobbling legs. “And I’m gonna laugh at you the whole time.”
“You should, I deserve it. But I’ll warn you now, I’m a fast learner.”
“I’ll find something to laugh at,” I promise. My back is straight now, and both of my hands are in Rose’s. She’s wearing a pair of woolen gloves, and they’re fuzzy against my bare skin. She holds eye contact with me, and it’s like when she touched my leg. A little too soft, and a little too long. And it burns, just a little too hot.
“I’ll make sure I give you something,” she says. “Just to be fair.”
My nerves are fucking frayed. I hope to god she can’t tell.
“But seriously,” she says. “I do want to hold you to that ski race sometime. If you can bear the thought of being cooped up in a chalet with me.”
“Totally! Put me on the list next time you all plan a trip.”
Something weird crosses her face, and it takes me a second to realize I’ve said the wrong thing. I just don’t know what.
“Our friends aren’t big skiers,” she says, and it clicks. She wasn’t inviting me to a group snow trip. She was asking me to join her sometime. Alone. In a chalet. Together.
I don’t trust myself to reply without stammering, so I opt to keep my mouth shut.
She starts to move backward, pulling me in large circles around the rink. Bit by bit, I graduate from slipping and sliding around to sort-of-kind-of skating. She lets go of my hands a few times to see how I do, but I barely last a few seconds before I start to overbalance. Every time I do, she swoops in to catch me with steady hands. At first, I’m worried I’m going to pull her down with me, but I don’t actually think I can. She’s stronger than she looks. I’m pretty sure she could lift me by the waist right now if she wanted.
Eventually, with her encouragement, I manage to skate more than a couple of steps without her. Thank Christ, because I was starting to feel self-conscious about how amazingly terrible I was at skating. Anything I learned as a kid was clearly lost. But now, I’m starting to remember. It’s fun, even,
“Next stop, the Olympics,” Rose crows as I find my rhythm. “Can you imagine the crowd cheering?”
“I’d prefer not to,” I say. “It’s kind of my nightmare.”
“What, being cheered?”
“Being center stage.” I realize I’m about to fall seconds before it happens, but it’s too late to stop myself, and Rose is too far away to interfere. I hit the ice and slide, hissing with pain. Why the hell doesn’t this sport have padding? Any other sport where people throw themselves hard at the ground has helmets, and for good reason.
“Here, here, here,” Rose says in a low voice as she crouches down to look me over for permanent damage. When it turns out all my limbs are still attached, she helps me back up, but this time she sticks closer to me. I’m a liability, I guess. God forbid she has to use the panic button. I’d die of shame.
She grins sideways at me as we skate. “Wait, so you’re a wildly talented pianist, yet you don’t like the spotlight? How do you handle performing?”
“By doing it as little as possible,” I say. She gives me a confused look, and I go on. “I mean, I’ll do it for people I trust, or to audition, or whatever. But I have really bad stage fright.”
“Oh. How will you pursue piano if you can’t perform, though? Or don’t you intend to?”
I shrug. That is a great, excellent question. One my mom’s asked me about a million times. “I don’t know. I keep promising myself I’ll get used to performing, but every time I chicken out. And I do want to pursue it if I can. I mean, I’ll probably never be a concert pianist, but I think I’d like to be in an orchestra. Like Caroline was. If I can be that brave. If not, maybe I’ll just play for myself.”
Rose does a little one-eighty shuffle so she’s facing me going backward again. Show-off. “But you have so much talent. Surely you can learn to overcome any stage fright?”
“Not all of us grew up in the spotlight,” I remind her wryly. “I can’t even perform in front of the school. What are the chances that I’ll magically be performing for a sold-out crowd in a few years?”
She gives me a knowing look. “Spend enough time around me, and you’ll get used to attention. Trust me.”
As the words leave her mouth, some of her brightness dims. I wonder if she’s thinking of my deal with Molly. And just how little time I’ve spent with her since I made it.
Should I bring it up? To apologize, or explain, or even to tell her I’ve missed her? I’m honestly not sure. She’s been smiling at me around school, and saying hi and stuff, so it’s been hard for me to tell if she cared at all that I asked for space.
It’s not easy to tell much of anything with Rose.
I stumble, and she automatically holds a hand out for me to grab onto. Her fingers curl around me firmly, and I wish she wasn’t wearing gloves, and I could feel the skin separated from mine by this stupid scrap of material.
“What about you?” I ask. “What happens after next year? Do you go to college—I mean, university—or get a job? Sorry,” I add. “I don’t know how being a princess works.”
Rose snaps back to the present. “I can go to university,” she says. “It’s encouraged, actually. I’ve thought I might like to study philosophy, or maybe anthropology. But it doesn’t matter what I study, or whether I choose not to. All roads lead to the same destination. I’m not allowed to hold any other jobs,” she clarifies.
“Right, gotcha. And is that what you want?”
Rose looks pensive. She still hasn’t let go of my hand. “What I want is to leave the world better than I found it. Being queen will give me more than enough resources to do that, if I don’t waste them. I just … hope I don’t waste them.”
“Well, that’s in your control, right?”
Something about her expression tells me she disagrees. She doesn’t elaborate, though. She doesn’t even reply.
My feet are killing me by this point, and even though I don’t really want to wrap things up, I eventually crack and tell Rose I have to get off the ice. Once my borrowed skates are dried and returned, I hover, waiting for Rose to suggest we head back to our rooms. Instead, she says, “If your feet are numb, we should go for a bit of a walk. It’ll help with the blood flow,” she adds, and I’m suddenly extremely thankful to human biology for giving me some extra time with Rose.
Now I’m here, I’m remembering how much I like being around her. So much that I’ve half forgotten why I ever wanted to take a step back to begin with.
It’s been raining more often than not over the last week, and the woods are muddy and slushy and soggy as we trudge through them. We’re moving slow, because we only have the moonlight and Rose’s phone flashlight to help us see where we’re going in the dark. Theodore is following way behind us, so distant that he could almost be some guy doing his own thing if I didn’t know any better. Even if I glance at him, he’s not looking at us. I guess he does that so Rose feels like she’s living a semi-independent life. And it’s not like he’s so far away he’d miss it if something went wrong.
“Oh, by the way,” I say, because if I leave it much longer it’s going to be weird to bring it up. “Congratulations.”
“On?” Rose asks.
“On Alfie. That whole … thing. It’s awesome.” I add the last lie because even though I mean the congratulations to sound real, it sort of comes out bitchy against my will.
She looks at me blankly for a while, like she’s forgotten who Alfie is or what I’m talking about. “Oh, that’s not … it wasn’t what it looked like. Alfie’s my friend.”
I snort. “Really? ’Cause I don’t do that with my friends.”
She stares at the ground furiously, and I stop smiling. She takes a deep breath, then looks back up, and there’s something desperate in her eyes that catches me off guard. “No, I actually don’t like”—she catches herself, tips her head back to expose her neck, and then steadies—“Alfie. I like someone else.” I blink at her rapidly, trying to process this brand-new information, and then she looks right at me and finishes with a casual, “Some other guy.”
My stomach sinks. Out of the fireplace and into the frying pan, huh? Maybe, just maybe, I should stop assuming impossible things the second I get the slightest reason to hope. One of these days, I’ll get on top of that habit, right?
“Yikes,” I say. “Do you think he saw the photos?”
“Who?”
“The guy you like.”
Rose blinks, then shrugs, like she couldn’t care less.
I clear my throat. “You know it’s okay to be vulnerable, right?” I ask.
She stops in her tracks, and looks at me like I just said the single most offensive thing possible. “Excuse me?”
“I dunno. You just close off when you’re talking about scary stuff sometimes. I just want you to know this is a safe space. If you’re worried I’m gonna judge you if we talk about personal stuff, I’m just not.”
We walk aimlessly in silence for a while. I’m pretty sure she’s at least taking what I said into consideration, because she doesn’t change the subject. But she doesn’t offer any more information on this mysterious crush, either. Eventually, she stops in front of a tree and leans her whole body against it, scraping her fingers through the hair at the nape of her neck. She squeezes her eyes shut like she’s too freaked out to speak if she can see my face, then she says, “Danni, do you think my eyes are empty?”
It’s not exactly what I expected her to say. “What do you mean?”
She blinks her eyes open. “I had someone say something similar to me recently. That I have no emotions, and my eyes are empty. Is that … is that true? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”
Well, they sure aren’t empty at the moment. She seems so lost, so hurt, that I wish I could go back thirty seconds and take my words back. “No. That’s not what I meant at all.”
Rose’s is purposely not looking at me. I think, maybe, this is her being vulnerable. And maybe eye contact is a little too much for her while she’s doing that. So, I trail my hand along the trunk of the tree and follow it around to lean against it to Rose’s left side. Side by side, with neither of us looking at each other. All I can see is the dark, moonlit forest, and the star-filled sky above our heads, and the mist my breath is forming in the cold. I know we aren’t strictly by ourselves out here, but the darkness and trees have given us privacy, I think. As long as neither of us calls for help.
We’re basically alone, I realize.
“I think you have really nice eyes,” I say. “Sometimes I look at them and I don’t know what you’re thinking. But other times you have this sort of, almost secret look. Like you’re laughing just a little, and whenever I notice it, I have to smile, too. They’re not empty at all.” And then, before I can stop myself, I add, “I think you can see everything in them.”
She breathes heavily through her nose. Every part of me wants to move and put an arm around her, to comfort her and convince her to believe what I have to say. But I force myself to stand my ground and give her space.
“What did you mean, then?” she asks finally.
“I guess, I mean that I never see you sad, or angry, or embarrassed, or anything like that. And I just wasn’t sure if that was because you didn’t feel like you could be those things. So, I wanted you to know you can.”
“I can’t,” she whispers.
“You can, I promise. You can with me.”
“I can’t.”
I give up. I’ve said my piece, but I can’t force her to feel safe enough to share that stuff with me. All I can do is encourage her. But I wish she did. I wish I knew how to make her feel safe.
“Danni?” she asks into the darkness.
“Yeah?”
“Do you remember when you told me you thought I could be good?”
“Yeah.”
“How?” she asks, her voice cracking.
Jesus. I know I promised myself I’d give her physical space, but I can’t help it at this point. It’s hurting my heart to hear her talking like this. I need to get closer for me just as much as for her. So, with my back against the tree still, I take a step to the side so our arms are pressed together from shoulder to fingertip. If she pulls away, I won’t follow.
But she doesn’t pull away.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I know it’s not what you want to hear, I just … I think you are a good person. I really do. So I don’t have any advice.”
She whispers her reply. “Then maybe you don’t see me clearly.”
“Or maybe you don’t,” I say. “Because I’m pretty sure I see you clear as anything, Rose.”
We stand in silence for ages, with no sound filling the air but our own breathing. Suddenly, I’m hyper aware of the sensation of her skin against mine, and the faint smell of her perfume.
“Danni?” she says. “I know they saw the photos.”
My brain must be lagging behind, because I’m lost. “Who?”
“The person I have feelings for. I already know they saw the photos of Alfie and me.”
I’m not allowed to read into this. I promised myself. She said guy, specifically, which means this isn’t going anywhere. Why is my heart racing like this? Stop racing.
I close my eyes and will myself to breathe. “How do you know?”
She takes ages to reply. Long enough that I think she’s decided not to. Long enough that, when her voice finally cuts through the heavy silence, I’m surprised to hear it.
“I started to say it, but then I panicked, and I lied. And now I’m going to tell the truth, and if you hate the truth, can we please pretend I kept lying?”
I don’t reply, because I can’t possibly get a single word out right now. I’m not sure I even remember how to speak at all.
“I know they saw the photos, because they congratulated me on them about ten minutes ago.”
I try to keep breathing, but everything stops, and all I can do is let my mouth fall open while my insides cave in and my whole world implodes. It’s not possible she said what she just said. I misheard it. I’m misinterpreting it. Somehow. I can’t think how, but I must be. Any second now she’s going to continue, and it’s going to be clear I was imagining things, like I always am.
But for the life of me, I can’t think of any other way she could have meant it.
So, I let my heart race. I manage to suck in a lungful of frozen air, and I let my mind fog, and I let my head turn to finally look at her. And she’s looking right back at me.
A part of me wants to take a step back still. A hard lump clogs my throat. I fully expect her to laugh, or worse, ask me what I’m looking at.
But she doesn’t. She just watches me through dimly lit, green eyes. Her forehead creases, and I realize I need to say something. Anything. Because if she really just said what I think she just said, then …
“I said it was awesome,” I murmur. “You and Alfie. But I meant it was the worst thing I’d ever seen.”
Rose steps in front of me, grabbing my head between two hands and, when I respond by tipping my chin up and parting my lips, she pulls me roughly in to kiss her.
As our lips meet, she makes a small, strangled sound. Something like surprise and relief all in one. And wanting. Her fingers trail down my cheeks to rest at my neck, and her chest meets mine. And in the darkness, under the cover of the woods, I press my body flush against hers and kiss her with a desperation I didn’t know I could feel.
All at once, she breaks away and steps back from me. I gasp from shock and adrenaline, and lean forward to rest my hands on my knees. Meanwhile, Rose touches her mouth with her fingertips, staring into the distance. “What are we doing?” she asks.
Good question, I think, trying to focus. She kissed me. Rose kissed me. And I’m awake.
Rose kissed me, and now she’s pacing back and forth. “What are we doing?” she asks again. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry I did that. Oh my god.”
I watch her go forward and backward, blinking, while I let myself fall back against the tree.
Rose kissed me, Rose, Rose, she—
She stops short and opens her mouth. Then she apparently thinks better of it, because she throws her hands up into the air. I think it’s my turn to say something.
“You okay?” I ask, mostly because she very obviously isn’t.
“Yes. No. Maybe?” She clasps her hands in front of her, and she sort of looks like she’s praying. “What should we do? Should we go back? Maybe we should go back.”
Does she mean to school? Or back in time? “Do you want to go back?” I ask.
She hugs herself, and her fingernails dig harsh dents into her jacket sleeve. “I—I, um. No? No.”
She looks like her thoughts are a whirlwind. But for me, the world is crisp, and clear, and simple.
“Neither do I,” I say, and she finally meets my eyes. And I see everything in them. Everything.
She approaches me with a fierce look, and I stare her down, steady and totally sure. She rests her forehead against mine first, her breath trembling. I think she’s expecting me to pull away, or tell her this is a bad idea. I don’t do either of those things. I just wait for her to figure out her next move. Every second she spends like this tightens the pit of my stomach more and more, until it feels like I might die if I can’t taste her again.
Then, finally, she breathes out and presses her lips against mine again.
And I’m done for.



  

TWENTY-ONE
DANNI
I’m shocked by how quickly Rose and I settle into something called “us.”
Obviously, there are rules to “us.” Rule one, no one can know about us. That’s easy enough, because I’m only out to Rachel, and Rose is only out to her parents, so it’s not like either of us are exactly racing to announce we’re together. There’s a little weirdness there on my end because the media—and half the people we know—still seem convinced Rose and Alfie are a thing, but Rose insists that there’s never been anything there with Alfie past the one kiss, and I believe her. I just wish the rest of the world knew that.
Rule number two, which sort of ties into rule one, is that we more or less act the same around each other as we did right before our first kiss. That means I hang out with Molly, and Rose with Eleanor. During the days, anyway. Rose points out that it’ll be easier for us to hide that there’s “something between us”—her words for “I don’t really know what we are, but we sure as hell aren’t platonic”—if there aren’t too many eyes on us.
Rose is not wrong. If I’m even in the same room as her, I find it hard to wrench my eyes away. Whenever she’s close enough to touch, but I can’t reach out and brush her hand, or her shoulder, or her perfect, perfect collarbone, I find it hard to form a coherent thought. I don’t think I have it in me to be subtle.
To be fair, I can’t help it if nothing else in the room is ever as interesting to look at as she is.
Rule number three is, every door is always locked. And if a door can’t be locked, we don’t risk it.
Or at least, that’s what I thought rule number three was. Except right now, I’m in the ballroom practicing piano, and Rose has abandoned her makeshift homework station to hover very, very closely behind me. I ignore her until she sweeps my hair to one side and kisses the exposed skin where the base of my neck meets the top of my spine.
Jesus Christ.
Obviously, I can’t be expected to focus on piano under these conditions, and I let my hands fall into my lap as I swing around.
“Rose,” I say, and she gives me an innocent look.
“Yes?”
“We’re in a public place.”
She steps closer to me, placing a leg on either side of my knees, letting her long waves hang around my face. It takes superhuman strength for me not to hook my hands around the back of her thighs and pull her down to me. “We’re in a room with the curtains drawn and the door closed,” she says.
Luckily, I do have superhuman strength, but it’s being tested. I wriggle backward with a pointed look. “A door that could be opened any second.”
“It’s heavy. We’d have warning.”
“Not enough warning for you to climb off my lap and make it back to your own seat.”
“Is that an invitation?” Rose asks with a mischievous grin, and I swivel back to face the piano before I break and decide to risk it.
With a dramatic sigh, Rose stomps back to her textbooks. She studies a whole bunch of languages—at the moment, she’s focusing on Italian and Mandarin—and her tutors bury her in exercises for them pretty much every day. And, given I practice piano just about that often, Rose figured we could do those things together up here and snatch some extra time together. She insists the piano doesn’t make it hard for her to concentrate, and so far she hasn’t complained, so it’s part of our new routine now.
Honestly, these late-night hangouts are my favorite things in the world. Rose dresses down for them in a way I never used to see, in yoga pants and oversized sweaters and even the odd pair of sweatpants. And even though I’m pretty sure they cost more than the most expensive thing in my whole wardrobe, there’s something so normal feeling about it. Like we’re an old married couple doing our chores in the living room after a long day.
Usually, we stop by my room afterward to hang out for a little while before bed. Usually, Rose can wait. But usually, we’re out of here by this time of night.
“I’ll finish soon,” I tell her, and she brightens right up. “Just let me play this through from the top, okay?”
“Okay, sure.”
I go to play the same tune I’ve been working on for the last half hour, but I think Rose’s restlessness rubs off on me, because suddenly the thought of hearing that one more time—and stumbling over the second half yet again—makes me want to snap my fingertips off.
So, instead, I wrap things up by playing an old faithful, a song my fingers know better than my mind does. Maybe a part of me wants to show off for Rose, the way she showed off when she took me skating. And so what if I do? I want her to be impressed by me. I want her to admire me.
I don’t think I’ve wrapped my head around the outlandish fact that she likes me just yet.
All those feelings, the excitement and the awe and the hope, come out easily through this song. I don’t miss a single note of it—I haven’t in years—but it’s hands down the most I’ve ever enjoyed the tune. It used to be pensive and pretty. Now, it’s a song about falling hard for someone you used to think would never see you as anything but a friend. The tempo’s faster now, and it swells where it used to pull back, and I even bring the melody up an octave for part of it.
I’m having fun, and when I finish, I’m proud and satisfied. At least, until I look around to find Rose holding her phone up and filming me. “That was amazing,” she says.
“Delete it,” I say automatically.
She holds up her free hand and drops the phone into her lap. “Hold on. I will if you want me to—”
“I do.”
“But I had a thought while you were playing. Maybe you could put it online? Or Molly could, or something. You have to get used to playing in front of people, right? Could this be an intermediary?”
Put up a video of me baring my soul for strangers to judge and critique? Is she serious right now? I open my mouth to say no, absolutely not, but then I catch myself.
Rose notices my hesitation, and places a gentle hand on my knee. “If you never take the first step toward where you want to be, you’ll stay right where you are,” she says. “You can’t teleport yourself to your destination.”
I’ve never thought about it that way. But maybe Rose has a point. I’ve been so preoccupied by where I want to be one day—an orchestra member in my realistic dreams, and a soloist in my wildest—and how far away from those dreams I am, that I’ve let myself get totally overwhelmed. But I don’t have to become that person yet. The only thing I have to do right this second is a single step.
I can take a step, can’t I? It’s a terrifying one, and the thought of it makes me want to bury myself under my bedcovers and never come out, but it’s not impossible. And, yeah, maybe people will make fun of me in the comments, or in a private chat. But maybe they won’t. Maybe Maddison and her friends were a blip. Maybe it’s time I find out for sure. After all, so far, the Bramppath girls don’t seem to hate my guts. Even if they do kind of hate my clothes.
I’d have to review the video first, obviously, to make sure it sounds as good on camera as I thought it did in real life. But at least this would be controlled. I wouldn’t have to worry about messing up the notes, or panicking, because I’ve already played it.
“Can you send it to me?” I ask finally, and she does.
It’s really late by the time I gather all my stuff and we leave the ballroom. Late enough that we should be calling it a night. In the courtyard, we pass Harriet doing her rounds—every RA is responsible for clearing out and locking up one area of the school each night, and she told me once hers is the library. Even the hallway is empty, which means everyone’s done brushing their teeth and using the bathroom.
But when I go to tell Rose I’ll see her tomorrow, she looks so disappointed, I swallow my words. Besides, it’s not like I’m in a rush to say goodbye. So, looking as innocent as we can, we head upstairs to her room together. I’ll say I lent her my laptop charger if anyone asks why I’m up here, I decide. But I don’t have to use the excuse, because we don’t run into a soul.
“We’ll have to be quick,” I go to tell Rose, but she kisses the words away. I think she’s been waiting for this the whole time we were in the ballroom. We hit her bed and fall backward together, still kissing.
“I can’t stay long,” I say around the kisses. God, I wish I didn’t need sleep. What a waste, to lie there unconscious all night, day in and day out, eating into perfectly good make-out time.
“Mmm.”
“We’ll get in so much trouble if we’re caught.” God, I wish there wasn’t a curfew.
“Shut up, then, and we won’t get caught,” she says, her eyes glinting with amusement.
I open my mouth, and she kisses the words away until I forget what I was going to say to begin with.
By the time I leave Rose’s room, it’s not “a little past curfew” late. It’s “immediate detention” late. It’s “get your ass handed to you by the headmaster the next morning if you’re caught” late. And I should care, I really, really should. But I just don’t.
I pull her door closed as gently as I can and slip down the hall and to the stairs, taking them slow and steady to avoid creaking.
So, of course, I manage to run right into Harriet as I reach the bottom of the staircase.
I freeze, wincing, and brace myself for whatever she’s got to say. She might be my friend, but she’s tough on curfew. I’ve overheard her doling out detentions through the walls more than a couple of times.
“And what time do you call this?” she asks, looking me up and down, and sounding … amused? Amused is a good start. Much better than pissed off.
“I accidentally fell asleep watching a movie with someone,” I lie in my best pleading tone.
“So you weren’t gallivanting?”
“I promise, zero gallivanting on my end. And it won’t happen again,” I add.
Harriet rolls her eyes fondly. “Hurry up and get in your room before someone sees us,” she says, and I clasp my hands together to thank her. “Hey, Danni,” she says, just as I turn to go. “I heard you playing tonight, when I was heading out to my rounds. I haven’t heard you play that song before. It was beautiful.”
I touch the back of my neck self-consciously. “Oh. Thank you.”
Maybe I will get Molly to put that video up. If two people think it was that good, then I should probably believe them.
Still, I’m nervous. Nervous enough that it takes me hours to fall asleep that night. The memories of being mocked—and the urge not to give people any possible ammunition to use against me—have been stirred up enough that it feels like a present threat instead of just a really shitty thing I went through over a year ago now.
But, I remind myself, that was an entirely different school. At Bramppath, the people who know I exist are decent, and for everyone else, I don’t even register on their radar. I’m nobody to them, for better or worse.
I just have to trust that becoming aware of my existence won’t be enough to put a target on my back. That just knowing me isn’t a good reason to hate me.
Maybe that sort of trust is something that only comes with time, though. Time, and proof. And the only way to get proof is to do something scary like this, and have it be fine.
It’s going to be fine.



  

TWENTY-TWO
DANNI
The next morning, I wake up after four hours’ sleep, ready to face this piano challenge head-on, and discover a huge magenta hickey on my neck.
I take a photo of it and send it to Rose, alongside the message:
Good morning. I fucking hate you.



I try to put concealer on it, but it is extremely obvious, no matter how many layers I put on. I ignore Rose’s texts of apology—no time—while I wipe it off and try again. Then, way too soon, Molly’s knocking on the door to grab me for breakfast.
“Hey, I overslept,” I call out. “I’ll see you in there, okay?”
“Oh,” she says from the other side of the door, probably wondering why I’m not opening it. Unfortunately, I’m too tired to come up with any convincing explanation. “Do you need help?” she asks after a second.
“Nope! I’ll be there in a sec. Save me a seat.”
In the end, I pull up a video tutorial on applying concealer. It’s better, but still pretty obvious. And then I realize it’s too late now either way. I can’t walk into breakfast without getting a chorus of stamping feet, and today of all days, I’d rather go hungry than let that happen.
A few minutes later, there’s a knock on my door. I’ve never skipped breakfast before, so my first thought is that they’ve sent someone to check on me, to make sure I’m not lying in bed unable to walk or something. I pull my collar up so it’s covering my neck—something I wouldn’t be allowed to do in class, but passes okay in my own room, I’m pretty sure—and I answer the door, only to find Rose on the other side.
“I figured you needed backup when you weren’t in the breakfast line,” she explains. In her hands, she’s got a small pot of something, and a brush. “I own stage makeup. This should do it.”
What she owns is a miracle cream, actually. She sits me in my desk chair, and in less than a minute, she takes me from looking like I had a run-in with a toothless vampire to seeming like I have a very mild breakout on my neck at worst. And that’s only if you’re searching for it, I think.
“Sorry you had to miss breakfast,” I say while she works.
“I think,” she says mildly, “we can safely agree the blame rests with me in this instance.”
When she’s happy with her handiwork, she gives a nod, then darts forward to quickly kiss the other side of my neck. “Rose,” I laugh, curling my head toward my shoulder. “I don’t need two of them.”
“Sorry. It’s impossible to spend that much time touching your neck without kissing it,” she says, not looking sorry in the least. “I’m not that strong.”
“You can kiss me.” I smile. “Just leave my neck out of it.”
I don’t have to ask her twice.

“You look like shit,” Molly greets me cheerfully as she meets me outside the classroom half an hour later. Rose is gone—she decided to go back to her room and come to class later, so we don’t look suspicious. “Did you even brush your hair this morning?”
I did. But not after Rose came by—we kind of lost track of time. My cheeks burn as I furiously flatten my hair with the palms of my hands. Meanwhile, Molly pulls out a banana. “This was the best I could do,” she says. “I tried to bring you toast but they made me eat it before I left the dining hall.”
I take it gratefully. “Thank you. Actually, I have another favor to ask.”
“Another one? After I just smuggled you a banana?” We shuffle down the hall a little so we can keep talking. Once you’re inside the classroom, you’re expected to stand silently behind your desk, but hallways are a lawless no-man’s-land.
“I know, I’m pushing my luck,” I joke. I pull up the video Rose sent me last night and forward it to Molly. “So, it’s kind of weird, but I was wondering if you could … post this. I know it’s not exactly on brand or whatever, but—”
“Sure,” Molly says. “Of course.”
She lifts her phone to her ear to listen. Behind her, Rose and Eleanor walk into the classroom. Rose catches my eye and holds it for a second too long, and my stomach swoops so violently I almost forget how to breathe.
“It’s just, I have a new goal,” I say, forcing my attention back to Molly, “to get comfortable with being perceived.”
Molly’s got a funny expression on her face. “Well, I have plenty of people who’d be happy to perceive you,” she says, putting her phone away. “Rose filmed it?”
“How did you know?” I ask, before I remember the very end of the video, where Rose says I did great. “Oh, right. Her voice.”
Damn it. And even though Molly never asked me to boycott Rose or anything, I still feel like I’ve been caught betraying her somehow. I brace myself, wondering if Molly’s going to feel the same way.
Instead, she just looks kind of sad. “How is Rose?” she asks. “Is she doing okay?”
“Oh, um, yeah. She’s good.”
Molly looks as though she’s going to ask something, but then she shrugs it off. “I’ll post it after class,” she says. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

And she does. After third period, she lets me scroll through the comments as we walk. It’s early, so there’s only a handful, but they’re all really nice. It’s mostly people complimenting my playing. That, and one person pointing out that the videographer is Princess Rosemary herself.
In PE, she sends me a whole bunch of screenshots along the same lines. These ones are sprinkled in with the odd person calling me pretty, which shouldn’t make me glow as much as it does, but I guess I’m a sucker for validation from random strangers. As much as I admire people who don’t need external feedback to feel awesome about themselves, I can’t relate. While the teacher is distracted, I text Molly to ask if she’s had any horrible comments yet, and she insists she hasn’t.
Finally, after class, I take a few minutes alone in my room to read all the comments. It’s been viewed a dizzying number of times. I know the internet, too, so by now there should’ve at least been someone criticizing the fact that I changed up the song from the original tempo, or my hairstyle, or my posture. But if they have, Molly’s been deleting them. If that’s the case, I figure I’d rather not know, anyway. I’ve officially been perceived, and so far I’m surviving it. Look at me go!
And it’s only now that I notice Molly’s caption:
My best friend is more talented than yours.
With a happy sigh, I pull my knees up to my chest, and close my laptop lid.



  

TWENTY-THREE
ROSE
Alfie has something he desperately wants to say. Even over the video call I can tell that much. He’s changed position no less than eight times in the last few minutes, even while he describes his week in near excruciating detail. I wait patiently for him to finish speaking, then I raise a single eyebrow. “Is everything okay?” I ask. I wasn’t especially surprised when he called me right after classes finished today—we probably video chat every two or three weeks, on top of our regular messaging. But it’s become quite clear to me this particular video chat has an agenda.
“Yeah, how come?”
“You seem restless. Is there something you wanted to talk about?”
He shuffles on his bed and plants a fist under his chin to prop it up. He’s still wearing his school uniform, a pants-and-blazer version of ours, in the same shade of forest green. “Don’t you think there’s something we should talk about?” he hedges.
“Well, you certainly seem to,” I say. “Why don’t you start us off?”
“Fine.” He fluffs his pillow beneath him and sprawls against it. “I think we need to talk about the fact that we kissed. You haven’t forgotten we kissed, right?”
“Oh yes, so we did,” I joke, and he shoots me a death glare. Point taken.
“It’s just that we kissed, and then we both pretended it didn’t happen at all. And I’ve been waiting for you to bring it up, but maybe you’ve been waiting for me to bring it up, so I thought one of us had better do it.”
I think of the last few weeks, and what has held my attention. And how very little time I’ve spent thinking about Alfie kissing me at all, let alone wishing he would talk to me about it. In fact, when I have thought of Alfie, it’s been to hope we simply never address it again and we can pretend it was a fever dream or hallucination. Alas.
“Right,” I say, because what on earth do I say?
I think the expression on my face must say it all, because Alfie seems to deflate a little. And at this, I finally feel ashamed. I should have brought it up earlier, no matter how heinously uncomfortable, to explain to him I don’t have feelings for him. It was cruel of me to leave him to dwell on this, hoping my silence told him everything he needed to know. Worse, it was cowardice. Certainly not something a Good Person does to her friends.
“Look, Rosie, I just want to make sure we’re still friends. I don’t want things to become awkward between us because of one stupid kiss. That’s all.”
That’s all? Relief drains all the tension from my body in a gush, and I nod eagerly. “I completely agree. Not that I could ever stop being friends with you.”
“Really?” he asks, and there’s that stab of shame again.
“Of course not. It’s not like that at all. I am sorry for not bringing it up sooner, though.”
He gives me a smile that certainly seems genuine. “What did your family say?” he asks.
I roll my eyes. “Take a guess. Go on.”
He pretends to mull it over. “Hmm. I would imagine they loved the positive attention it got you in the papers. And the fact that it drowned out the mean stories for a week or so. And that they were rapturous at the prospect of having me as a future son-in-law. I hope they take the disappointment of this well, by the way.”
“Very accurate,” I say. “Particularly the part about the papers. I think they were rather hoping we’d do it again.” I realize too late this sounds as though I’m hinting I would like the same, and stifle a groan.
“Well, there’s no reason we can’t give them more to write about, is there?” he asks.
I cock my head. “Uhh…”
“Oh, don’t look so panicked, Rosie, I mean platonically. Only they don’t have to know it’s platonic. We could fake date!”
“Fake date?” I echo.
“Absolutely. We can catch up in person a couple of times, maybe hold hands for the cameras, and bam. You get more stories that have nothing to do with your many flaws.”
I blink in surprise. “And what do you get?”
“More time hanging out with you,” he says simply. “You can be hard to pin down, you know. Plus, I think it’ll be extremely funny to watch them take things and run with them. It means we can control the narrative for once.”
Truthfully, I’m not sure why Alfie is speaking as though he has any difficulty with that. I have to admit, he has a valid point, though. It would be nice to manipulate the media for once, rather than allowing it to manipulate how my own citizens feel about me. Of course, I’ll have to check it with Danni, but if she’s comfortable with it, then why not?
“You do mean platonically, yes?” I ask, just to check.
He smirks a little. “Rosie. Trust me. I’m not sitting here envisioning some sort of great love story between us where you’ll realize your true feelings for me after you hold my hand a couple of times. And besides, no offense, but the kiss was a little…”
“What?” I ask, quite ready to take offense anyway.
“It wasn’t very good,” he finishes, and I bristle. “Not because of you!” he clarifies quickly. “You’re a wonderful kisser. It’s just, it felt, sort of … very…”
“Platonic?” I finish for him, and he nods eagerly. “I felt exactly the same,” I say, relieved.
“There was nothing there. Which is fine,” he adds. “Sometimes you just have to try something out, just in case, right?”
“Absolutely. I—” I break off as an incoming call notification fills half my screen. “Alfie, can I call you back? William’s trying to get in touch.”
“Oh, of course. Actually I’m about to start working on an essay, but I’ll message you later?”
“Perfect.”
Well, that went far better than expected. All that procrastination and avoidance, only to have Alfie understand completely? I feel silly. Of course, I should have known Alfie would understand. It’s only that trust is coming harder and harder to me these days.
I answer William’s call feeling far lighter than I did twenty minutes ago. William, however, wastes no time at all in crashing me back down, his voice clipped and urgent. “Rose. We’ve received a tip from within Bramppath College that you’re in a relationship with a student named Danni Blythe.”
I bolt upright on the bed and blanch. “You what? From who?” I ask, not at all as measured as I meant to sound.
“It was anonymous, unfortunately. And before you ask, no evidence was provided. But naturally, the first step for me is to contact you to find out if there’s any truth to the accusation.”
I frantically run through the events of the past few weeks. How could someone know about Danni and me? Did she tell somebody? Did we somehow slip up? Could someone have seen us? Did Danni leave her curtains ajar one night? Not as far as I can remember. We were being careful, weren’t we?
Were we?
Has William spoken to Theodore? He naturally must suspect the truth after that night in the forest, but we usually have an understanding that as long as I’m not engaging in any life-threatening behaviors, he doesn’t report back to the palace on my daily life. And he’s seen me high more than once, so it’s not as though the theory is untested.
“Rose?” William presses. “I know your parents prefer a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ approach, but this is one time I have to disagree with them. The more I know, the better I can work to protect you and prevent rumors from spreading.”
What he says makes sense; however, it’s not that simple. For a start, Danni is only out to one person, a friend of hers from America named Rachel. She told me as much a week ago. Even if I were to decide William should know about us, I would need her permission first. And truthfully, I’m far from eager to loop William in on this particular fact. He’s a great help in many areas, but as soon as anyone within the palace knows about Danni and me, it’s out of my hands. The palace is skilled at making problems go away, but they haven’t historically been much concerned about the price, there. I don’t want their eyes on Danni. Not when they would choose me over her in a heartbeat at even the whiff of a scandal.
“Danni’s a friend of mine,” I say evenly, “but that’s all.”
“I see,” William says, equally measured. It’s impossible to tell if he believes me. “Well, just so you are aware, there has been some online discussion regarding you and your friend. I’m sending through a number of screenshots we collected today.”
Well, there’s my answer to whether he believes me. I frown to myself as he falls quiet, composing an email to me. What does he mean, online discussion? How on earth do people online have any opinion on Danni and me? And if true, how was I not aware of it? I pull out my laptop and hurry to check my emails, where I find an encrypted message from William.
The first few screenshots attached appear to be from the comment section beneath Molly’s piano post. A few are simply people noting that they recognize my voice, and expressing it’s sweet to see Danni and I are still friends. One person takes it further than that, and writes:
What’s up with the lover’s tone at the end there?
And someone else—a friend of theirs, perhaps—replies:
First the rugby game, now this.
The final screenshot is of a post within a forum devoted to European royal families, uncreatively titled Princess Rosemary and Danni Blythe???
Hear me out, it says. I have a conspiracy theory. This year, Rosemary and Molly suddenly start being seen with their new friend, Danni Blythe, who appears in some of Molly’s stories. Then, we see the three of them
together in Molly’s livestream back in September, where she accidentally films Danni falling down on camera, and Rosemary catching her.
A small clip of the incident follows for illustration. As though it’s irrefutable evidence of romance if one catches somebody when they slip? I barely even knew Danni then, for goodness’ sake.
Then, later in the game, notice the way Rosemary watches Danni? Look at her expression. I know I don’t watch my friends like that.
What follows is a slowed-down clip of me turning sideways and looking at Danni, who’s watching the game. We’re at the bottom of the frame, incidentally caught on camera as Molly filmed the game. For the life of me, I can’t remember looking at Danni, or why. And, sure, at this speed, it looks intense, and pensive, and perhaps even aching if you want to go that far. But I was not aching. And at full speed, how long did I even look at her for? Three seconds? I was probably thinking about how bored I was.
Then later in the livestream, we see Rosemary and Danni returning from somewhere, wearing each other’s CLOTHES!? Then, Molly and Rosemary mysteriously have a falling out, though neither of them ever comment on what, exactly, went down between them. But don’t you think it’s interesting timing? That it happened right after Rosemary saved Danni’s life?
Perhaps it would have been interesting timing, had that been the timeline at all, but go on.
Next, we get these photos from the queen’s birthday of Rosemary, Eleanor, and Danni—and look where Rosemary’s hand is! Why is she touching Danni, but not Eleanor? She’s known Eleanor for much longer. And again, Molly is notably absent.
It’s—oh, come on, it’s on the small of Danni’s back. And yes, fine, I did actually have a crush on Danni by that point, but what does this prove?
And now for the kicker, we have this video of Danni playing piano, uploaded by Molly, but filmed by Rose. And listen to the tone of Rose’s voice as she speaks. If that’s platonic, I’m next in line to be queen.
My theory is: Rose and Danni are seeing each other, and Molly is taking it badly. Possibly because she’s jealous of their closeness, or perhaps she had a crush on Rose. That’s why she’s suddenly not ever seen around Rose! It does beg the question, though: Why is she still friends with Danni? Is she being the bigger person? Or is it a case of keeping your enemies close? What do you all think?
Luckily, the post has barely any engagement. Still, rage bubbles up within me as I read the last paragraph. Secret feelings between me and Molly? It’s the biggest rot I’ve ever read. And why hasn’t Oscar’s death been brought up as a potential reason for Molly’s change in behavior? It seems, if one goes by Occam’s razor, to be a much more reasonable explanation than the arrival of Danni Blythe, no?
“This is ludicrous,” I say with conviction. “Honestly, what have you called me up about? Someone who’s obsessed with my family read into me looking at a friend of mine, and this constitutes a crisis?”
“Not a crisis, no. Just something to keep in mind. If, perhaps, you’re being less discreet than you thought…”
But I’m hardly listening at this point, because I’m so relieved. This is all utterly baseless. Yes, this person, along with those who made the teasing comments on Molly’s video, has stumbled across the truth, but that’s exactly what it is. A stumble. Half of their “evidence” involves clips and photos from well before there was anything to speak of between Danni and me. We haven’t slipped up.
“It seems to me that the anonymous tipper and this poster are likely one and the same,” I say. “They were probably lying about being a Bramppath student.”
“Perhaps,” William says, but his tone is doubtful enough to make me uneasy.
“Is there anything else I should know?” I ask.
“No. I’ve told you everything I know.”
But if what he knows is so limited, why take it seriously enough to call me in the first place? What isn’t he telling me?
After hanging up, I make a beeline for Danni’s room. To my dismay, I find her door propped open by a shoe, which means she’s in the shower. It’s what we all do. Our key cards are susceptible to water damage, and the tiny shower cubicles here have a nasty habit of soaking everything we bring in with us, including things placed on the tiny bench provided for storage. We even have to throw our towels and clothes over the door to keep them dry.
Luckily, there’s only one shower in use on this level, so once I close the bathroom door behind me, I’m quite confident in calling out Danni’s name.
“Rose?” she asks. “Hold on. One second.” A moment later, she opens the cubicle door a crack, poking her head through. She has a towel wrapped tightly around her, and her dark blond hair, darker still from the water, is soaked and plastered to her forehead and neck, greasy and slick with shampoo or conditioner. She smells of cocoa butter.
“I just got a call from William at the palace,” I tell her in a low voice. “Someone told him we’re involved.”
She swings the door open. “What do you mean?” she asks.
I step closer, so she can hear me better over the roar of the shower without me needing to raise my voice. “Someone who claims to be from Bramppath told him. They didn’t present any evidence, but—”
The bathroom door handle starts to turn, and I freeze. I’m standing with half of my body inside Danni’s shower cubicle, talking to her while she’s soaking wet and wearing only a towel, and while I’m certain—or mostly certain—partially certain—that the anonymous informant is lying, what if they’re not? What if somebody at Bramppath already suspects we’re involved with each other, and that somebody happens to walk in on us like this?
I should spring backward and close the cubicle door. It’s by far the most rational move. There’s nothing all that suspicious about speaking to a classmate through a cubicle door, after all. The issue is, William’s tone has me on edge, and I feel watched by the walls themselves, and adrenaline isn’t a fan of the rational. So, to my dismay, it’s my central nervous system that chooses my next step for me, and it decides to fling me into the cubicle to hide from whoever’s entering.
The thing about these cubicles is they’re awfully small. Danni was barely avoiding getting her towel soaked while talking to me as it was. The space is not designed for the water to be running while students dry off. So, when my panic sends me launching past Danni, the only place to go is directly under the shower head. Still fully clothed in my uniform. I gasp instinctively as a powerful stream of hot water gushes over me, and clap my hand over my mouth before it escalates into a howl.
Danni lunges forward to turn the tap off—something that didn’t occur to me in my shocked state—but it’s too late. I’m soaked through. My clothes aren’t dripping onto the tiled floor so much as they’re waterfalling.
Next to us, another cubicle door closes, and the shower turns on. Danni looks over, and then back to me. Her mouth has twisted into a very interesting shape, as though she’s trying valiantly not to burst out laughing.
“What the hell did you do that for?” she mouths, and I jut out my lower jaw. Why does she think I did it? Because I wasn’t thinking, obviously.
“Help me,” I mouth back, before holding my arms up to survey myself. Excellent. Wonderful. I’m holding my body weight’s worth of water in my school uniform, which is still attached to me. And my room is upstairs. Marvelous.
When Danni regains control of her facial features, she looks as though she’s reluctant to say something. I wring a flood of liquid out of my ponytail while she gathers the courage.
“I still have shampoo in my hair,” she whispers, pointing to her head.
I fix a cool gaze onto her, and I don’t need to speak to make my point known. She holds up a finger in a one second gesture and darts out of the cubicle in her towel, leaving me cold, and sodden, and cursing William with everything I have.
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When I join Danni in her bedroom, wearing the baggy pair of sweatpants and scratchy hoodie she threw over the cubicle door for me, she’s still fighting laughter. “That’s a good look on you,” she says as I collapse on her bed.
“I panicked,” I groan, face down.
“Well, yeah, I figured. Can we rewind? Tell me from the beginning; what, exactly, is going on?”
Taking and releasing a deep breath, I launch into a summary of everything William told me about the anonymous Bramppath tip.
“There’s more,” I say, pulling out my phone while Danni processes. I bring up the links William sent me, and the screenshot of comments beneath Molly’s video. I watch Danni with wary eyes as she scans them.
“Okay, this isn’t so bad,” she says, and the fact that she’s echoing my initial reaction to William calms me somewhat. “There’s, what, three different people who actually buy it? Everyone else is just asking them for evidence, and there isn’t any. They’ve got nothing on us.”
“For now,” I say, and Danni gives me a gentle look.
“We won’t give them anything,” she says, awfully sure of herself for someone who watched me literally throw myself inside a running shower only fifteen minutes ago to avoid detection. “It’s just speculation. Every celebrity gets queer shipping rumors. I’m surprised this is your first rodeo.”
“They do?” I ask, dumbfounded.
“Oh my god, totally. As soon as you’re in the spotlight, there are people who’ll convince themselves you’re in a relationship with anyone you’ve been in the same room with. I mean, look at the Molly reference. Speculating about whether a celebrity is in the closet is one of the great pastimes of the online queer community,” she says sagely, before pausing and adding, “right up there with discussing at length about how terrible it is to speculate about people’s sexualities and agreeing as a group to never do it again.”
“You seem to know a lot about online queer communities.”
“I know plenty about queer communities. They just don’t know about me yet.”
“Okay, you may be right,” I say, and Danni beams.
“I’m so right. Relax. We’re fine.”
I smile back weakly. “Sorry I tore you out of the shower. I just worried when William called. I’m supposed to hide this for a lifetime, and the thought that I may have already stumbled not weeks after getting my first girlfriend—” I cut myself off when I notice Danni’s face, and that’s when I realize what I’ve just said. My face burns and prickles as I scramble for a way to recover. “I mean, not that we’ve … not girlfriend.”
“A lifetime?” Danni repeats.
“Well, princesses obviously can’t be lesbians,” I say offhandedly. “Not when they’re next in line. I know we haven’t discussed labels for us,” I plow on. “So please don’t think I’m rushing you, or pressuring you. I’ve never done this before, so I don’t know how it works.”
How does one know when one has a girlfriend? Is the term automatically applied after a certain amount of time has passed? Does one propose? Are there gifts involved? Because I can sort that out if need be. Only if Danni’s open to the idea, of course. Which … certainly doesn’t seem to be the case … because she’s staring at me with an expression that can only be described as abject horror.
“So, you’re never gonna tell anyone you’re a lesbian?” she asks.
My heart skips a beat at her tone. Why is she acting as though this is brand-new information? “My parents know.”
“But no one else can?” she asks. “Not ever?”
I falter, trying to understand the confusion. Surely it goes without saying that I can’t come out publicly. Or does she mean within close circles? “I’m able to share it with people on a need-to-know basis,” I say carefully. “I do intend to tell some friends eventually. But it’s difficult to navigate. I need to be certain they’ll keep it secret even if our friendship fails.”
Would Molly, for example? Keep my secret? I believe she would. But would I be willing to gamble my future on it?
“They’d need to keep it secret forever,” Danni says. “Because you will never come out publicly.”
“I … no,” I say, dazed. “I thought you knew that.”
She raises her hands in a weak, uncertain gesture. “I figured you weren’t gonna do it, like, tomorrow. But…”
“But what?” I ask. “Why do I need to come out? I’m happy. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been, I think.”
Danni’s curled her hands into fists, so tight she’s white-knuckled. “You don’t need to come out. You don’t need to do anything. But I don’t think I’m cool with hiding this forever. I mean, that’s a long time.”
My immediate instinct is to point out that, as much as I like her—and I do very much like her, more than I’ve liked anybody in my life—it’s hasty to be even considering the implications of forever right now. For goodness’ sake, a few minutes ago I was panicking she would think I was moving things too fast by calling us girlfriends. But wording it like that might come across as quite a bit more hurtful than I mean it to. “I think,” I say, “it’s best to take things day by day for now. There’s no point in borrowing troubles from tomorrow. Does this matter today? Are you upset that we’re hiding today?”
“No,” she says reluctantly, and I’m encouraged.
“See? You’re not even out yourself, right?”
Danni nods at the floor. I feel terrible that she didn’t realize the strings that come with being involved with me. Stupidly, I’d assumed it didn’t need to be clarified. The sky is blue, we breathe oxygen to live, it’s the queen’s job to marry a man and produce an heir. But Danni didn’t grow up here. How could I have expected her to know the truths I take for granted? It was my responsibility to make sure she knew what kissing me meant, right from the start.
“Do you have any questions?” I ask.
She doesn’t hesitate. “So, you’re gonna marry a man someday?”
“Yes.”
“Then what? You break it off with … whoever you’re seeing?”
“No. When I marry, it’ll be to somebody who understands the terms. My marriage will be for show, and hopefully friendship, but it won’t be the same as my life partner.”
“But why?” she asks. “You’ll be the queen eventually, right? You call the shots.”
“I’ll be the queen of a majority-Catholic country. A country which has already come right to the precipice of abolishing the monarchy altogether recently.”
Danni doesn’t look convinced. “Well, if they decide to do that because of who you are, that’s not your fault. Besides, you can’t tell me there’s never been a king or queen who decided not to marry and have children before.”
With anybody else, the questioning might come across as criticism of me, and I may have grown defensive. Danni, however, manages to maintain a gentle enough tone that it feels like a conversation rather than an interrogation.
“There have been,” I say. “And their family line has ended with them.”
My words don’t appear to have the impact on her they have on me. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she says carefully, “but so what?”
“So … centuries of my family standing at the head of the country, only for the history books to forever note it ended with me?” I say. “It’s out of the question. I would step aside before I allowed that to happen. My uncle or cousin could take my place.”
“Okay, so, again … why wouldn’t you do that?”
“Because it’s what I’ve been raised for. It’s the future I’ve always seen for myself. I have things I want to do when I’m queen. With that position, I could do some good. I could make my family proud.”
I might even, one day, become someone I’m proud of myself.
“Why should I give that up?” I finish.
“Because you’re talking about hiding who you are for the rest of your life so you can rule a country you think wouldn’t want you as you are. Where do your needs come into things?”
“They don’t,” I say dryly. “It’s famously part of the job description. Besides, it’s not as though I have to give up on love altogether. I just have to be discreet.”
“And what does that look like, exactly? Weekend booty calls? Or will your side piece live in the palace with you?”
I told Danni she could ask questions, I know, but I don’t have an answer to this one yet. I run my tongue over my teeth. “I think,” I say evenly, “that’s a conversation I would have with whomever I’m committed to at the time.”
Now it’s Danni’s turn to look ashamed of herself. I didn’t mean for her to be. She’s just trying to understand what this all means. What, exactly, a future with me would look like.
It’s not a nice feeling, though, considering all the ways in which I will fail the girl I love one day. How much worse her life will be for loving me rather than anybody else.
“Rose…” Danni says heavily. “I’m new here. I know some things, but I don’t know everything. So I need you to be honest with me. I know Henland’s Catholic. But I’ve seen attitudes change in religious areas before, even in my lifetime. Don’t you think there’s any chance that they might accept a queen who’s with a woman? Even if it’s not today. Maybe ten years from now?”
From her tone, it’s clear she is all but pleading with me to agree with her. She wants me to give her something to cling to—even if it’s only a shred of hope.
But she asked me to be honest.
“I don’t think so,” I say.
She presses her fingertips to her temple. “What’s the point, then? If I know I’m not okay with being a secret forever, why would we even start anything at all?” She’s turning pink now—I suppose she hears the implication just as I do—but she continues. “I’m not saying we’re gonna marry one day. I know it’s early, and we’re not really anything right now. But what I’m saying is, if there is no possible way this can end happily, then I just … isn’t it smarter to end things now? Before one of us gets hurt?”
I think it’s a rhetorical question, but I ignore that. “No.”
“No?” she repeats dully. “Based on what?”
“Based on … the fact that I want to be with you. I don’t want this to end.”
“But it will end,” she points out. “It’s not like if we did happen to stay together indefinitely that I’d just get over it one day and be cool with my girlfriend hiding me in a room while she married someone else. I will never be cool with that, Rose.”
“So, let it end later, then.”
“Oh, yeah, great idea, let’s get emotionally invested in each other first, so it hurts even worse.”
“People break up all the time. Most relationships don’t last forever, but people start them anyway. What’s the difference?”
“Being in a relationship that doesn’t work out is life. Getting into a relationship you know won’t work is masochism.”
“But we’ll have now,” I say, leaning forward. “Danni, I want to be with you. Being around you makes everything feel good. It’s something wonderful. Isn’t it better to have something wonderful for a while, even if one day we have to say goodbye to it, than to never have it at all?”
I can tell from her expression that my words aren’t having nearly the impact I wanted them to, and I grow cold. Her eyes are glassy as she replies. “I want to be with you, too. I don’t want to end this. But we’ve barely started seeing each other, and the thought of going back to being friends hurts.”
“So we stay together.”
“It really goddamn hurts, Rose,” she says over me. “So, I can’t even imagine how much it’d hurt to do this later. I can’t do that to myself. I won’t. And you deserve someone who will stay.”
I don’t understand it. How did we get here? One moment we were talking about rumors and strangers, and suddenly, we’re over. Just like that. What did I say wrong? Can I take it back? Can we start this conversation over from the top? There has to be a way to fix this. She can’t really mean she doesn’t want to be with me anymore, can she?
There must be something eloquent and convincing I can conjure to calm her fears in one fell swoop. I’ve been trained in conflict resolution more times than I can count. But my heart is beating too fast and loud, and my throat feels as though it’s about to cease letting air through at all, and the edges of my vision are blurry, so all I can manage is a simple, unconvincing, “But … please.”
Danni’s shaking her head before I even finish. “I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I snatch up her hands. I hold them tightly, tethering us.
“Don’t,” I beg. “Danni, don’t.”
“I have to. I don’t want to, either, but we have to.”
“At least sleep on it.”
“Please, this is already hard, don’t make it harder.”
“Well, I don’t intend on making it easier for you to leave me.”
“Rose, I’m sorry,” Danni says, and she lets go of my hands. “If I realized, I wouldn’t have started this at all. I’m so sorry. But we’re going to be okay, okay? I—I still care about you, and we’re going to stay friends, and we don’t even need to keep the whole space thing going. Molly knows we’re still hanging out, and she’s fine with it. We can just go back to the way things were at the start of the term, and it’s gonna hurt for a bit, but then it won’t hurt anymore, and we are both going to be fine. Okay? I promise.”
But I’ve stopped listening. It’s apparent her mind is set, and I have no say in things, and my fear and hurt are already ebbing away. Loose sand through parted fingers. I’m sure Danni’s right. A week or two from now, three at the most, we will simply be something that briefly occurred. If she only wants to be friends, then we will be friends. It doesn’t much matter, really. Nothing does, in the grand scheme of things. Everything starts, and everything ends, on and on like that for eternity, and feeling any particular way about it is a waste of emotion. The only thing that ever changes is the time that elapses between the two points. And perhaps Danni is right. Perhaps shorter is better.
I might as well face this new reality without flinching. I get to my feet and gather my wet clothes in a bundle. “Do you have a bag?” I ask. “I should probably hide these as I walk back.”
She gives me a funny look and then digs around in her wardrobe for a tote bag. “Are you okay?” she asks as she hands it to me.
“Of course,” I assure her. “I understand what you’re saying. Really.”
She’s studying me, her eyes flickering around my face as though she’s seen something quite alarming there. “Are you sure? You don’t seem okay.”
I think—it’s entirely possible—that she’s finally seen it. Whatever it was Molly saw. The timing couldn’t be more perfect, I suppose. With any luck, it’ll help her move on from me fast. I don’t want this to be hard for her. I don’t want her to hurt.
“I’m okay,” I insist, smiling, but from her reaction that only serves to disturb her more. “Let me know if you need anything, won’t you?”
“Sure,” she says uncertainly, and I give her a brisk nod.
“Have a good night,” I say as warmly as I can manage. With a straight back, I leave, and make my way back to my own room.
With every heavy step, I shove a silent scream out of my body and into the ground.
And I message Alfie as I walk. Your fake-dating idea. I say we do it.
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After Rose and I break up, life goes on as normal without me. Eventually, I join it.
The first week or so I totally withdraw, even from Molly. It’s too hard for me to pretend to smile, and it feels like if I try, I might cry instead, and I can’t think of anything more humiliating than bursting into tears in the middle of math.
So, instead, I become really, really busy. At least, that’s what I tell Molly. As far as she knows, I have an urgent deadline for every single class she doesn’t share with me. We go to class together, we barely talk, I do my best not to look at Rose—because that feels dangerous, too—and then I rush to the ballroom to get on with piano practice. Then, once I’ve played for so long my fingertips are aching and my mind is sufficiently numbed into sludge, I sneak back to my room to lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling. Or browse stupid videos online. Or, if I’m feeling especially masochistic, search the internet for any references to me and Rose being in a relationship.
The only ones I find are the ones William sent through to Rose, but I read them over and over again. It’s weirdly comforting, to think someone else out there believes Rose and I had something special. Because now, it feels like it never happened at all. Something something if a tree falls alone in the woods.
Weirdly, even though there’s not a whole lot of stuff on me and Rose in particular, every day it seems like there are more mentions of me. I guess because Molly’s posted about me a few times now, or because royal-focused media outlets have noticed I exist, but it’s getting clear I’m not exactly anonymous anymore. Not famous enough for people to hate—yet—but my name’s getting brought up alongside Eleanor and Molly in magazine articles about Rose, and some of Molly’s fans have started dropping my name in forums like they know me personally. Like, Did you see the latest video Molly filmed in Danni’s bedroom? What would you call Danni’s haircut, I want to describe it to my stylist? Danni said something about Zach Knight in Molly’s story today, do you think they have tickets to next month’s concert?
It’s all friendly stuff, but the whole parasocial aspect of it is pretty weird.
The second week, things get a little better and a little worse. Better in that I’m confident in my ability to fake being happy, so I start actually interacting with Molly again—in class, anyway. Worse, in that when I lock myself alone in my room and start googling Rose, a bunch of articles about her and Alfie start popping up. Apparently over the weekend the two of them went on a coffee date, and held hands across the table while they talked.
Personally, I think it’s pretty screwed up of Rose to lead him on like that, but I guess it’s none of my business anymore. Whatever. As long as they’re both happy. And according to the articles, they’re very, very happy. Look at them, being happy over their coffees, and happy walking side by side out of the café, and happy happy happy as they stop under a leafless tree to whisper to each other on a street corner.
It doesn’t help that Rose has pretty much shut me out. She doesn’t text. Doesn’t call. If we cross paths, her eyes pass over me like I don’t even exist, and she never seems to be anywhere near me while we wait outside the classroom to go inside. It’s like she never met me. A couple of times, I catch myself wondering if I imagined the whole thing.
And the worst part is, I deserve every single stab. I know I do, because I asked for this. I demanded it, even. So, what right do I have to expect Rose to stay friends with me? None at all.
But damn, I wish knowing that made it magically sting less.
In week three, I dip again. Monday and Tuesday, I think I’m feeling better. Good, even. But just when I think I’ve moved on, the person who wrote the mini-essay insisting Rose and I were a thing updates their post to say they stand corrected, and Rose is obviously in a relationship with Alfie, and I break. So, I do the only thing I can do. I call Rachel in tears.
“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” she asks, and her voice is so comforting it makes me cry even harder.
“I can’t tell you everything,” I say, climbing under the covers of my bed fully clothed. “But I can’t just sit on it anymore. I was dating someone, and I had to keep it secret because she’s closeted. But we broke up, and now I can’t talk about it with anyone, because no one knows it happened.”
“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”
I choke. “No. It won’t stop hurting. I thought it would’ve stopped hurting by now.”
“You really liked her, huh?”
I nod, like Rachel can hear me, and then let out a sob.
“Breakups are the worst. They’re horrible. I get it.”
“But we weren’t even together that long,” I say, pulling the blanket over my head.
“Sweetie, it doesn’t matter. I’ve had my heart broken by guys who never liked me back at all. The only thing that matters is how much you liked them, and that can grow fast.”
Oh, god. I screwed up, didn’t I? I thought if I ended things with Rose early enough, this wouldn’t happen. I thought I was saving us both a bucket of hurt. And now look.
“Tell me it’s gonna stop hurting soon,” I beg.
“I can’t. The timeline’s different for everyone. But it’ll stop eventually. One day, you’ll look back on this and wonder what you ever saw in her in the first place.”
I latch on to her words for reassurance. But, at the same time, I doubt them. Because I can’t imagine ever wondering that about Rose.
The answer’s too obvious.



  

TWENTY-SIX
ROSE
I am absolutely fine.
In the three weeks since Danni ended our relationship, I have adjusted to yet another new normal with relative ease. I wake, I attend class and language tutoring, I eat meals, and I go to bed. Easy, predictable, steady. The good thing about Molly, I suppose, is she taught me rather effectively not to trust in the stability of even the most wonderful relationships. A useful lesson in a world like this.
On the topic of Molly, I have been finding that I struggle to mind her absence, too, lately. So, when Florence finds me in the dining hall and invites me to smoke in the woods after curfew like we used to, I say yes without hesitation.
I can hardly remember why it meant so much to me to stop drinking and dabbling in drugs in the first place. Because Molly was hurt from it? Molly can’t be hurt by me anymore; she doesn’t care what I do. Because I don’t want to harm my reputation further? It’s not as though my friends and I have been caught doing this in the past. Because I wanted to be a better person? What does it even matter what kind of person I am? The country seems happy with me at the moment, now that I’m apparently dating Alfie. Much happier than they were with me last month, when I was doing everything “right.” So, why bother trying to improve myself? I may as well do what I want. And tonight, I want to continue to feel nothing.
It’s supposed to be five of us meeting by the stairs. Eleanor and Florence, myself, and—inexplicably—Danni and Molly, who I only just found out Florence invited at all. Six, if you count Theodore. Just as we’re about to leave, though, Harriet joins us at the last second.
“It’s fine,” she says when Florence gives her a confused look. “I have the RA phone with me. If anyone needs me, they can call me.”
“Playing with fire, girl,” Florence says, but Harriet simply winks at Danni and shrugs, and we head off together. It’s an excellent thing that I’m fine, or I might have the irrational urge to throw her phone in the lake for having the audacity to flirt with my ex-girlfriend right in front of me.
Not that Danni was ever technically my girlfriend. And not that Harriet would have a clue either way.
But as I said. I’m fine, so it’s no matter at all.
We trudge through the woods in a tight group, following the light of Molly’s and Eleanor’s phone flashlights. It’s freezing, and by the time I pull out the gloves I keep folded in my coat pocket my fingers are so numb I can barely don them. Christmas break starts next week, as the tree erected in the dining hall, and the tinsel wrapped around the staircase bannisters, and the wreath they’ve hung over the Dewitt entrance keep reminding us. Even though we rarely get a white Christmas in Henland, it seems this year may be one of those rare years.
“We won’t get in trouble for this, will we?” Danni asks in a whisper as we trudge.
“Not if we don’t get caught,” Florence says cheerfully, and Danni looks stricken.
“No,” Harriet assures her, shooting Florence a dirty look. “We did this all the time last year.”
“But isn’t there a zero-tolerance policy now?”
Harriet rolls her eyes. “They just say that to look like they’re taking drug use seriously if anyone asks. As long as we don’t make them look bad, they don’t actually care.”
Before long, we reach our spot: a clearing that was set up by students long before we arrived at school, presumably for similar purposes. Harriet and Florence kneel beside the fire pit and pull wooden blocks and towels from Harriet’s backpack while Eleanor, Molly, and I take our places on the logs we’ve always used as makeshift benches. Unlike other years, Molly and I do our best to sit as far apart as possible. And as though we’ve barely had a break in our longstanding routine, Eleanor opens the canvas bag she brought—and always did bring—with her and passes out cans of hard cider as though she’s Santa handing out toys from his sack.
Harriet and Florence bring the fire from a spark to a pleasant crackle, at which point they pass around their own toys for the boys and girls.
When I take a joint for myself, Molly’s eyes fix on me in an intense glare. Quite apparently, she cares about me doing this rather more than I expected, though I can’t understand why. Nor do I understand why she chose to come along tonight. She doesn’t drink, or smoke. Did Danni want to come?
Is it possible Danni wanted to see me?
I steal a glance at Danni—something I’ve been doing as little as possible lately—and find her taking a dainty sip of cider and scrunching up her nose at the taste. Apparently, she’s not much of a drinker. She looks so adorable, I smile to myself without quite meaning to, only to avert my gaze as rapidly as I can when she catches me looking.
On the ground beside me, my phone buzzes, but before I can reach for it, Eleanor snatches at it and reads the message with a playful look. “It’s from Alfie,” she says in a singsong tone. “He says he has a surprise organized for your birthday. Apparently it involves … what’s this? Whips and chains?”
Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what Alfie has just messaged me. Slow clap. I wrestle my phone from Eleanor’s grip, and find that the message from Alfie, in fact, asks if there’s any birthday gift I particularly want. Well, gosh, after the standard I set with my birthday gift to him, the sky might be the limit here.
“Are you having a party this year?” Harriet asks.
I shoot Eleanor a dirty look, locking my phone, and she beams back at me. “Of course,” I say. “Right after the New Year. I’ll get invites to you all soon.”
I was not, in fact, planning on extending invitations to Molly and Danni; however it feels far too rude not to now. Besides, Molly missed my mother’s birthday, so I highly doubt she’ll attend mine. And Danni will follow suit, I assume.
“Damn right we’re invited,” Florence says, taking a deep drag. “What the hell kind of party would it be without us?”
“A respectable one, probably,” Danni suggests, and I smile before I can stop myself.
Eleanor responds to this by passing her the joint she’s just finished with. If Danni can hardly drink cider, it’s unlikely she’s ever smoked before. My instinct is to intervene and scold Eleanor for putting Danni on the spot like this, but I don’t wish to speak for her, either. For all I know, she wants to participate.
Danni surveys the joint in her fingers nervously, and then her eyes flicker to me. This time, I don’t look away. She takes a deep, steadying breath, raises it to her lips, and inhales so sharply I wince. As I expected, this is immediately followed by a violent coughing fit. Florence and Eleanor burst into fond laughter, but when I catch Danni’s panicked expression I’m on my feet in an instant. I remember the feeling of sucking in ash too well. It’s as though you might never get air in again.
“Here,” I say, passing her cider can to her. “Drink something.”
Molly pats her on the back, glaring at Eleanor and Florence, as Danni gratefully takes the can from me and swigs.
“That is fucking terrible,” she manages before dissolving into another coughing fit.
“You sucked too hard,” I explain, returning to my seat. “You want to go slow and steady.”
“Oh.” She meets my eyes once more, and there’s something I don’t like about it at all. It makes me want to wrap my arms around her. I want to be the one rubbing her back. I want to kiss the ash from her lips.
It feels disturbingly like longing.
I much preferred it when I avoided her orbit.
Danni’s gaze trails around the group, and she flushes. I think of her nervousness around the spotlight, and her fear of being laughed at. It just won’t do for her to feel uncertain like this around her own friends. “You want to try again?” I ask. Perhaps if she has the chance to redeem herself—and if I can effectively warn Florence and Eleanor with my eyes to stop laughing—the sudden self-consciousness will leave her posture. I don’t like her looking like this.
Danni nods, and I take Harriet’s joint from her and lift it to demonstrate. Danni matches my actions and, as one, our lips part, and we breathe in gently, steadily.
“Perfect,” I murmur. “I’m proud of you.”
Danni blossoms at my words, and for just a moment, I forget she isn’t mine. When the fact comes crashing back in, it goes down like burning ash.
I’m not entirely certain I’m fine after all.
I’m even less certain when Molly scowls and gets to her feet, dusting off the back of her pants. “I thought we agreed you weren’t going to pressure my friends into taking drugs anymore,” she says to me, turning on her heel before I can respond.
Danni scrambles up, too, looking patently horrified. “You didn’t—nobody pressured me,” she assures me, not that it’s much consolation. “I should…”
“Yes, go,” I urge in a cracking voice, and she disappears into the night.
The rest of us sit in uncomfortable silence. For the life of me, I can’t think of what to say.



  

TWENTY-SEVEN
DANNI
Christmas break in Henland is a full three weeks long, and Rose’s birthday party takes place at the palace the weekend before we go back to school. When Molly and Eleanor come to my house to pick me up, I’m surprised by how much I missed them. We’ve been messaging and stuff, but it isn’t the same, and both of them were away for Christmas—Eleanor with her parents in France, and Molly with her grandparents in Korea. So it’s not like I could visit.
Part of me wonders if that’s why Molly decided to come tonight after all—if she’s missed me, and wanted to hang out. I’m pretty damn sure it’s not because she’s been dying to see Rose, anyway.
While Molly films the room, which seems to be filled mostly with adults, dignitaries and crown-wearing royalty from around the globe, Eleanor tugs me over to an interactive guest book. It’s linked to a projector, I realize, with the birthday messages lit up on a nearby wall. Molly finishes filming and considers the book for a suspiciously long time, like she’s tossing up whether to write something inappropriate in it.
“Don’t you dare,” I tell her. “Everyone will see it.”
She gives me a sheepish smile.
Not far away, mingling in the thick crowd of fancy people, I spot Rose. Rose and Alfie. Everything else fades away as soon as I do.
Rose is wearing a simple, figure-hugging dress that gathers around her waist, with her hair falling in loose curls. She looks perfect, as always. The two of them are standing with Alfie’s parents, cracking up about something. Rose’s arm is snaked tightly around Alfie’s waist. Standing on my tiptoes, I see his fingers brush against her thigh, and I look away, suddenly sick to my stomach.
A few seconds later I peek again, totally unable to help myself. I’m just in time to see Rose rest her head against Alfie’s shoulder as she listens dotingly to something Alfie’s dad is saying. Alfie says something and they all laugh. I bet he’s so fucking funny. I bet he’s charismatic as hell. I bet Rose is having the best birthday ever.
I tear my eyes away and follow Eleanor and Molly to one of the many food stations, which are all headed by chefs taking custom orders. We find Harriet and Florence hovering by the patisserie station, and I grab a fig Danish and force it down.
It tastes rotten.
Not long after we finish shoveling pastries into our mouths—pastries that, according to Harriet, apparently taste awesome when they’re not seasoned by jealousy—the music cuts off and the crowd bursts into murmurs and whispers as people rush to find a seat. A few Ashford guys I don’t recognize fill up the rest of our table and swivel around to face the stage, which is right by us. The king and queen, along with Rose and Alfie, climb up onto it, and when the crowd finally falls silent, the king speaks.
“Welcome, all of you. Thank you for joining us tonight as we celebrate that joyous day seventeen years ago when our future queen entered this world.”
Rose is searching the crowd with a determined eye. I take a deep breath and steady myself. I’m ready for it when her eyes meet mine. They hold my gaze, but her face stays blank.
Even if I never ended things, I wouldn’t be up there with her. Either way, I’d be down here, watching her from an invisible spot in the crowd. Only, now I get to do it without having her to myself in private, either.
“We are so proud of the humble, intelligent, talented young woman that Rosemary has grown to be. I think I speak for all of us when I say…”
Beside Rose, Alfie listens to the king with a rapturous expression, his hand brushing against Rose’s. Her fingers curl up to touch his palm.
I’ve never wanted to be somewhere else more than I do in this exact moment.
“We wish her all the best for her future endeavors. This girl of mine will continue to surprise all of us.…”
Rose is looking at me again. She catches me in the process of staring at Alfie like he’s a mosquito I want to swat away. Or squash. Keeping her eyes fixed on me she takes Alfie’s hand in hers and squeezes it, pressing her shoulder flush against his. Her mouth doesn’t smile, but her eyes sure do.
I might have brought this on myself, but it doesn’t make me any less hurt and angry at her. She didn’t have to punish me more. I’ve been punished enough.
When I look away, I notice Molly’s eyes drifting between Rose and me. Back and forth. I tune back in to the king’s speech right as it wraps up.
“I won’t keep you any longer. Please, continue to enjoy your night. Thank you.”
The crowd bursts into applause, then floods to return to what they were doing. I stand straight up. “I’m going to the bathroom,” I choke out to Molly before escaping.
I make it all the way through the crowd, past the edges of the room, and to the hall where the bathroom entrance is. Right before I go in, though, someone grabs my arm and stops me. Molly followed me, it turns out. “Hold on,” she says. “I think we should talk, and we won’t get any privacy in there.”
She leads me to a spot by the wall, near a tall vase of pink orchids and peonies. There’s no one close enough to eavesdrop here, and it’s loud enough that our voices won’t travel.
“Look,” she says. “I just want to know, in case I can help. Why are you and Rosemary not friends anymore? What went down?”
“Oh, it’s nothing,” I say.
“Really? Because you look like you’re about to cry.”
I’m about ten seconds from crying, yeah. “I’m always about to cry,” I say. “I told you, I’m stressed.”
“Even at the end of a three-week holiday?”
“Yes.”
She doesn’t look convinced. I don’t blame her. I didn’t have enough notice to prepare a good cover story here, and I’m a bad enough liar even when I am prepared. “Rose was looking at you really strangely,” she says.
“Was she?”
“And you were looking at her the same way.”
I wave a hand. “Just listening to the speech.”
“I had some weird comments on that post you asked me to put up of you.”
“People on the internet can be weird.”
“There’s a couple of people who were convinced you and Rose were…”
“Someone thought the same about you, once,” I spit out, way too defensively. “I saw it on a forum somewhere. They thought you and Rose were dating.”
Molly blinks. “What? Where?”
“I know you and Rose never dated,” I say quickly. “But that’s my point. It’s funny what people will come up with, isn’t it?”
“Uh-huh,” Molly says flatly. She checks for potential eavesdroppers, then meets my eyes. “And what about you and Rose?”
“What about us?” I ask weakly.
Molly keeps her eyes locked on me. “You can tell me to piss off if you want,” she says. “I know I’m crossing a major boundary right now, and it’s none of my business.”
She doesn’t say “but,” but I hear it anyway. And I have to figure out what to say, fast, because saying nothing is as good as outing Rose. And denying it? Am I that good an actor? Or will I basically out Rose through my sheer panic? Door A sucks, and door B sucks, and the longer I take to pick one the less likely she’ll believe whatever I do say.
“It’s not me and Rose,” I say. “It’s just me.”
And there. Just like that, it’s out in the world again. Now three living people know I’m not straight. And, surprisingly, it doesn’t feel as scary as I thought it would. Maybe because I trust Molly, more than most people I’ve ever met. Maybe because Molly made it clear the day I met her she doesn’t have a problem with sapphics. But even still, this is big. It’s big, and it’s done, and she doesn’t seem freaked out at all. I did it.
I did it.
I can tell right away Molly believes me, from the way her face softens and her eyebrows shoot up. So, encouraged, I lie some more. “I’ve liked her for a while, and I told her last month, and she didn’t feel the same, and it hurt my feelings, so I told her I wanted some space for a while. I thought if I didn’t see her as much I’d get over it, but I haven’t gotten over it. And I’m pretty sure she’s mad at me for ending our … friendship. So, it’s all sort of on me for ending it to begin with, and I’ve just hurt both of us, but I don’t know how to take it back.”
It’s so good to get it out. And even though half of it is bullshit, the gist of it is still there.
“Why do you think she’s mad at you?” Molly asks.
“She’s pretty much acting like I don’t exist.”
Molly leans in, and she looks serious and apologetic all at once. “Look, I don’t mean this to hurt your feelings, or make it harder for you, but Rose shuts people out. Easily. She doesn’t care if she’s hurting you, she only cares about herself, and what she wants, and what’s best for her. So don’t … don’t think you need to figure out how to make it up to her. It’s not a crime to have feelings for someone, and it shouldn’t have had to mean the end of your friendship. And if you asked to end it, it’s obviously because you were hurt. Someone who cared would’ve given you some time to cool off, and then they would’ve reached back out. But she doesn’t care.”
“Yes she does. I just—”
“She doesn’t care,” Molly repeats. “Trying to drag empathy out of Rose is like hoping a dictator softens up on their own. Hoping for it will only hurt you more in the long run.”
I think about how weirdly calm and detached Rose has been. Ignoring me, looking past me, the way she shut down when I ended things with her in that eerily calm way. I can see why Molly feels the way she does, I really do. And Molly’s known Rose basically her whole life, so maybe she’s right, and I’m wrong.
But Rose smoked weed a few weeks ago after promising she wouldn’t anymore. And Rose has thrown herself into whatever this thing is with Alfie. And Rose barely took her eyes off me just now while she pressed right up against him. I’m not arguing Rose is being saintly here. But is she uninterested? Unaffected? Totally fine? I find that hard to believe.
Also, something’s been bugging me. A memory of mine.
“I’ve told you how I was bullied last year,” I say. “It went on for a while. At first I cried, a lot. But one day I stopped crying. It’s like I used up all my tears and I just felt numb for a long time. I went inside myself. It helped me get through the worst of the bullying, but it also meant it took my mom ages to figure out I needed help. Because I looked like I was doing okay.”
Molly sighs. “I see where you’re going with this, but—”
“I don’t think she acts okay because she is okay,” I cut her off. “I think she acts like this when she isn’t.”
Molly gives me a pitying look, which, to be honest, I resent a little. “Are you sure that’s not just what you want to believe?” she asks.
I stare her down. “Maybe,” I say. “But are you sure you haven’t been too hard on her?”
She blinks fast in a way that tells me I hit a nerve. I guess it’s the first time I’ve given Molly any real opinion on their fight, other than listening to her and telling her I hear where she’s coming from. But that’s the thing. I do hear where she’s coming from. And what I’m hearing is, maybe she assigned one meaning to Rose’s behavior when the truth is something different altogether. If Molly doesn’t want to be Rose’s friend for fair reasons, then that’s fine. But if Molly just doesn’t understand what’s going on with Rose, then I can’t stay out of it. It’s Rose. If she needs me to have her back when she’s not here to stick up for herself, then that’s what’s going to happen. Every time. Over and over again, if I have to.
“There’s a difference,” I say, “between shutting people out, and shutting down.”
“Excuse me,” Molly says, taking a step backward.
My resolve shakes a little. “Are you mad at me?” I ask quickly.
She gives me a small smile. “No. I’ll be back soon.”
So, I watch her disappear into the crowd, and try to fight off the sinking feeling that I’ve seriously put my foot in it now.



  

TWENTY-EIGHT
ROSE
When Molly approaches me out of the blue while I’m mid-conversation with my cousin Sukey, I’m so startled to find her talking to me at all that I brace for the worst before she even speaks. I excuse myself from Sukey and walk several steps with her, ducking my head closer so she can say whatever she needs to say to me without causing a scene. And though I’m anticipating conflict, I never expect the following words to leave her mouth.
“Danni told me what went down with you two last month,” Molly says in a low voice, and my world stops. Keeping my breath under control, and glancing at the surrounding partygoers to quickly ascertain that we weren’t overheard, I grab her by the arm and steer her out of the gala, down the hall, and into the nearest sitting room. There, I close the door behind us and whirl around.
“I’m sorry, can you repeat that, please?” I ask. “It was quite loud in there.”
Molly stands in the center of the room, atop a rug in the same shade of rich maroon as her dress, with her arms hugged tightly around her middle. “Danni told me what happened last month. With you two. I could tell something was off between the two of you, so I asked her. She told me everything.”
“Everything,” I repeat in a voice that’s rather more high-pitched than I mean it to be. “About…?”
“The lesbian stuff,” she says. “Or the bisexual stuff, she didn’t clarify that part. The … romantic feelings stuff. Whatever. Anyway, the important thing is that it’s obvious you’ve shut down on her, and in case you haven’t noticed, it’s hurting her. A lot. And the worst thing is, she’s convinced you’re upset for some reason.” She shakes her head. “Actually, she seems to think you mind so much you just can’t handle it. And Danni is a good person, so if she’s wrong, you need to let her down gently. But if she’s right, you need to figure out a way to handle it, because I’m not gonna let you shut her out like you did to me. She still has feelings for you, and you’re being cruel.”
There are myriad problems with everything Molly just said, but I triage and latch onto the most pressing point. “She … told you?” I ask, aghast.
“Yeah. I mean, I sort of dragged it out of her, she didn’t really want to, but it’s done now.”
“I can’t believe she told you,” I say, half to myself.
Molly ignores me. “So, be honest with me. Right now. Do you actually care?”
I flounder. “It’s none of your business,” I say. My head is spinning. How could Danni have told her? I trusted her. Deeply, in fact—more than I trust most people. More than I probably had any right to trust someone I’ve known for so little time. Why am I so shocked? What was it about Danni that had me so convinced she would never share something so private, so important?
“Danni’s my best friend, so if you hurt her, it’s my business. So: do you give a damn about her?”
Is Molly even the first person she’s told? What if she’s shared this with other people? I have no way of knowing. How could she do this? How could she?
“Rose?” Molly asks, a little too loudly, and I scrape my way to the surface of my swirling thoughts.
“Of course I do,” I snap. “I wouldn’t have been with her at all if I didn’t care about her. Not to mention, I don’t know if she left this part out, but she broke up with me.”
So if she’s sharing this around in some sort of ill-conceived revenge against me, it’s not even fair. I never wanted to break up. I all but begged her on my knees not to. No, I realize, she’s not doing this out of revenge. That’s not Danni. So, what, then? Did she simply forget the stakes?
“You wouldn’t have … what?” Molly asks. “She broke up with you?”
“Yes,” I repeat. “She did.”
Molly could not possibly look more bewildered if she tried. Her confusion catches at me and slows me down, a parachute against free fall. Why does she look like that? Is it that hard for her to believe Danni broke my heart, and not the other way around?
She narrows her eyes like she has incoming migraine. “Wait, I’m lost. Are you telling me there was something between … you and Danni?”
The world stops as the implications of her words hit me. I frantically replay our conversation, and realize my mistake too late. At no point did Molly specifically confirm she knew about our trysts. I keep my mouth shut for once, unwilling to implicate myself further.
Molly bicycles her hands while she speaks. “Danni told me that she had a one-sided crush on you, and you knew about it, and that’s why there’s been weirdness between you two.”
Ah. Well, that’s something I can much more imagine Danni saying. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been quite so quick to believe her apparent betrayal of me.
“Quite right,” I say. “That’s what I meant to say. I’m homophobic, unfortunately.”
“I was trying to convince you to stop shutting her out and show her some empathy before you messed up your friendship with her forever.”
“Your feedback has been well-noted, and I’ll take it into consideration.” Feeling ill, I take a step toward leaving, but Molly grabs at my forearm.
“Rose, I didn’t know,” she says, and it’s the first time she’s spoken to me with any measure of kindness in months. That alone is enough to make me linger. I look at her, and she’s soft and earnest.
“Can we sit?” she asks, and I nod. Together, we move to the sage velvet love seat and take our places side by side. Molly leans her elbows on her knees. I let my back fall against the couch.
“You and Danni?” she asks.
I suppose there’s no point trying to deny it now. I dug myself well and truly into this hole, and now I’m stuck sitting in it. “Mm.”
“For how long?”
“Not too long.”
Not long enough.
“So you’re…”
“A lesbian.”
Molly shakes her head. “I had no idea.”
“Well, I didn’t tell you.”
“Is this new?”
“Me being queer?”
“You coming out.”
“I haven’t come out. Danni found out incidentally.”
“How?”
“I kissed her.”
“Oh. That’d do it.” Molly taps a nervous foot on the rug. “I was just wondering, I guess. I just mean that, if you’d been telling people, it wouldn’t surprise me if I didn’t get told.”
“Admittedly, you wouldn’t have been high on my list,” I say to the ceiling.
“Yeah. I can understand that.”
I purse my lips and grit my teeth and squeeze my hands together and tumble out with, “I still don’t understand why, though.”
Molly blinks. “Why you’re lesbian?”
“Why we stopped being friends.”
“Oh.”
It feels like squeezing an empty bottle in the hopes of finding a missed drop of water, but I have to ask again. Just one more time. “I don’t understand what I did that was so toxic,” I say. “Perhaps if I did, I could work on it, at least. Even if it’s too late for the two of us. But you haven’t always hated me, so for the last time, what, exactly, did I do, Molly?”
She shifts uncomfortably, refusing to meet my gaze. “You disappeared.”
“I disappeared?” I ask, incredulous. “I was right there the whole time. You’re the one who vanished. A little more every day, and at first it was too subtle to comment on without sounding pathetic, and then suddenly it was too far gone to address. It was quite impressive, really.”
Or it would have been, if it hadn’t been quite so devastating.
“You were there physically, but you were not right there,” Molly says, looking straight ahead. “You never checked in on me. If I checked in on you, you changed the subject. If I tried to talk about Oscar, you changed the subject. If I tried to talk about how I was doing, you changed the subject. And you were fine. He was supposed to be your friend, and you watched him die, and you didn’t care even a little. The only thing you cared about was making sure you looked good in the public eye. I needed you,” she chokes. “I tried to come to you so many times. And I might as well have been telling you about a foreign news story or something for all you cared. Our friend died, Rose. And you and I were there when it happened. You should’ve been the person I could speak to the most about it. But you completely shut me out. I was crumbling, and you just watched me.”
I remember the day after Oscar died as clearly as if I were living it now. We all left the lodge that night, and I flew back home. Here. There was a flurry of activity as my parents spoke to me, together then individually, as well as meetings with William. My bodyguard, Elizabeth, was fired early that afternoon, because of me. Adults flew from room to room talking in urgent voices, concocting plans, composing statements. I remember walking to my bathroom, staring at my reflection in the mirror and urging myself to cry. It felt as though I should cry—both because of the ache in my chest that longed to be released, and the general sense that it was disrespectful to Oscar’s memory not to cry. But no matter how urgently I willed it, the tears never came.
I remember how loud my body seemed. My beating heart was a booming bass drum, my breaths were a howling wind, my parched lips stuck together and pulled apart with a dry ripping noise. Like Velcro, I remember noting.
Eventually, I gave up. Then I wandered to the study, pulled every book off the shelf, and placed them back one by one in alphabetical order.
I have no defense, because I’m sure Molly is correct. There’s much I can’t remember after that first day—the following weeks, and even months, are a blur with only a few snatches of clarity here and there—but I believe every bit of it. I’m sure I changed the subject away from Oscar as often as he was brought up, because my mind all but ceases to function when I remember him. I’m certain I never invited Molly to talk about him, or her grief, for the very same reason. As for my reputation—yes, I did focus on that, absolutely. It was the one thing I had any semblance of control over—the only thing I had any hope of fixing—while everything else lay in shattered pieces at my feet.
“That’s all true,” I tell her. “And you deserved so much better than that.”
“I just want to know why you didn’t care. Did you ever even like Oscar? Or me?”
A sigh seeps out, heavy, weary. “Of course I did. I just … the older I get, the less I’m able to feel … things. Bad things. If something’s somewhat bad, I can feel it, but it’s as though if it passes a certain threshold, it vanishes altogether. Even my thoughts disappear sometimes. I don’t know why it’s happening, and I know it’s not a good enough excuse. But that’s the reason, all the same.” I clasp my hands together tightly. “I suppose that’s why my eyes seem empty to you. Whenever I should be feeling sad, or angry, or afraid, it’s as though I do empty out on the inside. I don’t really think I’m there at all. I’m just sort of watching from a distance.”
“You could have at least pretended to care. You could have asked me how I was. You could have let me talk about it, for god’s sake, even if you weren’t actually listening. You have no problem saying the right things to strangers, even if you don’t believe them. You should have done that for me.”
“But we don’t lie to each other, Molly. It would be fake.”
I lie to so many people, for so many reasons. I say I’m happy to be at events I despise. I make people believe I remember them and care for them, when in reality I reviewed refresher notes on their names and lives hours earlier. I pretend endless small talk doesn’t make my brain shrink. I speak passionately on causes that aren’t close to my heart in the slightest.
There are so few people I let into my life voluntarily. And all of them are people I can be myself with, for better or for worse.
But the good version of myself—the one Danni seems so sure I could be—would she value authenticity over her friend’s well-being? Or would she happily play a role every now and then when it’s needed? Would she, perhaps, be more liberal with white lies than I am?
“I can try,” I offer, and Molly silently nods in response. I clear my head, and think of what I would say if Molly were a family friend, or a visiting diplomat, who had gone through a recent tragedy. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through,” I say. “Oscar was a wonderful, incredible person. He was kind, and funny, and loyal, and the loss of him is just … simply devastating. I know there’s nothing I can say that can erase this, or ease your burden, but if there’s anything you need from me—anything I can do—I will be there in a heartbeat. You’re my best friend,” I finish, and that part, at least, rings true. “And I’m so sorry you have to live through this.”
I sneak a glance at Molly to ascertain her reaction. She doesn’t look particularly moved. In fact, she appears to be fighting a smile of mirth.
“Yeah,” she says, her mouth trembling with the effort of remaining straight-faced. “That was, um … very fake.”
“I did warn you.”
“You did,” she agrees, finally letting the smile win. Sun peeking through clouds. “Thank you for trying, though. At least you tried.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t try earlier.” And again, it’s honest.
The smile fades in an instant, and all at once, Molly looks as though she’s on the verge of tears. She blinks up at the ceiling. “I just really thought you didn’t care. I thought we didn’t matter to you. I was so hurt, I was … I just…”
“I have cared about you since the day I met you,” I say quietly. “You matter to me more than almost anyone in the world, and there’s never been a moment that wasn’t true.”
The tears spill over now, slipping down her cheeks one by one. She makes no move to wipe them away. I watch them fall, and feel a pang of jealousy, which I know full well is an abominable reaction to someone I love crying, but I feel it all the same.
“Molly?” I say. “I’ve been trying to apologize and understand what happened between us for months. Why are we having this conversation now?”
She takes an awfully long time to reply, sniffling and swallowing and working her mouth as she mulls over her words. “Because I thought when you went distant, it was proof you didn’t care. I thought actions spoke louder than words, so I didn’t want to hear what you had to say. It wasn’t until Danni said she thinks you shut down when stuff goes really wrong that I even realized there could be another explanation. You were so good to me when my dad died, I thought it was evidence that you do know what to say, and you just didn’t care anymore. I didn’t click that the difference between Dad and Oscar is you were grieving Oscar as well. Maybe I should’ve figured it out myself. I definitely should’ve heard you out, I know. But I’ve just been so…”
“Sad,” I finish. “You lash out, and I lash in, I suppose.”
“I’ve been awful to you,” she says, and I get the sense that she’s realizing the truth of her words as she says them. “I’m so sorry. I was just … everything was so much, and I was so angry at everybody.”
Though her words don’t erase the hurt of the past several months—and though I’m sure she feels much the same about mine—I don’t have it in me to conjure up any bitterness. And I don’t believe it’s due to a lack of feeling, either. Mostly, I think, I’ve missed her far too much to have any interest in holding a grudge, and it feels so wonderful to be by her side and talking frankly that any less pleasant emotions simply aren’t loud enough to make themselves heard.
“I don’t suppose we’ll be able to forget this all happened,” I say.
“No.”
“So, what now?”
Molly finally glances at me. “I don’t want to be angry anymore,” she says.
It is, I suppose, as positive a step as I could hope for. “Do you think we could start speaking again?” I ask her.
“I’d like to.”
Neither of us has ever been any good at emotional displays of affection, even prior to the last six months. So we don’t celebrate our tentative reconciliation with an embrace. But when Molly stands and offers to return to the party with me—not ahead of me, or behind me, or sulking by my side, but with me—it feels like a warm blanket all the same.
And yet.
“I’m not ready to go out just yet,” I say. “I may stay in here for another minute.”
And so, she gives me a sad smile and leaves me alone with my thoughts.
My favorite room in a party has always been the quietest, farthest room from the festivities, and I’m sure Mum plans on cutting the cake soon, which will require me to be energetic, and bright, and sociable. And I can be exactly none of those things without a moment to breathe and prepare myself for round two. For about a minute, I simply sit and breathe, then I wander over to the curtains. If I part them, I’ll catch a glimpse of the crowd below, camping out in hopes they can glimpse me right back. I could do it. I could greet them. Maybe I even should, to connect with some of the people who still love me despite everything.
But I so prefer being alone.
Yet, when the door behind me opens, and I turn around to find Danni standing behind me, I feel anything but annoyance. I offer her a wordless smile, and she closes the door behind her and joins me to stare at the drawn curtains, as though we’re surveying a breathtaking view. From a mountaintop chalet, perhaps.
“Apparently the fireworks are starting soon,” Danni says.
“Ridiculous waste of money,” I say. “When I’m queen, there will be no fireworks.”
“You know what? I’m down with that. Taxpayers should not be funding fireworks displays. Or acrobats. Or champagne towers, honestly.”
“Absolutely agree. I will abolish all of it.”
“Good.”
“No more fireworks throughout the kingdom. In fact, no merriment at all.”
“I was thinking more along the lines of lowering the budget cap on royal birthday parties.” Danni grins. “I didn’t mean you should go all Footloose on the poor country.”
“No, no, I like the merriment ban. I’ll call it the Blythe Law, just so everyone knows where it came from.”
“I would like to go on record and say I was never in favor of a total fireworks ban.” She clears her throat, and looks away suddenly. “Um, also. Just a heads-up. I told Molly I have feelings for you, but I said they’re unrequited.”
I break into a silent laugh, and press my fingers to my lips to still them. Danni notices, and she tips her head to one side, quizzical. “Did Molly already tell you that?”
I will tell her exactly what Molly knows. Though I think I’ll leave out the misunderstanding, lest she takes on any responsibility for me unwittingly outing myself to Molly. But for now, that’s not what I want to discuss.
I want to take her hands in mine, but I don’t. Instead, eyes blazing, I turn to face her. “I think you just gave me my best friend back,” I say thickly, and her eyes widen in surprise.
“You and Molly made up?”
When I break into a smile, she throws her arms around me. Oh, I forgot how this feels. The warmth of her, the feel of her heartbeat against my ribs, the scent of her shampoo as my cheek presses against the top of her head. I clutch on to her like she’s a buoy, and I’ve only just realized I’ve been treading water for far too long.
She digs her fingertips into my back, and rests her head against mine. “Rose,” she whispers, and I don’t know if it’s a statement or a question. Or a warning.
I don’t even know who shifts first. All I know is, all at once, we’re kissing, and there’s nothing hesitant or gentle about it. It’s a desperate, frantic, hungry kiss, and her fingers are in my hair, and my hand is firm against her waist, and my back hits the wall hard before I even register that we’ve moved. With my other hand, I pull her in to deepen the kiss, and she lets out an involuntary moan at the back of her throat that almost causes my knees to buckle. If it weren’t for the support of the wall, I think they might have.
We were barely even together. Like a cherry blossom, we’d bloomed, and dazzled, and died, all in the span of weeks. Although trees don’t truly die once their leaves fall, do they? They simply lie dormant. As, I suppose, did we.
But still, we were so brief. Kissing her shouldn’t feel like this, as though I’ve finally reattached a lost limb, and I’m whole once more. Missing her shouldn’t matter this much. I’ve been missing her for longer than I ever even had her.
But god, she matters. I can’t help it. She matters.
When we pull apart, though, a horrible thought flashes across my mind. Was that our final kiss, then? The denouement?
The crystal-sharp panic of that thought snaps me out of the hazy fog of wanting that had drifted over me. I don’t want this, I realize. Not as it is, anyway.
“Don’t do this to me,” I plead, and Danni blinks up at me, hurt flashing across her hazel eyes.
“What?” she asks.
“You said you didn’t want to be with me, and I completely respect that. But if we can’t be together, then that means we can’t blur the lines. And that’s your responsibility,” I tell her firmly when she opens her mouth to protest, because, in fairness, we simultaneously kissed each other just now. “Because I wanted to be with you, and if I could, I would. It’s you who didn’t want to be with me. So don’t make me say no to you when I don’t even want to.”
She stares at me, and I despise it, because she’s mesmerizingly beautiful, and I wish she wasn’t. And all I want to do is roll back time by half a minute and somehow turn a moment into an eternity, erasing the “after” altogether. I may only get one life, but if I had the choice, any choice in the matter at all, I would spend the rest of it kissing her—every wretched second I have left—just so I would never have to face breaking apart for the last time, knowing that eventually even the memory of her taste will be lost to me.
“I did want to be with you,” she says. “I just wanted to get the breakup over with before it could hurt too bad.”
“And did it work for you?” I ask. “Because it’s hurt me quite effectively.”
“All I have done is hurt,” she says, and her voice cracks. “I thought it would be okay, because it was early, but I’ve never been less okay in my whole freaking life. I hate it, and I hate myself for choosing it, because it sucks. It was the wrong choice, and I keep waiting for it to get easier, and it’s not happening.”
“So, what’s the point?” I ask her.
“There is no point! I’m already screwed. I was screwed from the second I kissed you. I think I was screwed from the second I met you. You’re going to hurt me either way, and the worst thing is, if it means I can have you now, I don’t even think I mind anymore, because whatever happens months or years from now can’t hurt worse than this.”
She catches her breath, and I once more resist the urge to touch her. I don’t trust where it will lead, and I need to know exactly where we stand first. “What do you want, Danni?”
With a sigh, she raises her hands then lets them fall limply to her sides. “For things to be simple.”
I survey her soberly. “Well, I can’t give you that.”
“What can you give me, then?”
“Me,” I say. “Just me.”
She takes my hands, and I don’t tear them away, but I avert my eyes, to be safe. “Is that enough for you?” I ask over her head. “Being with me isn’t easy.”
“I don’t think it will be,” she agrees softly. “But being without you is impossible. Hurt me later, please. Not now.”
At this, finally, I look at her.
This time, she kisses me first.
This time, I’m not afraid for it to end.



  

TWENTY-NINE
ROSE
“I want to tell you something. Both because we’re friends, and because it affects you.”
I’ve come to meet Alfie at Ashford Academy, as this didn’t seem to be an appropriate conversation to hold over a video call. Though Bramppath students aren’t usually welcomed outside of brother-sister school events, being a princess has its perks. I was not allowed to venture past the reception desk, however, so Alfie and I opted to hover in a private spot near the wrought-iron gate bordering the front of the office’s gardens. It’s bitterly cold out here, and we’re both hugging our arms to ourselves despite our thick winter coats.
“It sounds serious.” He smiles.
“Alfie, I’m a lesbian.”
It’s blunt, but I’m worried if I put it off for long the words may never leave my lips.
He blinks in surprise, and brushes a lock of brown hair out of his face. “Oh,” he says, looking distinctly taken aback, which I’d expected, and somewhat amused, which I hadn’t.
“Yes,” I say. “So … hold on, why did you say it like that?”
“Well, it explains the kiss.”
“You said it wasn’t that bad.”
“Well it certainly wasn’t that good,” he says, breaking into a chuckle. The first friend I’ve formally—and on purpose—come out to, and it devolves immediately into personal insults. I am aggrieved.
“You went in for another!”
“Yes, just in case it was nerves the first time!”
“Okay, well, now you know. It wasn’t nerves, it was because I’m a lesbian, and even though you’re very pretty, and I adore you, it’s physically impossible for me to enjoy kissing you.”
“‘Physically impossible to enjoy kissing you’ is just what every guy wants to hear, Rosie. Stop flattering me, I’m blushing.”
“Anyway, my point is that I think it’s time to stop the fake relationship.”
“You’re fake breaking up with me?”
“I am.”
“On this day? Of all days?”
I pause, stricken. “Wait, what’s today?”
He breaks into a grin. “Nothing, I just wanted to see your face. So, what’s the correlation here? Unless—” He brightens. “Are you telling me you’re dating someone?”
That is, in fact, exactly what I’m here to tell him. When I told Danni this morning I would be ending Alfie’s and my little adventure in media manipulation, along with coming out to him, I asked what she would like her role in things to be. She had—quite quickly, and with a very satisfied smile on her face—given her blessing for me to tell Alfie about us.
“I am. Danni. Blythe,” I add.
He raises an eyebrow. “I know who Danni is.”
“Right, of course.”
“Look at you, all nervous.” He hops in place, trying to get warm. “I never see you nervous. What did your parents say? I assume they know?”
“They know I’m a lesbian, but not about Danni, and I don’t want them to.”
Alfie makes several rather odd faces. “Rosie, I’m confused. You want this to be a secret?”
“Yes.”
“Yet right now, you have the ideal cover in place. With me. Providing ample evidence that you’re not dating Danni. And you want to … end that?”
I stare at him in surprise. “I assumed you would want to, once you found out.”
“That you’re a lesbian?” he asks. “You thought I would want to end our fake relationship when I found out it’s … extra fake?”
I try to hide my smile. “Well, I don’t know.”
“You did think I was doing this in the hopes we’d end up together!”
“I did not.”
“You so did. I told you I’m not! Why is it so hard for you to believe I’m not in love with you?”
I ignore that. “What do you get out of this, though?”
Alfie grows earnest. “I get to help you.”
Well, I’ll have to speak to Danni about it, of course. But I can’t deny it would be helpful for us to have Alfie’s involvement. Immeasurably so.
“Ooh,” he says suddenly. “We should do something for Valentine’s Day. Something really public. We can do that, right? We’ll have time to plan.”
I hesitate. “Oh, I … it’s a good idea, but I want to spend Valentine’s Day with Danni.”
“Bring her!” he says instantly, and I laugh. “I’d like to get to know her,” he presses. “If she’s going to be around now, we might as well try to find something we like about each other.”
“Watch out, that was almost amicable.”
Alfie lifts a shoulder and smiles into it. “I don’t know what you mean, Rosie, I’m the most welcoming person you can think of.”
“Maybe if I only had one brain cell left,” I say, and he feigns insult. “Besides, I’m sure that’s exactly what I shouldn’t be doing. A staged press event with Danni and me on Valentine’s Day.”
“I’d be there.”
“Yes, but still.”
He thinks for a few moments. I can tell Alfie is set on this idea, which means it will be hard to tear him away from it. And the problem with Alfie getting set on an idea is that, more often than not, he finds a way to get me to agree to it, sooner or later.
“We’ll bring along a friend of mine,” he says. “Fake dating for everyone.”
I laugh and roll my eyes.
“Come on,” he says. “It’s a good idea.”
“Hmm. Maybe.”
“Rosie.”
“Maybe.”

Alfie wins.
Danni is thrilled at the idea of spending Valentine’s Day together in public. Less thrilled at the prospect of Alfie joining, and even less than that at the promise of his friend. But she does agree it’s a smart tactical move—and when she finds out she gets to be excused from classes that day to participate in important palace business, she softens even more.
I collect her from her bedroom carrying a large package wrapped in gold paper. She answers the door in her army-green parka. The one she was wearing at the rugby match where we got to know each other, and the night we kissed in the woods. There’s so many wonderful memories attached to that jacket, seeing it makes me glow.
She noticed my gift instantly, and she looks nervous. “Okay, so, we didn’t really establish this,” she says, “because it’s an uncomfortable topic, but I don’t have a whole lot of money. Like, at all. So when it comes to gifts—”
“I don’t expect a thing,” I say.
“Well, you shouldn’t expect nothing, because I do have something for you. But it’s not going to be something flashy. You didn’t get me something flashy, did you?”
I look down at the box in my hands, and then back up, guiltily. “Define flashy.”
“Awesome,” Danni says, rolling her eyes, but she’s smiling, at least.
“It’s not a car or anything,” I say, following her inside her room.
“Well, thank god!” she cries. “Thank god you didn’t get me a car for Valentine’s Day.”
“You know,” I say, “if I had gotten you a car, you’d be making me feel rather bad about it right now.”
“Not as bad as I’d feel, I promise you. One day soon we are gonna have a chat about what it means to give gifts when you’re in two different tax brack—wait, do you even pay taxes?”
I open my mouth to reply, but she barrels on. “Never mind, it’ll just work me up. Today, I am going to love whatever you got me, because I’m sure it’s really nice, and you put thought into it. And I am going to spend zero time feeling weird about the fact that I couldn’t buy you a gift.”
“Excellent plan,” I say, handing over her present. “Although now I feel as though I’m setting some wild expectations here. I didn’t get you anything even in the realm of a car.”
Or, for that matter, a Vacheron Constantin watch.
“Even better.”
“I don’t like you that much yet,” I add. She sits on the bed with the gift in her lap and shoots me a glare. “Open it,” I urge.
She does, revealing the pair of leather figure skates I spent hours agonizing over last week. Now that I see them, I like them even more than I remembered. More than my own. “I thought they would be useful today,” I explain. “Also, I would love to give you another one-on-one lesson. If you would like.”
She pulls one out and rotates it in her hands. “These are officially the nicest things I own now,” she says, which I think is a compliment. “Do you think I can take the blade off and wear them as shoes?”
“I think you would struggle,” I answer seriously, and she looks up at me with a grin.
“I love them. Thank you.”
“I’m glad. No weirdness, then?”
“Oh, I thought I’d take a leaf out of your book,” she says lightly, squeezing the tongue of the boot. It’s plush. Much more comfortable than the school stock.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m shoving it down until I can’t feel it anymore.”
I choke on my laughter, and she shoves the skates back into their box. “Your gift comes later. Let’s go,” she says, rising to her feet and holding a hand out to me. I let her pull me up, and then we let go of each other. We won’t be able to hold hands again until tonight now.
But at least I get to spend the day with her. At least there’s that.



  

THIRTY
DANNI
When I used to think of Europe, sprawling black lakes covered in thick ice and bordered by snowcapped mountains came to mind. I used to think skating on an honest-to-god lake hand in hand with someone was the most romantic-sounding thing in the world. Only, even though we had plenty of lakes within driving distance, I couldn’t skate, and none of my friends were very interested in going, and I never met anyone who wanted to date me anyway.
Today, I can skate—sort of—and I’m at one of those lakes, on Valentine’s Day, with my girlfriend, even. But the romantic part is debatable, because my girlfriend’s here with her fake boyfriend, some strange guy is here, too, and we’re surrounded by police guards and paparazzi, and they’re all either staring at us or taking photos of us.
It might be someone’s idea of romance, somewhere out there, but I’m not sure it’s mine.
Alfie’s friend ends up being a smiley guy called Edmund Ahmad with soft black curls under a cream beanie, dark brown skin, and a contagious sort of laugh. He’s super sweet, and I warm to him pretty fast, but I can’t warm all the way because I realize too late I’m not actually sure what he thinks today is. I’m assuming he doesn’t know that Rose and Alfie are only pretending for the cameras. It’s possible he thinks this is a group hang, but if I were him, and I were asked to go hang with my friend, my friend’s girlfriend, and a “single girl,” I’d think it was a date. And I can’t even figure out a way to ask him if he thinks it is without letting him know why he shouldn’t think that.
The four of us pull over to a bench to put on our skates, and I wrestle with my super-stiff boots. They’re wildly gorgeous. So gorgeous they scare me. What if I mess them up? I don’t have expensive things like this, so usually I don’t need to worry at all.
“Under and over, remember,” Rose says. She starts forward, like she’s going to show me, but then she catches herself.
“I can help,” Edmund offers, kneeling in front of me. “I used to skate all the time.”
Rose glances sideways while Edmund laces me up, and her mouth twitches, but she doesn’t say anything.
“Have you ever skated before?” Edmund asks me.
I almost say yes, but then what if he asks who taught me? And then I’ll have to lie, and what if I accidentally say Molly or Eleanor and it turns out they don’t even know how to skate, and then he asks them, and they’re all like, “What, I can’t skate at all?” and then he realizes I was lying and everything falls apart?
“Only as a kid,” I say, and Rose looks at me sharply.
I’ll explain the lie to her later. God, this is already a headache.
They’ve sectioned off a whole area of the lake with traffic cones for the four of us to hog by ourselves. On the other side of the cones, skaters are doing laps arm in arm, or showing off their spins in the center, or … crowding near the cones to gawk at us like we’re zoo animals. Gawking at Rose, really. Several people are calling her name and waving to her, and she waves back with a bright smile. The security team gestures for the crowd to keep moving. Even though most of them aren’t looking at me, my whole face is red-hot, and I kind of wish I could be anywhere else in the world than right here.
When we move to the ice Rose steps out first, with Alfie. She looks like she really wants to offer me her hand to get on, but Edmund does it for her. I’m just glad somebody is, because everything Rose taught me back in October has flown out the window. I step onto the ice with shaky legs and almost drag Edmund down with me. “You’re doing great, just go slowly,” he encourages me.
Ahead of us, Alfie takes Rose’s hand, and they talk while skating right at the paparazzi like they don’t even notice they’re there. Totally casual action shots.
I slip and crumple into a heap, and Edmund lets out a gale of laughter as he tries to hold me upright. “Sorry,” I groan.
“It’s okay. I spent half my time on the ground when I learned.”
“How old were you?”
“About four.”
I look at him flatly, and he holds me steady as I scrape myself off the ice.
The regular skaters are congregating again, and this time most of them are holding phones up. I try to ignore the attention and focus on getting a skating rhythm going. The only thing worse than learning how to skate—again—is doing it while people record you to put it online forever.
“Hold on, I’m going to hold both of your hands,” Edmund says, and he starts skating backward, pulling me along. I get a flashback to Rose doing the same thing. I look over at her, and she’s looking at me. Alfie has linked their arms together, and he’s talking at her a mile a minute. When our eyes meet, she smiles, but it’s a little sad.
Then I remember the cameras, and I wrench my eyes away from her and back to Edmund.
“So how come you’re from Colorado and you can’t skate?” Edmund asks me. “I thought it snowed there.”
“It does, but my friends were more into snowboarding and skiing and stuff. You know how you sort of just end up with the same hobbies as the people around you sometimes?”
“Totally,” he says. “That’s how I became vegan. My friends were all vegan, and the more they talked about it, the more I realized they had a point. Also, the food’s just as good if you know where to go. Have you tried other milks before?”
“Like, not cow’s milk? Nope.”
“Okay, there’s a bubble tea place I have to show you. You’ll be a convert. It gets sort of this hazelnutty sort of flavor—do you like hazelnut?”
“I love hazelnut.”
“Then lock it in.”
I don’t really know what to answer. What’s a polite way to say “I’m totally down to try your vegan bubble tea place, but just checking, you mean as friends, right?” I’m still working on the wording when Alfie and Rose pass us, and Edmund calls out to them. “Don’t you think Danni’s doing a great job?” he asks, squeezing both of my hands. “She’s a natural.”
Rose widens her eyes. “Well, I would say that given she’s not skated in—what is it now, Danni, ten years—she’s doing a marvelous job.”
I shoot her a look that she conveniently misses.
“She says she mostly skis and snowboards,” Edmund tells her. “She’s from somewhere that snows even more than here. Colorado,” he adds.
Rose turns to me with mock interest. “Are you from Colorado?” she asks. “I can’t believe it. I’ve known you almost six months now, and you’ve never once mentioned any of this information to me. I’m learning so much, thank you, Edmund.”
She lays on the sarcasm so thick that even bubbly Edmund can’t miss it. He smiles, but it’s a hesitant one.
“Don’t worry about Rose,” I say. “Her sense of humor is an acquired taste.”
To my surprise, Rose looks a little hurt. I guess it’s easier for her to take things personally than normal while she’s watching me get led around the ice by my almost-definitely-date.
Alfie laughs nervously. “I’ve been tossing up whether to show off my double Salchow,” he says to Rose, tugging at her to leave us alone. “If I nail it, it’ll be on camera. If I fall, it’ll be on camera.”
“I see the dilemma,” Rose says, skating off with him and leaving me alone with Edmund again. I watch them, my heart tugging.
Edmund follows my gaze. “Do you … know Alfie well?” he asks.
“Not really, why?”
He seems surprised by my answer. “Oh. Just wondering. It’s just, when he found out I thought you were hot, he suggested I come and meet you today. But if there’s any history there or anything…”
I try to process what he said, but there’s a lot to it. He thinks I’m into Alfie? Why the hell would he think that? And he finds me hot? I mean, that’s flattering, I guess, but kind of random that Alfie would choose him to come along today when he knows I’m not exactly a viable option for his friend, isn’t it?
I’m so distracted, I lose track of my feet, and my blades collide together with a clang. It sends me backward, hard—too hard for Edmund to keep his hold on me—and my head smacks against the ice.
I lie there for a second, stunned, and then Rose is above me. “Are you okay?” she asks frantically. “I saw you hit your head.”
She scoops a hand underneath it, to feel for a lump, I guess. “I’m fine,” I say. “Just—fucking ouch?”
Ouch to my head, and my pride. There’s nothing better than eating dirt—or ice, I guess—in front of a massive audience.
“That was a hard fall,” Edmund says from behind Rose.
“She’s fine, Rosie,” Alfie says, and there’s a warning in his tone.
“Can you see okay?” Rose asks me, helping me sit up.
For a second, I think I might be seeing stars. Then I realize it’s the cameras flashing. “Rose, back up,” I whisper, trying not to move my mouth.
She bites her bottom lip hard, takes a deep breath, and shuffles backward. Alfie grabs her hand and pulls her in to whisper something.
Edmund takes Rose’s place by my side. “Anything broken?”
I do a quick body check. “Nope, but my tailbone might be bruised.”
“Not the tailbone. I had the worst tailbone bruise from falling once. I was just standing there, too. One minute I was up, the next I was down.” He helps me up, and, together, we leave the ice, Alfie and Rose at our heels.
My back is aching like nobody’s business, and we have the photos we needed, so we decide to call it a day. Edmund gets his skates off first and runs to the bathroom—a cute little brick structure I think must have been built next to the lake just for this—and I’m left alone with Rose and Alfie.
“So,” I say. “I could’ve used a heads-up that Edmund’s into me.”
Rose and Alfie look at each other.
“What?” Rose asks Alfie.
“I needed someone to join us so you could have Danni here. He mentioned he finds Danni hot, so I thought he would be interested in coming.”
“Don’t you think that’s a little odd?” Rose whispers.
“I thought it couldn’t hurt. I’m sure they’ll end up great friends.”
“She’s my girlfriend,” Rose says, and if I thought I did a good job at speaking without moving my lips before, Rose puts me to shame. “You just set my girlfriend up on an actual date.”
“I didn’t think it would matter! It’s not like she likes guys anyway,” Alfie says under his breath.
“Well,” I say, and both of them look at me. “I can like guys,” I clarify.
Rose looks sort of horrified by this. She knows I’m bi, so I guess it’s more that I made it sound like some sort of confession, so I add hastily, “But not when I’m taken. I’m just as capable of monogamy as anyone else.”
“It does change things a bit, though,” Alfie says. “I wouldn’t have brought Edmund if I knew that.”
“Why are you saying that like it’s my fault?” I ask.
“I’m not! I’m apologizing for my oversight.”
“Oh.” I wince. I guess I’m as easy to rile up as Rose is today. “Sorry.”
“Next time I’ll make sure I bring a guy who finds you hideous,” Alfie promises.
“Actually,” Rose says, “if the two of you don’t mind, I’d rather drive this toe pick into my eyeball than do this again.”
“Okay, okay,” Alfie says, wounded. “Failed venture. Got it. At least we got some good photos, right?”
Rose forces a smile and claps her hands rapidly. A flash of light tells us the paparazzi got that on camera, too.

“So, what did you and Edmund talk about?” Rose asks me once we get out of her car at Bramppath and have a second of privacy.
“Not a whole lot. Mostly small talk. He’s nice, though.” She raises both her eyebrows and looks anywhere but at me. “Nice enough,” I add, smiling.
She glances back at me, and then frowns. “What’s funny?”
“You. You’re all jealous.”
She shrugs, and looks off again.
“We thought I was the one who was going to struggle with keeping us secret,” I say, “but it’s not as easy as you thought it was gonna be, is it?”
“Shush.”
“I spent most of the day watching you,” I say. “I tried not to, but I couldn’t help it. You’re the last person who needs to worry, I promise.”
The smile she gives me makes me want to stop in my tracks and pull her in to me, right here in the courtyard, and never let go. If only.
“Thank you,” she says, and I make sure to “accidentally” brush against her as we walk. And once more, for good measure. It’s not enough, but it’s what we’ve got, so I’ll take it.



  

THIRTY-ONE
DANNI
I’m on edge all through dinner that night. So much so I can barely eat.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Rose asks from her place next to me. Under the table, she nudges my foot with hers. “Does anyone know if a lack of appetite is a sign of a concussion?”
“Why would you have a concussion?” Molly asks me from across the table while she cracks her crème brûlée.
“She fell down at skating and hit her head.”
“Well, have you gone to the nurse?” Molly asks, pausing with her spoon halfway to her mouth.
“No, I’m fine, I promise,” I say. “I’m not in pain anymore.”
“You don’t look fine,” says Eleanor. “You look pale.”
“I am pale.”
“I’m taking you to the nurse after dinner,” Rose decides.
“We have the arts performance after dinner.”
“We’ll skip it,” Rose says.
I shove down a mouthful of crème brûlée pointedly, but it doesn’t convince her.
Once the plates have all been cleared, and the headmaster stands to announce tonight’s performance details, Rose runs a fingertip along my thigh under the table, causing a shiver to run along its trail and radiate up and out. My mind fogs over. “Come on,” she says. “We can leave now, nobody will mind. If you’re not well…”
“I can’t leave,” I say, as quietly as I can get away with. “I wrote you something.”
“You … pardon?”
The headmaster takes center stage, and I almost pass out. Here I go. “For tonight’s arts performance,” he says, “we’re being treated to an original piano piece by Danni Blythe. For those of you who haven’t yet had the privilege of meeting Danni, she joined us this year from America, and is one of the most remarkable piano talents Caroline has seen in a long time. And anybody who knows Caroline will agree this is high praise from her indeed.”
Understanding dawns on Rose’s face, as our friends whoop and cheer for me, and Harriet gets to her feet, clapping and jumping she’s so excited. If I thought I was nervous at dinner, it’s nothing compared to how I feel now.
But like Rose said, I have to keep taking the next step forward, or I’m going to be stuck in place. If there’s even a chance in hell of me becoming a soloist one day, I’ve got to let myself be perceived.
Besides—I’ve already been perceived, right? I’ve had my face plastered all over Molly’s socials, and tabloids, and news articles. I’ve been watched, and photographed, and filmed, over and over again, for the whole freaking country to see. People in other countries, even. Today is the perfect example of that. This is just a teeny tiny piano piece—a simple one at that—for one roomful of students.
Still, somehow, this feels a thousand times scarier.
The piano was brought onto the dining hall stage especially for this—I’m surprised its presence didn’t tip Rose off, actually, but she was too busy freaking out about my head to notice anything else.
I’ve sat in this piano seat so many times now, and tonight isn’t any different—other than my aching tailbone. I’m in the ballroom, and no one else is here, and the only people listening are the people crossing the courtyard. I’m safe.
Then I catch Rose’s eye, and she breaks into a grin, and I almost believe what I’m telling myself.
I start to play with shaking fingers, and, surprisingly, I don’t pass out from fear. It helps that it’s an easy song, like I said. Just something I composed a couple of weeks ago, when none of the songs in my repertoire seemed to really capture my feelings. This tune is all Rose. It’s about how much better euphoria feels after you’ve been living your personal hell. How beautiful it is to kiss someone for the first time, and how much more beautiful it is to kiss them when you thought you never would again. How it feels to find someone who makes you into a version of yourself you want to be forever.
At first, it was only going to be for my ears. But then when I was trying to figure out what, exactly, I was going to give Rose for Valentine’s Day with a budget of zero, I thought of this. And I don’t know, maybe it’s cringey, or not enough. It obviously can’t measure up against a brand-new pair of leather skates. But it’s all I’ve got to give.
Then I dare to look out at the crowd, just for a second. I thought I would feel terrified, but no one’s laughing. No one.
I find Rose, who’s watching me with a hand over her mouth. I can tell she’s smiling behind it. As wide as she possibly can. And Molly—the only other person in the room who has any idea what’s happening right now—is watching Rose smile at me.
To anyone else, it probably just looks like Rose is proud of me for getting up here. Part of me knows that, even though another part of me can’t believe that anyone else can hear this song and not know all of my most personal feelings. It feels like I’m standing in the middle of the dining hall, screaming at the top of my lungs that Rose and I are together, and I’m falling for her harder than anyone I’ve ever met before.
It’s the closest I’ll ever come to doing just that, I guess.
And I’m so glad I did it. Because Rose’s face tells me she doesn’t find it cringey or not enough at all. I’ve never actually seen her look exactly like this.
I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anybody look at someone the way Rose is looking at me right now.

Later that night, when I’m already in my pajamas, there’s a knock on my door. I’m hoping it’s Rose before I open it, and when I see her on the other side, I can’t help smiling. That is, until I notice the wild look on her face, and how out of breath she is.
“What is it?” I ask, letting her in. As soon as my door closes, she’s up against me, kissing me and steering me toward the bed. I’ve kissed her hundreds of times by now, but these kisses seem intense, and urgent. Starved.
We hit the bed hard enough to bounce, and then I’m stretching out underneath her, tangling my fingers in her curls. One second her bodyweight is pressing down the length of me, and the next she shifts to the side a little. She rests her knee in the space between my legs, and at first I think it’s for balance. Then she shuffles higher, and her knee makes contact with me, and I pause mid-kiss.
“Is it—” She breaks off just before it becomes a question, but I answer it anyway by bringing my hips up toward hers. Until I found this friction, I had no idea how much I wanted it. It gives instant relief to the aching feeling I’ve become familiar with recently. More than relief, even. Something way better than that.
I try to press into her harder, and she responds by leaning her weight forward to meet me more firmly, kissing me deeply as she does, and I make a sound I’ve never made before. She takes both of my hands in hers, threads her fingers through them, and then rests them both on the mattress above my head, so all I can do is arch my back and kiss her harder as she starts to move forward and back. Every time she pulls away from me, the ache returns, heavier and more insistent than last time.
At first, it makes every time she rises back up better than the last. But eventually, it stops being enough. I grab at her as she goes to move away and pull her back in, shaking my head. She’s happy to oblige, and she closes her eyes, lips slightly parted, as I pull the full weight of her down on me. “Danni,” she whispers, letting go of one of my hands. “I want to…”
When I realize what she means, it’s like being slammed by a hurricane wall. So many things are true at once. I want her to as well, so badly, more than I’ve ever wanted anything, because her knee isn’t enough to subdue the ache anymore. And my heartbeat is going crazy, and I can barely breathe, and I can hardly even think. But the part of me that can think is coming up with lots of very scary thoughts. Like, how will I know what to do? And, what if I’m really awkward and horrible, and it makes her not like me anymore? And, what if she hates what she sees under my clothes?
She studies my face, and swallows. “We don’t have to,” she whispers, and no, no, I definitely—
“Want to,” I breathe, and it’s not even a proper sentence, and I don’t even care. “Please? But I haven’t done it before.”
“Me neither,” she says, dropping her knee back down. “But I’ve thought about it. Quite a lot.”
Her chest presses against mine, and I can feel her heart racing, too. And I guess somehow I’d forgotten that this is as new to her as it is to me, but remembering that makes me feel much more confident. Enough that I slide my hand between us without wasting any more time worrying about it. Unlike me, she hasn’t had a bit of friction this whole time, and when I find her over her underwear she lets out a strangled gasp that turns into a series of shallow, shaking breaths. It makes me feel powerful, and wanted, and so turned on I feel like I might pass out if it goes on for much longer.
When she undresses me, I stop worrying altogether, because it’s not possible to see the way she’s looking at me and be self-conscious. She drags her eyes and her fingertips down from my collarbone to my hips in sync, and she tips her head to one side and shakes it slowly, and I feel—
“Just so fucking beautiful,” she murmurs, and it’s the last thing she says to me before she finally gives me what I asked her for.



  

THIRTY-TWO
ROSE
By Monday afternoon, the Valentine’s Day photos are everywhere. And not, unfortunately, the quite convincing couple photos of Alfie and me. Rather, other photos, taken by the public, from their area across the traffic cones. Between the dozens of people filming us at any given moment, they’ve captured every slipup. From Danni and me meeting eyes across the ice, to the look of fear on my face when she fell, to me lifting her head off the ice. And though most of these moments lasted a second or two at most—a longing glance, a micro-expression—when captured in still-frame, they last a lifetime.
It’s not only one or two accounts posting these ones, either. It may have started out that way, but while the last round of speculation online failed to take off, this time multiple people are starting to listen. It’s the subject of multiple forum discussions, and theory videos, and personal essays, and trashy tabloid articles.
PRINCESS ROSEMARY’S PRIVATE SCHOOL PASSION
WHO IS DANNI BLYTHE? HERE’S WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT PRINCESS ROSEMARY’S RUMORED LESBIAN LOVER!
“DANNI SLEEPS IN PRINCESS ROSEMARY’S BED AT THE PALACE”: ROYAL INSIDER SPILLS ALL
People are talking on social media, too, now. Quite a lot of them. Danni grimly passes her phone to me while we wait outside history class to show me the dozens of notifications and message requests she’s received since lunchtime alone. Even Molly pulls us aside to show us the barrage of comments on her posts asking about Danni and me.
The rumor is finally sprouting roots now that it has ideal growing conditions. It’s one thing for the princess to be a little too close to a girl from her school. But the princess being a little too close to Danni Blythe—a name that both Molly’s fans and royalists are starting to recognize? That is rather more interesting.
It’s beginning to feel as though the universe itself is conspiring to complicate my relationship with Danni.
William calls me during class, and I return his call the moment I leave my Italian tutoring session.
“Rose,” he says, picking up on the first ring. “It’s time to be honest with me.”
I would really rather not. “What about?” I ask innocently.
“Enough people are speculating around you and Danni Blythe that the papers want to pick up the story.”
“What?” I ask sharply.
“I’m handling it, but this is exactly the sort of thing I could have prepared for if you’d told me about Danni to begin with.” He’s not even asking me to confirm it anymore, I realize. As far as he’s concerned, it’s fact. This seems an overreaction based on the—again—limited evidence. Does he simply know me that well? Or has he seen this sort of thing often enough to confidently piece the truth together? “I don’t ask for transparency because I’m nosy about your personal life, Rose. It’s so I can do my job. And you are making that much more difficult than it should be.”
I want to tell him I’m sorry, if only reflexively, but I’m not. I’m not sorry for refusing to out Danni to him, nor am I sorry for seeking one skerrick of privacy. So, instead, I ask what I really want to know. “Do my parents know?”
“About the rumors? Rose, I’m sure even the prime minister knows at this point. Regardless, we’ve shut down the story in all of the tabloids that matter. If the smaller ones run their story, well, no one truly finds any of them reputable. We’re also working with the Daily Horizon to give a new angle to the Valentine’s Day story. Just to warn you, there will be an insider source statement that you and Alfie have begun to discuss a possible engagement.”
“I’m sorry—we what?”
William’s reply is cold. “Perhaps if I’d had more notice, it wouldn’t be necessary, but at present we need a louder story to distract from the speculation. It gives them a bone to chew on for a while, and hopefully this online nonsense will die down sooner rather than later.”
My head is reeling. “An engagement,” I repeat. “Do my parents know this plan?”
“Your parents know, as you should, that a white lie is both necessary and sufficient in situations like this. It’s inconsequential to you; all you need to do is ignore it. If an engagement doesn’t eventuate, people will simply assume the source was ill-informed.”
“If one doesn’t eventuate?” I laugh. “I’m seventeen, William.”
“When, then, Rose. Please, let’s not focus on semantics while I’m using quite a lot of my brain space to douse out a fire you started. When will you learn some self-control?”
I hardly know how to reply. “Is there anything I can do for now?” I ask, stamping on my wounded feelings until they flatten.
“Yes. Stay away from cameras, for goodness’ sake. And keep your distance from Danni Blythe. At least until this dies down.”
I sit down hard on my bed, and I’m still sitting there half an hour later when Danni comes to visit.
“I’m even paranoid coming onto your floor now,” she complains in a hushed tone once she closes the door. “It feels like everyone’s monitoring us. I’m afraid to walk past someone on the stairs.”
We climb onto my bed, and she nestles into my arms as we lie side by side. “I spoke to William earlier,” I say. “He and my parents have already decided they believe the rumors. They’re telling the papers Alfie and I are going to be engaged soon.”
“Oh, joy.”
“Mmm.” I start stroking her upper arm, and she burrows closer to me. All I can smell is her body wash, and all I can feel is her warmth, and even with everything that’s going on, I’m already more relaxed now that I’m holding her.
“I’m afraid,” I tell her. “I’m scared that things are snowballing, and I don’t know how to rein it in. Even when I have the best of intentions, I always say or do the wrong thing. I fear I’m going to lose you, and we’ll both pay the price, and it will be my fault.”
“How is this your fault?”
“I’m too impulsive. I keep acting without thinking. I should’ve let Edmund help you when you fell. I know better.”
“Yeah, you really should’ve left me on the ground to rot. You’re the worst girlfriend I’ve ever had.” I smile reluctantly, and she presses her lips against the crook of my neck softly. Her hair tickles my skin. “And so what if they do tell us we can’t be together?” she asks. “Who says we have to listen to them? Just tell them you’ve ended things. They have no proof either way.”
I shift my head to rest my chin on her hair. “It’s not that easy,” I murmur. “If they want you gone, you’ll be gone. They can get your scholarship handed to someone else.” She stiffens in my arms. “Or perhaps your mum will conveniently get a job offer she can’t refuse back in the States. Or you’ll get a surprise call from, oh I don’t know, Julliard offering to have you start a year early.”
“Hey, that doesn’t sound so bad,” Danni jokes, and I dig my thumb into her armpit, causing her to squeal. “We’re going to be okay,” she says when she sobers back up. “We’re still learning. They can’t expect us to be perfect from the get-go, neither of us have ever had a secret relationship yet.” She pauses. “Well, I haven’t, anyway. And if you have, maybe you need to give me your tips from last time, because you kept that super secret.”
“Ahh, if I told you about my last girlfriend, I’d have to kill you.”
“That’s one way to shut these rumors down.”
I snort, and she throws an arm around my middle and squeezes. I wonder absently what I ever did to deserve someone so perfect. Certainly nothing in this lifetime.
Or perhaps that’s the point. She must be perfect, so when I lose her, it hurts as much as I deserve.



  

THIRTY-THREE
DANNI
For Florence’s eighteenth birthday, she throws a house party at a rental only a fifteen-minute walk from Bramppath. We’re allowed to leave the grounds on weekends—as long as we’re back by curfew—if we have a permission slip. Only, everyone is going—from Bramppath anyway, a bunch of the Ashford guys have a history practice exam on Monday they’re studying for—and I’m kind of worried Mom won’t sign my slip. Especially given that it has a paragraph warning everybody about the school’s zero-tolerance policy, which seems exactly like the kind of threat that might spook Mom into making me be the only student who skips the party. The only invited one, anyway. So, feeling like the worst daughter in the world, I sign it for her. I’d rather apologize later than be the only one in the whole grade stuck at school while everyone else is at Florence’s party.
My guilt is replaced by excitement by that Saturday night, though. And by the time Rose comes by my room to walk me over, after I wrap up piano practice early, I’m in a great mood. We sent Molly and Eleanor ahead without us so we could have a few minutes together on the walk over, before we have to split up. Even walking into the party together might get read wrong with the state of the rumors at the moment, and we can’t risk it.
I sit in my desk chair and grab one of my sneakers. “I’m almost ready,” I say. “I just have to get my shoes on.”
She saunters up, nods, then she kisses me until I drop my shoe to the ground. And for god’s sake, that one kiss is enough to quicken my breath and plant a needing heaviness in the pit of my gut. The ache is back, like it always seems to be these days, and I want her, even if it means we’ll be late. No, I need her to. It’s kind of ridiculous, isn’t it? I go my whole life without sex, and now it’s suddenly all I want to do? I’m better than that, aren’t I?
Nope, actually, I don’t think I am. It’s really hard for me to sound casual as I ask, “When did you tell the girls we’d meet them?”
She looks at me, and her eyes darken from light to forest green in an instant. “They can wait,” she says, getting to her knees as she runs a hand up my thigh. It drifts over the material of my jeans, skipping a little over the zipper and buttons, and then her skin meets mine, and I let my head fall back until it hits the top of the chair. I do my best to control my breathing—because for some reason, in that moment, it seems embarrassing how quickly she brought me from fine to definitely-not-fine—but then she cruelly stops there. I wait for her to keep going, but she doesn’t. She just waits, the pads of her fingers pressed just by my hip bones.
I’m shaking with the effort of reining myself in when I finally open my eyes and look down to find her looking smugly back up at me. She quirks an eyebrow in a silent question.
I hate her a little.
“Do you want to head to the party now?” she asks. “We’d get there on time.”
I shake my head.
“What was that?” she asks, and she is enjoying herself at my expense a little too much here.
“No,” I say grudgingly, and one corner of her mouth lifts into a crooked smile.
“No?” she repeats, and my hips buck weakly of their own accord as I seek out her hand. She holds it steady. I hate her. “Is there something else you’d like to do?”
I open my mouth to answer, but even though my lips start to form a word, the only sound I manage to make is a clipped noise in the back of my throat. “Rose,” I force out.
“Danni.” She presses down firmly.
My breathing is past the point of control now. To my dismay, it comes out in a rasp, quick and shaky and frantic. I lift my hips one more time. “Please,” I say. “Please.”
And that, thank god, is finally enough for Rose. Silently, she moves her hand from my hip, rising off the ground as she does, and I take back everything I thought about hating her, before I stop thinking anything rational altogether.

We’re almost at the right street when Rose pauses, looking up at the moon. Her face goes weirdly dark, just for a second. We stand there for so long, Theodore almost catches up to us.
What’s upset her? It’s just the moon, as far as I can tell. It’s super pretty tonight, actually. It’s full, but that attention-seeking kind of full, where it sits really close to the horizon, and it’s more of a golden egg-yolk sort of color than its usual soft white.
“It’s a path light moon,” she says, and there’s something about the way she says it that makes it sound like the moon’s committed some sort of personal crime against her.
“A path light moon?” I repeat.
“Yes. That’s what Hennish people call it.” She tears her eyes away. “We won’t be able to spend much time together tonight, you know.”
I do know, obviously, but it’s still a stab in the gut. It’s not a rejection sort of feeling. Just, I guess, a sort of bitterness. Maybe a bit of anger. At the world, not Rose. Anger that it’s somehow more moral for me to be seen all day in public on a “date” with a guy I couldn’t care less about than to be caught spending thirty seconds with the girl I’m … I mean, the girl I really … like a lot.
“Got it,” I say.
“And make sure not to give me pining looks across the room,” Rose says. “As far as you’re concerned, I’m not even a little bit breathtakingly gorgeous. Now, I know that will be quite hard to pull off, but—”
“I don’t give you pining looks,” I interrupt her.
She stops mid-step to look at me. “Why not?” she asks, sounding wounded. “Don’t you adore me?”
Adore. That might be the word I was looking for a few seconds ago.
“You’re fine, I guess.”
“That’s the spirit. Though you really could have waited until there were cameras on us to switch on the nonchalance.”
“There could be cameras anywhere,” I say.
“Quite right. That level of vigilance and paranoia will take you far in my life. William would be so proud.”
We turn onto Florence’s street. “Danni,” Rose says in a serious voice that’s really unlike her. “If you need me, though. Just find me. Okay?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“No, promise me.”
She’s honestly starting to weird me out at this point. “I promise,” I say, and she falls back.
“Okay. You go in first. I’ll see you later.”
I want to hang back and ask Rose why she’s acting like this—like there’s some sort of terrible prophecy that’s meant to take place tonight or something—but we’re already on Florence’s street, so I can’t. All it takes is a photograph of us talking alone in the dark, and we risk the internet blowing up again.
They barely even need photo evidence at this point, these faceless strangers. If we don’t give them material, they just make it up.
For example, a few days ago I stumbled across someone online who’d found a post I made two years ago on Rose’s birthday. It was a photo of two steaming cups of tea in cute, rose-petal cups. Mom was going through a phase at the time where she bought a new flavor of tea at the nearby specialty shop every chance she got, and I had to be her taste tester then. Not only the common flavors like peppermint and chamomile, but real fancy shit like “orange pekoe” and “crème brûlée” and “fruit-basket explosion.” I drank so much tea during those months I’m pretty sure it started leaking out of my pores.
It just so happens that Rose was celebrating her fifteenth birthday in London that year. So far, so unrelated, you would think. But of course, you would be wrong—at least, according to this poster. Because this poster has us all figured out. According to them, my tea post was actually a coded way for me to wish Rose a happy birthday—and that I wished I was in London celebrating with her. Because apparently Rose and I started dating years and years ago, and the proof is clear if you just pay attention to our posts over the years.
Basically, any photos are risky, no matter how innocent. And if we’re gambling with Rose’s future, it’s not up to me to roll the dice. It’s fine, anyway. It’s not like I’m lost without Rose. I have … Eleanor, for example, who’s already making a beeline for me the second she sees me come through the front door.
“Danni,” she cries, grabbing my upper arm. “You are gonna be so proud of me. I’ve decided something.”
“What have you decided?” I ask. She’s already past tipsy, and she’s leaning most of her weight on me.
“I have decided—why don’t you have a drink? Let’s get you a drink.” She yanks me by the arm through the crowd of kids. Most of the party has gathered in the living room, where the sofa has been shoved to one side to make space for a kind of dance floor. In a regular house it would have felt ridiculously cramped—half of Bramppath seems to be here. Luckily, Florence’s “rental” is a mansion by another name, so it’s basically like being in a club. At least, I think it is, if the movies are anything to go by. She’s even hired a DJ, who’s set up his spin table right next to the sprawling archway that connects the kitchen to the lounge room.
The kitchen is where Eleanor drags me. “I’ve stashed a bottle in here,” she yells over the music. “You good with vodka?”
“I think I might just stick with soda,” I say. “The warning on that permission slip rattled me a little.”
Eleanor blows a raspberry. “What, the zero-tolerance thing?” she asks. “Everyone in this house is drinking. What are they gonna do, expel all of us?”
Well, she has a good point. Safety in numbers, right? So, I shrug, and she grabs one of about a dozen half-empty Coke bottles littered over the counter and pours some vodka in a red plastic cup for me. “I’ve decided I’m over Santi,” she says as she mixes my drink.
“What? Why?”
She gives me a funny smile. “Because he doesn’t like me. Obviously.”
Well, I thought the last time I saw them together he seemed kind of interested. And she’s always coming back from play rehearsal with little stories about him saying hi to her, or picking up something she dropped. But if Eleanor has a gut feeling, who am I to argue? Maybe the guy has no taste. His loss.
She passes me the cup, and I try it. It’s too strong for me, but that sad, bitter feeling from earlier hasn’t really gone away, and if I’m going to have to avoid Rose all night, I’d rather not be sober for it. So, bottoms up. “Screw him,” I tell Eleanor. “He’s not meant for you.”
“Agreed,” Eleanor says, raising her own cup.
“This is good! Now you’re making space for The One to come along.”
“I don’t want anyone to come along,” she says. “From now on, my priority is my friends. I don’t need a boy in my life to be happy.”
“Wow. You’ve grown up so fast in the last … week,” I say.
“I think I’ve had a growth spurt.”
“That makes a lot of sense.” I take another sip, and shudder. Then, steeling myself, I drain the rest in a couple of gulps. Eleanor watches with wide eyes, then holds out her hand for my cup. She refills it with a look I can only describe as impressed.
“Have you been drunk before?” she asks as she passes back my cup.
“Yes,” I scoff. “Once. My friend brought a flask into the tenth-grade winter dance.”
“Ooh, watch out, we have a rebel over here.” Eleanor pushes my cup to my mouth, bursting into laughter as it spills over and soaks my chin.
It doesn’t take long for her to suggest we move on to shots. As far as I’m concerned, the drinks she was pouring weren’t far from shots to begin with, so it’s not much of a jump. She teaches me to breathe in and squeeze my thumb in my own fist before I tip my head back to get better control of my gag reflex. Her soda runs out after the first chaser, so she rummages around until she finds a bottle of wine she seems to think is fine to steal for some reason.
“Wine as a chaser?” I ask.
“It’s a sweet wine,” she says as though that explains it. This seems like a great point to me, which is definitely the vodka talking, so I just shrug.
We’re probably being antisocial, but as far as I’m concerned, our kitchen party is just as good as the one out there. We’ve been hanging in here for god knows how long when Eleanor slumps over. At first, I think she might be passing out, but then I realize she’s just sad. “Every time we do stuff with the Ashford guys, it’s weird now,” she says. “I keep expecting to see Oscar in the crowd. I wonder if that ever goes away.”
“I don’t know,” I say, taking her hand. “But it must be really tough.”
“It is. And we barely ever talk about it. It’s like—”
Before she can finish her sentence, someone speaks up behind us. “Hi, Eleanor.”
We turn together to find Santi, clutching a cup with both hands. He looks unsure of himself, like he’s expecting Eleanor to reject him. Her to reject him. Does he telepathically know that Eleanor’s decided she’s over him? Or, worse, did he somehow hear her tell me that, and it sparked his interest? Ew, if so.
But I’m gonna have to give him the benefit of the doubt, I think, because Eleanor’s busy looking at him like he just rode down from heaven on a floating cloud. I’m kind of glad she has a distraction from thinking about Oscar, honestly, even though I wish she had the chance to get her feelings out properly. “Hi,” she says. “You’re … here, at this party. How cool. So am I.”
Come on, baby girl. You can do better than that.
But, amazingly, Santi just smiles back. “How cool.”
Oh my god, it’s happening. I need to vanish, now. “Bathroom,” I say to Eleanor, grabbing her vodka bottle as I leave, and I’m not even sure she hears me. I turn back at the door to find Santi mid-laugh at something Eleanor’s just said.
I’m so proud of her I could burst. Look at her go.
As for me, I now have exactly zero people to hang out with. But I’m just drunk enough that I don’t really care. Vodka bottle in hand, I happily wander through the house. I’m barraged by a wave of music and thudding bass in the living room, and I weave in and out of couples making out in the hall, and then I head into the backyard where I’m hit with freezing cold air on my cheeks. It’s busy out here, too, with a few dozen students hanging out and talking or smoking, even though it’s got to be somewhere near freezing.
“Danni!” Someone tackles me from the side, and it’s Harriet. Hi, Harriet! I forgot for a second I had more friends here after all. I’m really silly. I throw myself into her arms.
“Hey,” I say. “I didn’t have anyone to talk to! But you’re here!”
“I’m here!” She chuckles. Her hair is frizzy, and her oversized denim jacket has fallen off one of her shoulders. She’s drunk and I’m drunk and we’re both grinning like idiots. “Where’s Rose?”
“With Molly.”
“Why aren’t you with them?”
Well that’s a great question I forgot to prepare a lie for. “Um, I’m not hanging with them tonight.”
Smooth.
“Oh, shit, you didn’t have a fight, did you?”
“No, no way. I’m just … expanding my horizons.” I throw my arms to the side and spin in a circle to illustrate my point, because liars don’t do things like that, and I just know my enthusiasm will totally convince Harriet.
“Oh,” I say, remembering. I tug on Harriet’s arm so she follows me and we go around the side of the house, where we’re alone. I don’t want to talk about Eleanor’s private stuff where anyone else might hear us. “Eleanor and Santi!”
“Santi?”
“Yeah, she’s talking to him.”
“When was this?”
“Like, five minutes ago.” Then I think a bit harder. “Or maybe half an hour ago.”
“Give or take, huh?”
I grin. “I don’t usually drink. But I’m really glad I came.”
“I’m glad you came, too.”
God, I feel so warm and fuzzy. All the sadness and bitterness is gone. I have friends here. People I can rely on. I can hang out at a party without anyone else without feeling weird, or even being alone too long. People like me, and I like them. I wish I could go back in time to months and months ago and tell past-Danni that she didn’t have to worry about coming to Henland at all, because there are good people everywhere.
I’m so fucking happy.
“Everyone here is so awesome,” I say, and I lean against the brick wall and let my head fall back against it. “Eleanor’s awesome, and Rose and Molly, and you’re awesome. You’re really, really nice. I’m so lucky.”
“You’re the awesome one.”
“No, you are. You’re super awe—”
I swear, I don’t notice. I don’t notice her leaning in until she’s right in front of me, because the world’s sort of swimming, and my eyes aren’t really focused, and suddenly she’s there, and she is kissing me.
And it all happens at the exact same moment. She kisses me, and her hand is on my jaw, and she’s pressing me against the wall. She kisses me, and a group of guys come around the side of the house, and all I’m aware of is her lips on mine and the sound of their banter. She kisses me, and I pull away, the very second I catch on to exactly what’s happening.
“Harriet,” I whisper, and she knows right away, and she’s horrified.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I thought … I thought you…”
The guys, laughing, stop in their tracks and make a big deal of backing away from us. I don’t even get a good look at who they are, because I’m still trying to process the fact that Harriet just kissed me.
Wait, did I just cheat on Rose? Does that count?
“No,” I say. “I like you a lot, but not like that.”
“You do like girls, though, right?” she asks. “You do. Just not me.”
This cannot be happening. It doesn’t make any sense, and I think I’m going to throw up. Everything blurs and then morphs back together, and I press my palms against the wall to steady myself. Did I get drunker?
“Shit, I’m so sorry, honestly,” Harriet says, and I can tell she means it. “I assumed, and I—shit, I shouldn’t have assumed. I’m drunk, and I think I thought you were saying one thing, and you weren’t, and, please, I’m really sorry.”
“I need to be alone now,” I say, and Harriet nods.
“Do you need me to get someone? Do you need anything?”
“No. I just need space, please.”
So, she leaves me. I take several deep breaths until I feel calm and focused. And that’s when the anger and bitterness pours in, like I’m a lifeboat with a puncture in the middle. Fuck this. Fuck all of this. Fuck people thinking I’m queer, and fuck the fact that I can’t even tell them I am, and fuck the fact that I can’t even be by my own girlfriend’s fucking side when all I want is to be with her. Fuck everyone’s staring eyes, and their little theories, and their incessant obsession with our lives because their own lives are too fucking empty to satisfy them unless they’re fucking up mine. Especially fuck Harriet for kissing me without any warning.
And, unfair as it is, fuck Rose for being twenty feet away from me when I need her. I need her. Fuck her for not magically knowing that.
I stalk through the garden and slam the back door, Eleanor’s vodka tucked under my arm. I don’t know where Eleanor is, or Rose, or Molly, and I don’t give a damn. Upstairs, I find an empty room—a bedroom, with a pristine king-sized bed and a bookshelf full of classical novels that look like they’ve never been opened. I kick my shoes off, climb onto the bed, and pour vodka straight into my mouth. It’s basically like a shot. It reminds me of Rachel pouring her bottle in our punch that night at the winter dance. Wait, Rachel. Rachel I want to talk to.
I text her, and she doesn’t reply. Then I look it up and realize it’s the middle of the school day in Boulder. Of course it is. Fuck everything, including time zones. I’ll make myself feel better. I already know drinking enough can make me forget things, because I can’t remember the entire second half of the tenth-grade winter dance. So, my goal is to forget I ever spoke to Harriet tonight.
How many shots could that take?
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“So, I’ve started seeing the school counselor,” Molly says, with the air of someone who’s attempting to drop enormous news as casually as possible to best minimize the reaction. “Also, I’m going to the bathroom.”
Though Florence and Harriet were with us for a while when I first got here, the two of them eventually wandered off, leaving Molly and me together on a couch. It’s the first time we’ve been alone together for any extended period of time since everything, and we’ve lost our rhythm, though we’re both doing our best to regain it through small talk. So far, we’ve covered our homework, the absence of our favorite Ashford boys, the cleaning bill Florence is going to be faced with tomorrow, and now, apparently, our mental health struggles.
“What?” I ask, blindsided, as she gets to her feet. “You’re in therapy?”
“I’m in therapy. And I wanted you to know, but I also don’t want to talk about it yet, so I’m going to the bathroom and then we’re going to change the subject when I get back.”
I stare at her, confused. “Why did you want me to know?”
She looks supremely uncomfortable. “Because I’ve talked about you a little, and she asked me to tell you that her door’s open if you want to try it out, too. And I think you should.”
I can’t help laughing at the absurdity of her delivery. “That’s the most polite way I’ve ever been told to get help.”
“I mean it. We went through a lot last year, and it’s helping me. Plus, it’s free.”
“Well, if it’s free,” I joke.
Molly is blushing bright red at this point, looking as though she’d rather be anywhere but here. I wave her off. “Fine. Go. I won’t ask you about your therapy sessions.”
“Thank you. Come to therapy.”
“I definitely will not,” I call after her, and she shakes her head as she walks.
Alone, I take the opportunity to drink in my surroundings. I haven’t touched a drop of alcohol, of course—even though I do mostly trust the students here, as they’ve never once shared any compromising photos or videos of me over the past several years despite a plethora of opportunities, it’s tempting fate enough to be seen at a party at all. If I was caught with a drink in my hand, I would honestly deserve any headlines that resulted. If it weren’t Florence’s party, I wouldn’t have risked attending at all.
As I scan the room, I notice Eleanor sitting on a nearby couch, drink in hand, talking with Santi. When on earth did that happen? And who is Danni with, then?
I text Molly to let her know I’ve deserted our post, and I take a circuitous tour of the house, with Theodore following me at a distance. I hope Danni has found someone to speak to. I didn’t expect Eleanor to end up otherwise occupied—and, of course, Eleanor was unaware that she was in charge of keeping Danni company while I can’t. If I’d noticed earlier, I would have sent Molly to accompany Danni, and taken myself off elsewhere.
Danni is nowhere to be found in the living room, or the kitchen. Not the hallway, nor the line for the downstairs bathroom. She’s not in the movie theater room, where a slideshow of Florence’s childhood photos is playing on the projector, and she’s not in the coat room.
I call her, and it goes to voicemail, so I keep looking, as my fists clench tighter and tighter. Did she leave? Surely she would have texted me.
There’s no reason to be concerned, is there?
But she’s not in the front yard, and she’s not in the backyard, and I am becoming concerned. Each second she’s nowhere, the feeling that something awful might be happening multiplies. I need to locate her now, before this fear swallows me.
Where on earth is she? Why have I still not found her?
In the backyard, Harriet spies me and approaches at once. “Have you seen Danni?” we ask each other in unison in place of a greeting.
My stomach twists at her words. “Why?” I ask.
Harriet is drunk. Her eyes are red and unfocused, she’s slurring her words, and she smells like beer. It’s really not pleasant interacting with drunk people when you’re not wasted yourself. I finally understand Molly’s constant complaints on the topic. “I’m not sure she’s okay,” she says. “I think you should check on her.”
My blood turns to ice water, scraping against my veins with every pump of my heart. I’ve lived this night before. I already know what comes next, but it’s impossible, because I can’t do this again.
“What did you do to her?” I ask, and the fury and fear in my voice seems to snap Harriet into focus, if only for a moment.
“I … don’t really want to … never mind that. Just check on her, okay?”
I try to tell myself Amsterdam isn’t happening again, but it feels far too familiar, and the fear forces its way past my defenses. I can barely breathe. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know. Last I saw, she went inside, maybe half an hour ago?”
Her words ring in my ears. She’s been missing for half an hour. It’s like last time, just like last time. Every domino is falling exactly as it already did.
I leave Harriet, go back inside the house, and to the stairs. I feel as though I have double vision. Every step is overlayed by the image of a staircase I climbed in my memories. My stomach is twisting and my chest is tightening and my heart is slamming against my chest in more and more insistent thuds.
It’s quiet. Florence asked people not to come up here, and people have respected that. But Danni’s never been one to stay out of off-limits rooms as long as I’ve known her. Theodore lingers back at the beginning of the hallway, and it doesn’t occur to me to ask him to stay close. I’m barely able to form a coherent thought.
The room is only dimly lit when I open the door. A bedside lamp is on, illuminating the prone body on the bed. She’s on her back, her eyes closed, one hand resting near her cheek.
The room tips sideways, and I truly think I’m about to lose consciousness. And I welcome it, because I cannot do this. I can’t. No.
Then her eyes open, and for a moment my confused brain won’t accept it, because how many times have I replayed this scene in my mind, willing Oscar’s eyes to open?
“Rose,” Danni moans, and it spurs me into movement. I fly to her side, and pull her into a sitting position.
“Hey, hey,” I say. Her head lolls to the side, and she surveys me through heavily lidded eyes. “Stay with me. What did you take?”
She makes a face. “Put me back down,” she slurs. “My head.”
“Danni, focus. Did you take something?”
“No.” She flops forward now, and I catch her so she’s sitting on the edge of the bed, her head leaning against my chest. “I don’t steal. Wait, I stole vodka. And wine.”
It takes me a beat longer than I’d like to admit to understand what she means. “Drugs,” I say. “Did you take anything?”
“No.”
“Did you leave your drink somewhere?”
Is that what Harriet meant? Did she know something? See something? Why didn’t I force her to come with me? Why didn’t I interrogate her further?
“I drank up here,” Danni grumbles into my chest. “I had Eleanor’s vodka.”
That’s when I notice the mostly empty bottle on the bedside table. Myriad emotions knock me sideways. She hasn’t taken anything. She isn’t overdosing. She’s just awfully drunk. Still not ideal, but not an emergency. Not right now. Not while she’s conscious, and holding a lucid conversation.
Danni lifts her head. “You’re shaking.”
I am, I realize. I can’t control it. My fingertips, my arms, my teeth, my core. There’s a silent scream settled in the back of my throat, pushing to be let out. I clamp my mouth shut to trap it, and then place a trembling hand over my lips. The room’s tilting and spinning, around and around, and I’m about to burst out of my skin. I’m in danger of collapsing under the weight of what I thought was happening, and I can’t shove it down. It’s not working. The more I try to control my breathing, the faster it gets, until I’m panting.
“Rose?” Danni asks, and I try to focus for her.
“What were you doing up here?” I ask. My teeth chatter as I speak, but I force the words out successfully. “Drinking alone?”
Danni shakes her head, then gestures vaguely behind her. On the bed is her phone, and the screen isn’t black. It’s in the middle of a video call with Rachel, who I recognize from Danni’s photos. “I was drinking with Rachel,” she says. “Except she’s drinking soda.”
That’s why I couldn’t reach her.
Suddenly, her shoulders tense. “Oh. Oh no,” she says.
“What?”
“I just remembered why I came here. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m really, really sorry.”
“What?” I demand, my voice near shouting-level. “What happened?”
“I … I was talking to Harriet.”
“And?”
She did take something. And now it’s Russian roulette from here, isn’t it?
“And … I’m sorry, Rose. I didn’t mean to, I swear. I didn’t want to. But we kissed.”
The words make no sense at all.
“You kissed … Harriet?” I repeat numbly.
“She kissed me,” Danni says. “But I couldn’t stop her. I didn’t realize what was happening until we’d already kissed, and some guys saw us. I’m so sorry, Rose. I didn’t—”
“Rose!” someone says from the doorway.
Molly, Eleanor, and Harriet are gathered, looking in on us. I can see from the look on Molly’s face that her fears echo mine. As soon as Danni looks over at them, Molly relaxes.
“Are you okay?” Harriet asks Danni.
“So that’s where my vodka went,” Eleanor says, craning her neck.
I zero in on Harriet. She kissed Danni. She kissed my very drunk girlfriend, against her will.
The fear from the last few minutes swirls and spirals and suddenly explodes, and I’m untangling myself from Danni and advancing on Harriet. She steps backward in alarm.
“I asked you what you did to her,” I hiss. Eleanor and Molly spring away from Harriet, wearing identical expressions of concern.
Harriet’s eyes widen. “I—I told you I didn’t want to talk about it.”
“Oh, you didn’t want to explain to me why you thought it was okay to force yourself on my—friend?”
“It wasn’t like that!”
“She can’t even hold herself up!” I cry, throwing my arm backward to where Danni lies on the bed.
“She wasn’t that drunk when we kissed.”
“When you kissed her,” I shout.
“Rose, keep your voice down,” Molly urges.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I cry, ignoring Molly.
Theodore has arrived to see what all the shouting is about. He makes eye contact with me in a silent question, while Harriet holds her hands up in surrender. I reel on her, wanting to slap them down. “I’m sorry!” she cries.
“No, you’re not. You don’t even know what sorry is. I’m going to make you so fucking sorry, you’re going to spend the rest of your life recounting tonight to your therapist.”
“Rose,” Molly says in horror.
But I can’t stop. The anger has a mind of its own, and it feels so wonderfully cathartic, I give myself over to it. “You’re done. You won’t sit with us, you won’t look at us, you won’t have the audacity to speak to us. Any of us. You can find new friends to harass and sexually assault, and whoever has the misfortune to inherit you is not going to hear a word from you about what you did to her. If anyone asks why you’re suddenly alone, I want you to tell them we grew tired of your endless inane questions, and your humiliating lack of boundaries, and your insistence upon over-explaining concepts everyone understood the first time.”
I watch with vicious satisfaction as Harriet transitions from wounded, to devastated, to furious. I want to goad her further, to find the insult that lands just right. To tip her over the edge, so she snaps at me, and gives me a good reason to properly snap back. I want to rip her apart for touching Danni. I want to destroy her.
“Rose,” she says, very slowly. “Calm down. Your girlfriend didn’t kiss me back.”
Several things happen at once. I spring forward, finally losing control of myself altogether, at the same moment Eleanor leaps to hold me in place with all her body weight. Theodore places himself swiftly between me and Harriet, while Molly whirls on Harriet and shoves her, firmly, out of the room, whispering something unintelligible but jagged-sounding as she does. And behind me, Danni calls out urgently. “Rose.”
At the sound of Danni’s voice, I fall limp in Eleanor’s grip.
Molly is staring at me with something akin to horror. Or perhaps it could better be described as unrecognizing. She’s closed the door behind her and is standing pressed against it, almost as though she’s trying to put as much space between us as she can. When Eleanor releases me, I discover she’s looking at me in much the same way.
“Where did that come from?” Molly asks me, and I don’t have an answer.
I’ve never lost control before. I’ve never even allowed myself to feel enough of anything to come close.
Not anger, not sadness, and certainly not fear. Not like that.
Wordlessly, I wrench my eyes away from them and go to Danni.
She’s squeezing her eyes closed, and breathing heavily. “Rose,” she whispers. “I just want to go home. Can you take me home, please?”
“To school?” I ask.
“Yeah.”
“Of course.” Grunting, I help her sit up, and she takes a second to catch her breath, looking up at me pitifully.
“We have to go past people at the party,” she says.
“Yes.”
“Don’t leave me, though. Please?”
My stomach sinks. I place a hand on the side of her face, wishing I could take back leaving her in the first place. “Never again.”

It takes Theodore and me working together to get Danni down the stairs, but after that she’s able to walk by herself, if shakily. As far as I can see, no one at the party even notices us.
“Are you mad at me?” Danni asks when we pass the front gate.
I hug my hands around my chest and shiver against the wet wind. “Of course not. Not at all.”
“You got so angry. I’ve never seen you angry.” She stumbles as she narrowly misses a tree on the sidewalk, and I shoot out a hand to steady her.
“You’re extremely drunk, and you didn’t want to kiss her,” I say. “She’s lucky I wasn’t there when she did it. We might have seen how angry I can really get.”
Danni giggles. Oh, she thinks I’m joking.
“You,” she says, turning her face to me, “are my favorite person. Do you know that? My favorite person in the world.”
I wipe away a rivulet of rain running down her cheek with my thumb. “Walk faster,” I say, hiding my smile. “It’s freezing.”
When we reach Bramppath I place a finger to my lips and hold tightly to Danni as we steal through the courtyard. Despite the fact that half the school is at the party, officially, we’re not meant to be out nearly this late. Although I’m sure the headmaster is resigned to the fact that the party would be running late, and he can’t exactly suspend half the student body, I don’t intend to find out what happens if he catches Danni and me alone, laid on a platter to be made examples of.
As soon as we make it to the top of the staircase, with Theodore’s help once more, Cora, my residential assistant, pokes her head around her door to check on the source of all the creaking. I remember Harriet mentioning earlier she gave Cora her phone, which means Cora is responsible for both floors tonight. I anticipate she’ll have a busy night ahead of her.
“God, she’s in a right state isn’t she?” she says, nodding at Danni, who lets out an impatient sigh. It would seem Cora is greatly inconveniencing her. The same Cora who is helpfully pretending not to notice the fact that we’ve clearly returned after a night of underage drinking, well past curfew.
“Danni,” I scold. “Shh.”
“I am being quiet. You’re … the … being loud.”
“Oh dear.” Cora grins.
I give Cora my best pleading look. “Do you mind if I look after her tonight?” I ask. It’s absolutely pushing our luck, given sleepovers are strictly forbidden, but I can’t not ask. Frankly, even if Cora says no, I’ll simply sneak into Danni’s room the moment she’s vanished; however, I would like her permission all the same.
Cora holds up her hands. “Hey, it’s one less person for me to worry about. Just don’t let her choke on her vomit.”
Once we’re inside my room, I help Danni out of her jacket, then she collapses on my bed. I gently take her shoes off, and then cover her with the blanket before retrieving a bottle of water for her from my mini-fridge. “Drink as much as you can,” I urge her. “You’ll thank me in the morning.”
She gives it a try, but keeps missing her mouth with the water, which drips right down her neck to pool on the sheets. With a disgusted scoff, she passes the bottle back to me.
I kneel in front of the bed and methodically stroke her hair. I remember the sensation of being far too drunk well; the nausea as the world tips and keeps tipping. The roaring in my ears, and the unquenchable dryness in my mouth.
“Take deep breaths,” I say. “How are you feeling?”
“Ugh.”
I turn off the bedside lamp, plunging us into darkness. Then, I climb onto the bed and lie behind her, our bodies running parallel with only an inch between us.
“You should have come to find me,” I whisper, running my fingers through her soft hair. “Why did you go off alone?”
“I was fine. And I didn’t want to bother you.”
“Danni, I…” I sigh. “You could never bother me. Promise me you’ll always come to me if you need me. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. You know that, right?”
When she replies, it’s surprisingly lucid. “No,” she murmurs. “But that’s okay. It’s enough.”
Frowning, I rub her back in a slow, steady pattern. Her breathing becomes gradually steadier and deeper, until I’m sure she’s asleep.
I’m quite certain, I realize as I look down at her rising and falling shoulders, that I’ve never hated myself as much as I do in this very moment.
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I message Molly when Danni falls asleep. As quietly as I can, so I don’t wake her, I tiptoe out of the room and down the hallway to Molly’s bedroom, where she’s waiting for me.
“It was like that night,” she says as soon as we’re alone.
I nod and sit heavily on the edge of her bed. It’s unmade—I think she might have been trying to sleep when I messaged her. She sits at her desk and draws her knees to her chest.
“I wanted to kill her,” I say, and she doesn’t need me to clarify I mean Harriet.
“You were afraid,” she replies. “I know exactly how that fear feels.”
Only her fear ended in an outcome far worse. Unimaginably worse.
“The thing is…” she says, studying me. “I don’t think you’ve felt anything that strongly in a long time, have you?”
I swallow, and my breath quickens. “Every time I try to think of that night in Amsterdam, I can’t hold on to it,” I say finally. “It’s as though I know on an intellectual level what happened, but I can’t see any of it at will. It comes up in flashes when I don’t want it to, instead.”
“I get those flashes,” Molly says softly. “I’ll be fine, and then something reminds me of it, and it’s like I’m right back there.”
“What’s it like for you?”
She leans back on her elbows and looks at the lamp. “Like falling,” she says, the light reflecting in her eyes. “But I never hit the ground.”
“For me, it’s always been like stepping into an empty elevator shaft, but then the ground reappears beneath me straightaway.”
Molly huffs a breath through her nostrils. A humorless laugh. “But not tonight.”
“No,” I say. “Not tonight.” I lie down, flat on my back. “Molly? Do you think you could talk me through what happened that night? From the beginning?”
She surveys me in surprise. I can imagine why. How many times did she try to recount that night, months ago? How often did I interrupt, or suddenly become extraordinarily busy, or remind her in a terse voice that I was there, and I already knew?
Tonight, though, it feels different. Tonight, instead of the nothingness I’ve grown so used to, I locked eyes with fear. And, for the first time, it found me unflinching.
Although I was raised to believe that unflinching meant to remain stoic in the face of terror and despair, I’m starting to consider that perhaps it’s quite the opposite. To see fear approaching and avert one’s eyes is little more than hiding. To allow pain to engulf you when it arrives—to invite suffering now, rather than delegating it to a future version of yourself to grapple with—and still climb to your feet once the wave has washed past? That is what it truly means not to flinch.
So.
“We were at your lodge,” Molly says. “Florence had gone home early, and Harriet wanted everybody to go to that party your friend was throwing, and so you all had some pre-drinks before we left.”
Closing my eyes, I force myself to picture it.
I remember Oscar. His auburn hair cut a little shorter than he wanted it to be. The top he wore with the Renaissance art print, and the white-gold necklace with the cross on it. I remember him locking eyes with me when everyone was getting ready, and the way he cocked his head in a silent request for me to leave the room with him. And how we’d ended up walking down the street a little so we could be perfectly, completely sure we weren’t overheard.
I remember the moon that night. It hung low in the sky, a rich yellow so warm it was golden. A path light moon, Mum used to call it. She was superstitious about path light moons, always insisting they brought terrible things with them. I happen to think Mum is completely right to be superstitious about path light moons now, though that night I was only passingly aware.
“I know you’re upset with me, Rose,” he said.
“I’m not—”
“You are. We’ve been friends for long enough.”
Had we? We were childhood friends, certainly, but we hadn’t felt like friends recently. For at least the past year, Oscar had been far more Molly’s friend than mine. They spoke every day—often on the phone. They sat together at school games—and though I was usually with them, it was always on the outskirts. A couple of times, they’d even gone to see a movie or out on a coffee date without me.
“Why would you think I’m upset?” I asked him.
“You’ve been upset with me for months,” he declared. “I think you’re jealous I’m closer with Molly than with you.”
Not quite. Rather, I was unhappy with how much her friendship with Oscar seemed to be changing Molly, in a way that felt a lot like being left behind. Molly was growing less interested in having fun and breaking rules, and more preoccupied with filming herself and discussing online influencers I’d never heard of. My pride wouldn’t allow me to admit that, so, instead, I shrugged.
“I’m coming tonight,” he told me. “You and I are going to spend some time together, and we’re going to work through this weird tension. I’m not gonna let you go all ice queen on me, okay?”
“He didn’t want to come out that night,” I say out loud to Molly. “He did it because he thought he needed to appease me.”
He felt that way, because I had been diligently building a wall between him and me for months. I wasn’t giving him the silent treatment. It was more that there stopped being anything in me to give to him, other than resentment, or jealousy, or hurt. I didn’t want him near, chipping away at my friendship with Molly, or telling her that my lifestyle—our friends’ lifestyle—was toxic. For the life of me, though, I didn’t know how to tell him that without simmering over and bursting out with rage and pain. Hence, the wall.
“I know, Rose,” Molly says softly. “He told me that.”
And I suppose she understands, better than anyone, how my coldness cost our friend his life. Because if I had simply found a way to manage my feelings, there wouldn’t have been tension to begin with. If I’d explained to the two of them that I felt abandoned, perhaps they would’ve found a way to draw me back in. If I had even assured Oscar in that moment that he didn’t need to attend a party he had no interest in to win my affection, he might have stayed home with Molly.
But I didn’t want him and Molly to stay home and talk about how glad they were they could enjoy themselves without drugs and alcohol, unlike me. I dearly wanted Molly to come out with us that night, and if Oscar came, Molly would come. And so—
“We all split off when we got to the party,” Molly says. “I think you, Eleanor, and Alfie went off first. I was with the others in the backyard for an hour or two, and Oscar was drinking like he wanted a hangover. Then at some point he went to the bathroom and he didn’t come back.”
My memories become blurrier around this point. I think, by then, it was just Eleanor and me. We’d taken something—I still don’t know what, exactly, because it never mattered to me what I experienced back then, as long as it wasn’t reality. Euphoria, hallucinations, relaxation, oblivion—it was all equally appealing.
I can see Oscar making his way through the crowd, and his eyes lighting up when he spied Eleanor and me on the couch. He sat between us and showed us several pills “some guy” had given to him. We pressed further until we established who he meant—Etienne.
“We’ve bought from him more than once,” I told him. “His stuff is trustworthy.”
He took a pill in front of us, and I remember hoping he would enjoy it, and want to come out with us more often. And that Molly would follow, and we might all become equally close, like Eleanor, Molly, and me were. Perhaps, I thought, nobody would be left behind after all.
“I think he found Eleanor and me after that,” I tell Molly now. “He had some pills with him. I told him I’d taken pills from Etienne before.”
Molly looks at me, unblinking. “Did you lie?”
“No.”
She shrugs, resigned and slow. A “what can you do?” sort of shrug. As though it were all unavoidable. As though I didn’t have opportunity after opportunity to stop things, and save him. As though I didn’t waste each one.
The memories are harder to grasp after that. The lights became blurry, dancing across my vision in a melting, warping effect. The people around me seemed to move in stop-motion. By my side. Then over there, ahead of me. Then gone altogether. I moved, too—sometimes of my own accord, sometimes when someone dragged me by the arm. Eleanor. Alfie. Harriet. I drank things as they were handed to me, and threw my arms around anyone close enough to reach, and I floated by the ceiling and I sank below the ground.
Molly fiddles with the cuff of her sock. “I noticed he didn’t come back, but I figured he was talking to you, or Alfie, or somebody. But eventually I got worried and I went to look for him.”
When Molly appeared and told me she couldn’t find Oscar, I had managed to focus. Even through the mist, I knew the tone of her voice was unusually urgent. I couldn’t quite steer myself, but with Molly leading me by the hand, I accompanied her on her search as the rooms spun and spun and became one with one another.
The room we found him in was dark, and quiet. There were no lights to blur together in there. Just a bed, with a boy, and a wall for me to lean on. I think, looking back, Molly was asking me for help for far too long before I remembered what the word meant. That was the first moment of clarity—the first moment I took Oscar in. Even in that state, I knew I was looking at something very, awfully wrong. His head was thrown back, exposing his neck, and his mouth and eyes were open as he took in a single rasping breath, but he wasn’t looking at Molly. Everything stopped, and I stared and stared, because I knew that the wrongness meant I had to do something, but I simply couldn’t remember what.
In my memories, I stared at him like that for perhaps an hour. Realistically, it couldn’t have been more than a second. I remember whispering, “Wait…” but I can’t be sure if Molly ever heard me. It wasn’t an instruction, anyway. More of a plea to the universe to undo whatever had been set in motion. Then Molly was grabbing at him, and shouting, and the room wasn’t empty anymore. My bodyguard, Elizabeth, rushed to the bed to examine Oscar. I found Eleanor by my side, speaking into her phone. That was when I remembered that one should call emergency services when one finds their friend in an empty, dark room looking like a corpse.
I wanted to go to Molly, but every time I pushed forward, I was dragged back by someone. I became surrounded by murmurs, and shouts, and the room filled further and further. Then someone attempted to empty everyone out, and that was when Eleanor had tugged on me and urged me to leave. I did not. Then Alfie had appeared, and his face was inches from mine, and he’d locked eyes with me. “Rosie,” he said. “We have to go. Now.”
I didn’t know, then, exactly what was going on. But my brain had formed one clear understanding. Molly was terrified, and Molly was almost within my reach, and I wasn’t leaving without her. So I grabbed the doorframe and gripped it with white knuckles until my friends stopped trying to pry me off. Alfie disappeared then. Eleanor did not.
The room wasn’t dark anymore by that point. I can remember walking toward the bed, and Molly grabbing me, using me to keep herself standing. I remember how badly her hand was shaking. And I remember Oscar’s eyes. They should’ve been looking at me, but there was nothing there.
“We watched him die,” I whisper to Molly.
She looks at me sharply. “Yeah.”
We watched it. He was alive, and then he wasn’t. And there was nothing we could do. Not by the time we found him. One moment he was everything, alive, and smiling, full of worries and hopes and a future. And then he was nothing. Like a lamp switch.
On, then off.
I wanted another chance. I wanted to do it differently, all of it, because it didn’t feel possible that the worst thing, the worst possible thing, could have happened in the span of only a few minutes. It didn’t seem fair, and therefore, it didn’t seem real.
Hasn’t seemed real.
But it is real.
Oscar doesn’t get a life anymore. He’s gone, and I will never speak to him again. Nor will Molly. We will never run into him at a gathering. We can’t send him a message and ask to see him.
There is no him.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t … I can’t … I’m sorry, Molly. I just didn’t … I couldn’t, but, I should have…”
It happened, didn’t it? I watched someone die. Not someone. Oscar. I watched as Molly screamed for him. I stared at his body, only flesh and bone, still warm from the blood that was pumping through it until it wasn’t.
And Molly. God, Molly.
“Then I left you,” I say. “I wouldn’t leave you while it was happening, then I left you after that night anyway.”
“Rose…”
“I just couldn’t think about it,” I say. “I know I needed to, but I couldn’t.”
“I know,” Molly says.
“No,” I insist. “I mean, I just … collapsed inward. You needed to talk about that night and I just … I—I couldn’t. It was like I was short-circuiting.”
“I understand.”
“It wasn’t normal. Every time I tried to think about it—and I mean every single time, Molly—the channel changed. I completely abandoned you, and you were in so much pain, and I felt nothing.”
Molly’s eyes are glassy, and she arches her neck to stare at the ceiling.
“You should still hate me,” I say with conviction. Molly climbs onto the bed, and I realize with a surge of revulsion at myself that she means to reassure me. “Don’t,” I gasp, sitting up with a start. “It’s not your job to comfort me.”
It was real.
The fact settles somewhere in my throat, and I have the sensation of being strangled from the inside. When I finally manage to force the breath from my lungs, it comes out in a thin sob—a sound I wasn’t expecting at all. I raise my hand as though to muffle myself, but it settles on my collarbone, and I hunch over as I gasp for another breath. For the first time, my mind allows me to understand that I watched my friend die, and he’s never coming back. I’m here in the moment, feeling all of it, and it weighs too much to stand under.
Molly touches my arm, but I shake her off. “No.”
“For me,” she insists. I drop my arm back to my side and allow her to wrap her own around me. We’re stiff for a moment, and then, together, we fold into our center, her fingers digging into my back like talons. I’m crying, I think, although it isn’t how I’ve seen others cry. Mine is more of a series of anguished, tearless breaths, punctuated by whines. Molly has tears—tears have always come easily enough to her—and they dampen my shoulder where she rests her head.
“I don’t want to feel this,” I whimper.
“I know,” she says.
Though tears do come easily to her, it’s been months since I’ve seen her cry over Oscar. She was healing, and now look at what I’ve done.
“I’m sorry,” I manage between breaths. “I’ve brought it all up again.”
Molly shakes her head and pulls me in tighter. I am enveloped, pinned in place. Anchored. “No,” she says. “It’s the first time I haven’t cried alone.”



  

THIRTY-SIX
DANNI
It’s never good to wake up to people whispering. At least, not when you’re expecting to wake up with your girlfriend lying next to you and the midmorning sun streaming in. Maybe, if you’re really lucky, the early afternoon sun. There is sun, I register, while I’m only half awake. But then I go on to further register that the whispers sound a hell of a lot like dread, which freaks me out enough that I’ve already started bracing myself by the time I open my eyes.
Rose and Molly are sitting on the floor with their backs to Rose’s wardrobe, and they snap their heads up when they hear me grunt.
“What?” I ask, and my voice comes out all thin and croaky. Oh god, fuck me, my head is pounding. I clear my throat and try again. “What is it?”
Rose crawls to my side and takes one of my hands in hers. “Danni, I’m really sorry,” she says, and my heart stops. My first, horrified thought is that something’s happened to Mom. Or maybe Rachel. Behind her, Molly looks at the ground like she can’t handle seeing my reaction to whatever Rose is going to say next, which only freaks me out more. “Someone took a video of Harriet kissing you last night. The screenshots are everywhere.”
Oh.
Oh.
For a second, I consider grabbing for my phone so I can see for myself, but then I realize I don’t want to. I don’t want to see a picture of myself tasting Harriet’s mouth, trying to figure out how to get away from her without causing a scene. I don’t want to know what half the country has seen. I don’t want to hear what they think about it, or about me. I only want to sleep. This is a step further than I can handle.
I roll onto my side and hook one arm under my pillow, drawing the blankets up over my shoulders. Rose and Molly give each other worried looks, like they think I’m about to have a nervous breakdown or something, which is probably fair, because maybe I am.
Rose squeezes my hand. “What do you want to do?” she asks. “It’s your call.”
“What is there to do?” I ask dully. It’s out now, isn’t it? And so, I guess, am I.
“You can still deny it,” Molly suggests.
Rose nods earnestly. “If you wanted to. You were drunk. You can just say you didn’t want to do it. It’s the truth anyway.”
“Or just say you were dared or something,” Molly adds. “I’ll back you up. Shit, I’ll say I’m the one who dared you, if you want.”
It’s just lying, isn’t it? That’s all I ever seem to do these days. Lie, and lie, and lie. And never because I actually want to. “I just … Jesus. I just wanted it to go away.”
The obvious answer is written all over their faces. It’s not gonna go away now. It never will. Last night happened, and rolling over in bed and pulling the blanket over my head won’t undo that.
Everyone’s watching me, whatever I do. Everyone’s listening.
“Does everybody hate me?” I ask in a small voice. I assume there’s already been some sort of reaction online. Comments, posts, articles, even. The thought of what they must be saying right now makes me want to climb into the core of the earth and hide there until it’s over.
Rose is soft. “No, no, nothing like that. People are curious, maybe. But everyone doesn’t hate you.”
But what does that mean, exactly? Just because society isn’t out for my blood today, that doesn’t mean shit when it comes to my future. A lot of people are probably just giving me the benefit of the doubt before calling for my public crucifixion.
And what will the palace think? It’s not like I kissed Rose on camera or anything, but the online rumor mill is still going to have a freaking field day with this.
“Whatever you want to do, I’m with you,” Rose says. “If anyone says a word to you, even a word, they have to face me. It’s you and me, okay?”
I look from her, to Molly on the floor, and then to the window.
“What should I do?” I ask.
Nobody replies.
There’s a knock on the door. We all jump, then Molly gets up and opens the door a crack. Eleanor peeks around it, then barges in with wide eyes. “Danni,” she says to me. “What is going on?”
“Eleanor, don’t make this worse,” Molly says, closing the door.
“Are you gay?” Eleanor asks. “Or were you just messing around with Harriet?”
“Okay, we need to have a discussion about tact,” Molly interrupts. “It’s clearly out of your grasp today.”
“I’m bi, okay?” I snap. The words are metallic on my tongue. I’m so freaking nauseous. I’m not sure if it’s the situation or the hangover. Probably both.
Eleanor puffs out her cheeks. “You know, I wouldn’t have called it,” she says after a long silence. “You don’t seem into girls.”
Rose takes my hand calmly, threading our fingers together. “Is that the case, Eleanor? What does that seem like, pray tell? Me?”
Eleanor laughs. “No.” Then something must click because she does a double take at Rose like a cartoon character or something. It’d be funny if this weren’t the worst thing I’ve ever lived through. “No? No!”
Rose leans an elbow on the bed next to me. “You know,” she says to me, as casual as if she was bringing up what she ate for breakfast. “I think we did a better job at hiding than we ever gave ourselves credit for.”
I gape at her. As far as I knew she’d had no intentions of coming out to anyone else anytime soon. Did she just do it to take the spotlight off me? Even if she could only do that here, in our little group?
Eleanor shoots an accusing look at Molly, like she’s asking if she knew this. Molly gives a quick nod, and Eleanor slumps to sit next to her on the floor. “Well,” she says. “This is … different.”
“Different from what, you?” Rose asks in a warning voice, her expression suddenly hard.
Eleanor holds her hands up in surrender. “I don’t mean it like that. You just have to give me a second, okay? I’ve known you for years and this is kind of a bombshell.”
“It kind of doesn’t affect you,” Molly mutters.
And, oh my god, I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. All three girls look at me as though I’ve officially lost it. Maybe I have. Here comes the prophesized nervous breakdown. “Oh, shit,” I cackle, wiping a tear away with my fist.
Rose’s phone starts ringing. She throws it clean across the room like it burned her, and I laugh even harder. “Answer it, you idiot,” I force out.
Looking like she’d rather answer a ringing rattlesnake, she retrieves it. “It’s William,” she says.
Molly swears in a low voice and Eleanor pulls a sympathetic face. Rose sighs and answers it, leaving the room. I guess she doesn’t want me to hear whatever William has to say. Which, obviously, only makes me want to hear it more.
We can hear her just outside the door, but her voice is too muffled to make much out. I sit up in bed, staring at my hands, because I can’t bring myself to look at the other two right now.
“So how long?” Eleanor asks.
Nowhere near long enough for it to be over already. “On and off since November.”
“November?”
“Pretty much.” My cheeks are so hot I’m pretty sure they’re glowing molten.
“And Harriet? She’s like that, too?” Eleanor directs this one at Molly. “What, did we meet all our friends at a gay-straight alliance I’ve forgotten about or something?”
“People are gay sometimes, Eleanor,” Molly says. Eleanor stares at her a little too long, and she rolls her eyes. “I didn’t mean me.”
“Well, can you blame me for wondering?” Eleanor asks. “And how long has Rose been queer?”
“Since birth, I would imagine,” Molly replies dryly.
Eleanor shrugs. “I just want to get up to speed. I just found out I’ve been third-wheeling two of my best friends for half the school year and I want to figure out how I missed it. And why am I the only one who didn’t know?”
Rose reenters the room, her face grim. “It’s a media circus on the front grounds,” she says. “They’re interviewing every student they can get their hands on. Apparently, the headmaster’s sent them away twice and they keep coming back.”
“What do you think they’re saying?” I ask, feeling numb.
“We’ll go out there,” Eleanor said. “Me and Molly. It’s better if they speak to us than the other students, right?”
Rose flops on the end of the bed. “It depends what Danni wants us to say.”
“Us?” Molly repeats, sounding confused.
“Me?” I croak.
“You. This is about you.”
“This is about us. You know you’ll be brought up, Rose.”
Rose nods tersely. Oh, she knows. This is the part where she tells me what I’m cleared to say about her, right? My orders of the day from the palace?
“It is about us,” she agrees. “But it’s mostly about you. What do you want to say?”
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t surprised, and I take my time responding. I want to make sure I’m totally, definitely sure before the words leave my mouth. “I’m not going to fight it,” I say. “You can tell them I’m bi.”
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize that’s not what I want. Since the start of all this, I’ve had barely any control. I’ve been forced to hide my relationship with Rose. Dragged along to surprise double dates. Kissed by Harriet. Outed by whoever took that video of us. So, even though the thought of talking to a bunch of reporters about something this personal makes me want to pass out, or puke, or both, I have to. Something about this has to be in my control. So, I tell the girls I want to speak for myself. Rose gives me a super long look—like she isn’t sure I’m in my right mind—but she doesn’t argue.
Molly is the only one brave enough to bring it up. “And if they ask about Rose?”
“You don’t have to lie,” Rose says quickly. “You can just say you’re not allowed to comment about me. The palace can release a statement about me later.”
But she has to know as well as I do how bad an idea that would be, how damning it would look to anyone already suspicious.
“Rose,” I say tightly to Molly, “is my very good friend. Like you and Eleanor. We’re a group of girls at boarding school. We’re close. But Rose is straight.”
There’s so much relief in Rose’s eyes I want to wrap her in a hug and assure her that she’s completely safe with me, and that I’d never do anything to hurt her. She can give me a loaded gun if she wants, but I’d never pull the trigger. Not now, and not in a hypothetical future where she’s only somebody I once knew. Like she said. It’s me and her.
“Then I’ll say the same,” Rose says.
Molly gives her a sharp look. “You will?” she asks.
Rose faces her with a look that definitely would’ve shut me up right away if she’d sent it my way. Molly obviously feels the same, because she looks away and shrugs, as if to say, “Whatever, not my business.” Sometimes it’s easy to forget that Rose is a princess, someone who’s had a lifetime of bossing people around and getting her own way. This is not one of those times.
I’m not sure why, exactly, Molly’s so confused by the idea of Rose speaking to the media, but I’m so overwhelmed by what’s about to happen to me that I forget about my confusion as quickly as it hits.
“Can you guys wait outside for a minute?” Rose asks Eleanor and Molly.
As soon as we are alone Rose begins to riffle through her wardrobe.
“What are you looking for?” I ask, but she’s already got what she was after. Her school cape.
“Wear this,” she says. “And give me yours once you’ve changed.”
So, I’ll be coming out to the world, while denying I have any history with Rose, while wearing her cape, after spending the night in her bed.
And she’ll be doing the same. Minus the coming out part.
I guess she’s searching for a shred of control, too. For a tiny bit of the truth to put on display, even as we loudly lie. It doesn’t erase it, or make it better. But I guess it’s all we’ve got to cling to.
I head back down to my room to change, and by the time I’ve finished, Rose, Eleanor, and Molly are waiting for me out front, wearing their full uniforms as well. I pass Rose my cape. Mine’s in better condition than hers—I guess I grew up doing my own laundry a lot of the time while Mom worked late, and Rose came to school after a lifetime of her clothes appearing washed and pressed in her wardrobe like magic. Her cape is covered in lint and has some deep creases across the back from being left on the floor for too long.
We head off in a tight group, the four of us. There’s a whole crowd of students hanging out at the front of the school just inside the gate. Some are talking to journalists but most are just watching. Waiting, I realize. For me.
I’m flanked by Molly and Eleanor, and Rose is on Molly’s other side. We have to be more careful than ever not to touch.
But I have her cape.
When the students notice us they part, forming a sort of hallway of bodies for us to pass through. It’s like being on the worst red carpet imaginable.
We’re swamped by the press at the gate. The majority of journalists head for Rose and me. A couple of wily ones think to speak to Eleanor and Molly. They won’t have the bigger story, but their quotes will be more exclusive. Props to them. Sort of.
I end up separated from Rose. And that’s when the fear hits.
I’m bombarded by camera flashes, turning the world a bright white. Everyone’s yelling at me at once, and my already-throbbing headache is building with a vengeance. I stand without saying a word, because what the hell do I say? The mini-speech I came up with in the room earlier has vanished from my mind, and I think it was only about Rose and me, anyway. But most of this has nothing to do with Rose, right? Most of this is me telling the world I’m bi.
Holy shit. I haven’t even told Mom. Everything’s been so panicked and scrambled and confused that the reality of this has only hit me right now.
I wanted to come out, I think. But this is definitely not what I had in mind.
They’re faceless, the people in front of me. Their figures have no details. They blend together, blurred by those blinding lights.
“Danni, tell us about—”
“Thea Brunswick from the Midday Spectator, Danni, and I was wondering if—”
“Is it true that you and Molly Kwon—”
Then someone shouts it, clear as anything. “Were the photos fake, Danni?”
I look sort of in the direction of the voice. This is it. I can’t even see who I’m speaking to, for god’s sake. It doesn’t matter, though. Not really. I’m not speaking to them. I’m speaking to everybody in the country.
Here we go. “No. They weren’t fake,” I say in a shaking voice. I almost can’t get the words out.
“Are you straight?”
This is cruel. It’s so fucking cruel. Being asked this so bluntly, by the same people who will run stories with photos outing me no matter what I say right now. Like it’s mine to share. But it isn’t mine. If it was mine, it would have happened exactly when I was ready. It would’ve been to my loved ones, not to these strangers just so I can take some sort of control of the narrative before they run off with it.
“No,” I say. “I’m not straight.”
There.
It’s done.
My head swims so badly I almost miss the next question.
“What about Edmund?”
What the hell do I say to that? I should’ve taken more time to prepare. I know they can see how guilty I am. I know my face is bright red, and my eyes are glassy, and they’ve got it all on camera, as I say, “No comment.”
“Danni, there have been rumors that you’re in a romantic relationship with Princess Rosemary. Can you comment on that?”
I force my face to relax. I need to look like they’ve stopped asking serious questions and started on the really ridiculous shit. And for god’s sake, for once, I can’t cry.
“Rose is my friend,” I say, concentrating as hard as I can on being casual. “And that’s all. She’s now aware I’m not straight, and she’s handled the information with the respect that I’ve come to expect from her. I’m very lucky to have someone so supportive as a friend of mine.”
“How close are you with Harriet?”
Of course they know her name. They’ve been speaking to our classmates all morning. Still, the question takes me by surprise, and my lip curls. “I’m not,” I spit. “Thank you for your … questions.” Is that how you end an interview? It is now.
The crowd starts to move. The journalists have what they wanted. Now it’s a competition to see who can break the story first.
If I’m lucky, I’ll get the chance to tell Mom before they can.
Gripping onto the sides of her skirt, Rose stands alone to my left, breathing heavily. Farther away from us, Molly and Eleanor have found each other.
I make it to Rose. “How’d yours go?” I ask in a low voice, trying to look as platonic as possible.
“It hurt. More than I expected.”
“I know,” I agree.
It kind of feels like I’ve been fed to the lions in the Colosseum with my classmates as the spectators. Molly and Eleanor join us and block us from the view of the other students. “You know what,” Molly says. “It’s lunchtime.”
“Right,” Eleanor agrees hastily. “Let’s go eat. We’re done out here.”
Rose and I give each other dark glances. It’s not done by a long shot. But lunch does sound nice. Too bad I don’t have time to eat if I want any shot of being the one to share today’s breaking news with Mom. So, I let the others go off to lunch and head to my room to call her. When I check my call log, though, I realize I have two missed calls. One from Rachel, and one from Mom.
I couldn’t even have this, huh?
Mom answers on the second ring. “Danni, honey?”
“Hi.”
“Hi, sweetie.” She takes a deep breath and laughs a little. “I saw something on the news just now.”
“It’s true,” I say flatly before she spends too much longer trying to spit it out. “I’m sorry.”
When she replies, her voice is hard. “Don’t you ever apologize, Danni. I don’t want to ever hear you do that again. Not to me, not to anybody.”
I try to reply, but I’m starting to feel like I might cry any second, so I don’t say a word.
She continues. “I love you more than anybody in the entire world. You’re my girl and I am so, so proud of you. Every day you make me prouder. That’s all I have to say.”
I press my lips together, feeling overwhelmed tears threatening to spill. I draw a shaky breath, trying to think of what to say.
“Are you okay, sweetie?”
I shake my head a few times, trying to find my voice. When I open my mouth, a sob bursts out instead of words. “Not really,” I manage.
“I’d like you to come home for the week. You need to be here with us. You need space.”
“I can’t, Mom. I have practice exams coming up. There’s too much going on.”
“Screw exams,” she says, catching me by surprise. “You won’t be taking anything. You’ve been through trauma. There’s an exemption for that. I’ll speak to the headmaster—”
“I don’t want you to speak to him about this—”
“We’ll lie, then. Say Dennis died and I need you home for the funeral arrangements.”
“Mom!”
“Okay, maybe not Dennis. That’s easily fact-checked. How about Auntie Kylie?”
“Mom,” I said, cracking a reluctant smile. “Thank you. But I don’t want to go home. I want to stay here. I have to.”
“Well, if you want to, that’s one thing. But don’t you think you have to. Your grades aren’t worth your well-being.”
“Okay, Mom. Thank you.”
“I love you, Danni. Please don’t forget you can call me whenever you need to. It doesn’t matter what the time is or what day it is. Call me.”
“I will.”
“Promise me?”
“Promise.”
“Okay. And, sweetie … you don’t need to tell me everything now. When you’re ready. But if you have a girl in your life, and you want me to know her, I would love to meet her.”
I want to cry, because there’s nothing I want more in the world than to introduce Rose to Mom. But Mom doesn’t mean Rose. She means Harriet. She thinks Harriet is my girlfriend.
“Sure,” I say. “Maybe.”
With that we say goodbye, and we disconnect.
I put the phone on my bedside table and curl up to stare at the wall.



  

THIRTY-SEVEN
ROSE
William visits me at Bramppath directly after lunch. At least he let me eat first. Rather thoughtful of him.
The interviews this morning went perfectly. I’d anticipated no less from Molly, Eleanor, and myself, but Danni surprised me after all her talk of being terrified of standing front and center. Somehow, she managed to spin her entire question session in our favor. In the photos Danni stands stoic, calm, chin raised. She held unwavering eye contact.
These months in the spotlight have changed her more than I realized. I can only hope it was for the better.
Of course, William rather disagrees.
“I don’t know how much clearer I could have been,” he spits out. We’re sitting in one of the office meeting rooms, across from each other at a long wooden table. His suit has a coffee stain down the front. I wonder if he’s noticed. “So, please explain to me, Rose, why your friend chose to speak directly to the media rather than liaising with me for a statement as I instructed?”
Well, that would be because I had never told Danni it was an option at all. Let alone a directive. “She was outed to the world today,” I say. “Against her will. She at least deserved full control over what she had to say about it.”
And I certainly didn’t want her being manipulated or guilted into saying something that would save my reputation at her own expense.
“But for you to go and make your own statement,” he says in a wretched tone. “What could possibly have possessed you to do that? You do not speak to the media. You willfully ignored that.”
“So there wouldn’t be a statement released implying Danni was inappropriate with me,” I snap, “or that she kissed me against my will—just in case there’s ever a photo leak and we need the plausible deniability set up in advance—or that I secretly hate her, or anything along those lines. I will not allow you to use her as a human shield to defend my reputation!”
“Yes, it’s become quite clear this year that your reputation is of very little importance to you,” William says in an icy tone, folding his hands on the table before him.
“Is what I said so awful?” I ask. “Is it even that different from what you would’ve had me say?”
William looks as though he’s praying to the Lord to send him patience. It’s a reaction I bring out rather often in people. “I would have had you say nothing at all, Rose. The content is not the point. How do you think it looks that the crown princess made a public statement on her friend’s sexuality drama?”
“Drama?” I repeat flatly.
“I’m sure it goes without saying,” he says, “that you need to spend some time apart from this girl. At least anywhere you can possibly be seen.”
“There aren’t reporters in Bramppath.”
“No, but there are students, Rose! We don’t know how many of your classmates are fueling these rumors, but we know there’s at least one. And one is all it takes.” I hold his gaze, and he darkens. “Think, Rose. I just came from calming your father down. He wants that girl out of Bramppath. He doesn’t trust you to remain discreet anymore, and frankly, I can see why. I convinced him to hold off while we handle it, but don’t think he won’t ship that girl back to America if it comes to it.”
I force myself to slow down and remain calm. Clearly, pushing back will get me nowhere at present. Appeasement and bargaining may, however, prevent the palace from inserting themselves between Danni and me.
“Okay,” I say. “Just … don’t hurt her. I’ll stay away from her.”
Some of the wind leaves William’s sails. “There’s no need to be so serious. They aren’t going to assassinate the girl.”
“There’s more than one way to hurt someone,” I say.
“Yes, well. I’ve won you one last chance, Rose. I wouldn’t waste it.”
I grit my teeth until my jaw aches, and nod.

They let me return to school shortly after dinner. Molly is on her way out of Dewitt just as I’m about to enter. She’s already changed out of her uniform and is wearing a pair of sweatpants and sneakers, which tells me either she’s not filming anything tonight, or she’s already finished. “Walk with me,” she says, grabbing my arm. “I was about to print something out.”
“That sounds so normal,” I say with a laugh. “It’s strange that normal things can still happen when the world’s falling apart.”
She gives me a sympathetic look. “You know I got sent a petition today? Some random person wanted me to share it, so they can get signatures demanding your parents let you be with Danni.”
I groan. “Oh, yes, that will change everything. Let them know just how many people believe Danni and I are together, in writing!”
“At least their hearts are in the right place.” Molly grins as we pass beneath a rose canopy. Then, she sobers. “Are you okay?”
“Not really. My parents say I must stop being seen with Danni altogether. With the implication that if I’m caught even speaking to her, they’ll punish us.”
Molly squeezes her eyes shut, as though she was afraid of this very thing. “Okay,” she says. “We’ll figure it out.”
I’m not so certain, but hearing her say so does alleviate some of the tension in my shoulders. “You think?”
“Sure. Maybe we’ll do a roster or something. Some days Danni hangs with me and you hang with Eleanor, then we switch it up.”
“Okay. And Danni and I can spend evenings together, perhaps.”
We pass a group of third-year students and fall silent. When we’re alone again, Molly gives me a concerned frown. “You’re still going to risk seeing her? Think of what you could lose.”
We’ve reached the entrance to the library, where the printers are. But it’s also where students are likely to gather. So, for now, we hover on the grounds by a heap of brown slush that was once a crisp blanket of snow. “You could lose more than Danni,” Molly continues when I don’t reply. “I’m talking about losing your entire future. Doesn’t that terrify you?”
I press my fingertips to my temples, because I know there’s a correct answer here, but it feels like a lie.
“Can I tell you something sort of heavy?” Molly asks.
“Okay.”
She glances around us. “When Oscar died … at first … there were days I wished I died instead. When you’re in that kind of grief, it’s hard to see things clearly, and I thought I lost everything. Obviously I didn’t die, and you know what? I like my life. I like living. And I would still do almost anything to undo that night,” she adds quickly. “But he wasn’t my life. He was an incredible, amazing part of it, and I miss him every day. My life still has worth without him, though. I don’t want you to throw away everything that matters to you for her. Your life is bigger than Danni, and hers is bigger than you.”
I struggle with her words, turning them over every which way. In the end, all I can give her is a nod of acknowledgment, while I adjust my cape. Danni’s cape. “I have to get back inside,” I say. “But thank you.”
She sighs, and nods in return.



  

THIRTY-EIGHT
DANNI
It seems like I’ve only been asleep for a couple of minutes when a gentle but persistent rapping on my door drags me awake. I try to tune it out—consciousness is a hard no after the day I’ve just had—but eventually the knocking gets too annoying and I stumble out of bed. I open the door a crack to find Rose standing there, holding a folded blanket in front of her. “Were you sleeping?” she asks, pushing past me to get inside.
“It’s, like, one in the morning, so yes,” I said, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “What are you doing?”
“I couldn’t sleep. Also, you never messaged me back after your nap, and I was worried.”
I climb back into bed and find my warm spot, pulling the blankets back up. “Get in,” I offer, patting the space beside me.
She crouches in front of me. I think she’s going to kiss me, but instead she whispers, “Actually, can you get dressed? I want to go for a walk.”
“It’s freaking freezing out there,” I groan. “And my bed is so toasty. Can’t we just cuddle and fall asleep and pretend nothing outside the room exists at all?”
She holds out the blanket in response, looking proud of herself for her foresight. Yeah. Okay. It’s not gonna help much, but I can’t say no to that face, can I?
We steal down the hallway without saying a word. Her bodyguard isn’t with her, I notice. It’s the first time I’ve seen Rose leave the nearby buildings without one of them. There’s a tense moment when she gingerly opens the front door, and it creaks like an animal in agony, but no one comes out of their rooms. I can’t help breaking into silent, nervous laughter while we cross the courtyard. “Why are we doing this?” I ask.
“Because I don’t think we’re going to get a chance to see each other outside our rooms for a long time.”
My heart sinks. I want to ask her for more information, but I also don’t. I can figure out what she means from context, and I just can’t. I can’t handle any more bad news. So, I suck it up, and follow her into the night.
We reach the edge of the woods, and I zip up my parka. With winter only just behind us, it’s not snowing anymore, but it’s damn well close to it.
Rose cups my hands in hers. “Where are your gloves?” she chides.
“I forgot them.”
Wordlessly, she takes the gloves off her own hands and passes them to me.
“I don’t want to go in the woods, Rose,” I say, blowing onto my gloved hands to heat them up. “It’s creepy at night.”
“We lurk around the woods all the time,” she says airily.
“It’s not all the time,” I protest. “And usually we have Theodore with us. Why didn’t you wake him up, by the way?”
Rose looks into the woods grimly. “I need to talk to you.”
My blood goes cold. “No.”
“No?”
“No.” I plant my feet firmly and cross my arms. “You’re not breaking up with me. We’re not having a serious talk. It’s not happening. I was outed to the entire world today. I don’t need to get my heart broken tonight. I need my fucking girlfriend to hold me and tell me everything’s going to be okay.”
I’m surprised I get that far before the tears come and cut me off. Rose has me in her arms before the first sob escapes, and she pulls me fiercely into her chest. “I’m not trying to break up with you,” she says, and I melt with relief. “Danni, I told you I was in at the start, and when I say I’m in, that means no matter what. You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid.”
“I just had a really bad day,” I cry, and she starts methodically stroking my hair.
“I know,” she whispers. “I’m sorry I woke you up.”
“No, I’m glad you did. I wanted to see you. I just…” I grip her coat for support, and she holds me, standing steady, until my breathing goes back to normal and my heartbeat slows down from the fright. God fucking damnit.
“So, what did you want to talk about?” I ask, still hugging her.
I rise and fall with her chest as she sucks in a lungful of freezing air. “I keep thinking about the student from Bramppath who told the palace about us, right at the start.”
“What about her?”
“It’s just, I can’t see how it could’ve been some random student. We were careful. We were hiding it. For someone to have caught on, they must have known us well. They must have been really close to us. Probably someone in Dewitt.”
I pull back and look at her in horror. “You think?”
“It’s the only thing that makes any sense to me,” she says. “And I’ve also been thinking about the online rumors. And the video of you and Harriet being sent into the media. It’s been making me feel surrounded by people who want to hurt us.”
“Me, too.”
“But what if we aren’t surrounded? What if there’s only one person, and they’re really close?”
I don’t know which thought is more stomach-churning. “Like who?”
Rose shrugs. “I don’t know. But what I do know is William said we have to pretend we aren’t friends anymore. Even to other Bramppath students. But, Danni, you should know they threatened to get rid of you.”
“Get rid of me?” I ask sharply. The first thought that pops into my mind is a man in the distance with a sniper rifle.
“He said they wanted you out of Bramppath.”
“Oh.” Yeah that sounds more realistic.
“So you need to know that’s what’s at risk here. If we keep seeing each other and we’re caught by the wrong person—”
“I’m not breaking up,” I say fiercely. “I don’t care what they threaten us with.”
Unless it’s a sniper, maybe.
Rose’s face is serious. “Don’t be flippant about that, Danni. It wouldn’t necessarily stop at removing you from the school. They could send your family away. You and your mum, your visas…”
Our visas? I try not to let on how much the thought of that rattles me. “It wouldn’t come to that, surely?”
“No, not surely. They did it to my dad. They deported his girlfriend, when he wasn’t much older than me.”
Okay, well that’s terrifying. And horrifying. But it won’t happen, because we won’t get caught. I’m not letting myself be bullied. Not again. Not anymore.
When Rose sees my look of defiance, she gives a weary kind of nod. She doesn’t look one bit disappointed, though. “Yes, well, that means we’re going to have to hide it completely. No friendship, no contact, as far as anyone but the two of us are concerned. We message each other using different contact names, or burner phones. We see each other once everyone else is asleep only. And we tell everyone we know we’re staying away from each other. Including Eleanor and Molly. Including Theodore and Sidney.”
“You think it could be one of them?” I ask, aghast.
“I think the stakes are too high to assume anything right now. Until we know more, the only people I trust are standing right here.”
It doesn’t make any sense to me. Why would Theodore or Sidney want to interfere in our lives? Why would Eleanor or Molly? But at the same time, I get what Rose is saying. An awful lot of anonymous strangers started becoming very interested in our business all at once. I think of the first forum poster, the one who created the essay using photos and videos from Molly’s socials. I figured it was one of Molly’s many fans. But what if it isn’t a fan? What if it’s one of Molly’s … friends?
Shivering, I turn back to the woods. In the daylight they seem kind of quaint, welcoming, like something from a fairy tale. One of the nice ones, not “Hansel and Gretel.” Now, they’ve got more of a Blair Witch Project vibe.
“Done,” I say. “It’s just between us.”
“Between us.”
“But as long as it’s just the two of us? I’m not setting foot in those damn woods.”
“No one can see us in there, though,” Rose whines. “We can do whatever we want, and we won’t need to be locked in a bedroom for once.”
“To be fair,” I say, spinning in a circle, “no one can see us right here, either.”
She looks around, thoughtfully. Then she lunges for me and wraps her arms around my middle, lifting me off the ground.
“Rose,” I cry, kicking into midair. “Let me go!”
“Make me.”
“This is kidnapping,” I protest as she walks me toward the trees.
She stops just inside the border of trees, approximately two feet into the woods, still holding me. “Now, isn’t this romantic?” she asks, grunting under my weight.
“Put me down,” I order.
She does, and I swat at her. She dodges me, laughing. “Just because you’re the princess,” I say, “doesn’t mean”—she grabs my wrists—“you decide what everyone does.”
I try to keep glaring at her, but I break into a smile after a few seconds. It gets even wider as she steers me to the nearest tree and wraps my arms around the back of it, kissing me and pinning me in place, my back against the trunk, her hands on my wrists, and her hips against mine. Eventually, I wrench my arms free and draw her into me. We’re a tangle of arms and legs, tied up like a knot that was never supposed to be unwound.
“You don’t get away with it just because you’re hot, either,” I say against her lips when she pulls away.
She pretends to sulk. “But that’s the opposite of what I was raised to believe,” she says, letting me go.
I walk out of the woods, mostly just to prove a point. I’m giggling, too, now, though, so when Rose chases after me and pulls me back into another kiss I don’t protest.
Her hair is messy from the wind, and her eyes are crinkled, and her coat has slid off one shoulder. Even after all this time, it still surprises me when I stop and take in just how beautiful she is. And not just physically. It strikes me, looking at her now, that I’d do anything to protect this girl. Anything she needs, I’ll do it.
“I don’t think I’d be okay without you,” I say.
Rose runs a thumb over my jaw. “You’ve got me,” she says. “You’re not going to lose me.”
“I’m one wrong move from losing you,” I say.
She shakes her head. “Not as long as you’re on this earth. There’s nowhere they can send you that I won’t follow. You … how can I even explain how much you mean to me? You’ve redefined what happiness is. Each night, I climb into bed excited because when I wake, I get to live another day knowing you. And I know I let you get hurt last night, but I swear right here and right now that will never happen again. I won’t allow it, because watching you in pain is a thousand times worse than bearing it myself, and I simply don’t care what gets thrown at me anymore. The only thing that matters is you, Danni. I wanted to become a better person, but you make me good. I don’t think I realized it before, but I do now. I need you, and I need the version of me I become when I’m with you. If I lose you, I lose me, and I will fight for you until I’m broken and bloodied if that’s what it takes.”
I stare at her, completely stunned. “Rose…”
“I love you,” she finishes fiercely, and for just a heartbeat, the world stops.
“I love you, too,” I hear myself say, and it’s the truth. I’ve known it’s the truth for a while now. It scares the shit out of me, but there it is.
It’s incredible, I think, that one day could hold one of the worst, and one of the best, moments of my life, all in one.
She breaks into a grin like sunshine through clouds. “You do?”
“Of course I do.”
She takes a few steps away from me, tips her head back, and takes a shaky breath. “I love you.” She laughs.
“Don’t say it too loud.”
“I love you,” she says again, raising her voice and holding her arms out to the side. “I’m in love with Danni Blythe. I will always be in love with Danni Blythe. Make it the front-page news for all I bloody care.”
The only response is the wind, and no one can hear us but the animals in the woods.



  

THIRTY-NINE
ROSE
It’s crushing to be attached to Alfie’s arm at yet another family event. Nothing personal to him, of course. I’m well aware of how much I owe him. This week, more than ever, it’s crucial to be seen together by as many people as possible, and my cousin Emmeline’s wedding is the perfect occasion. Only, I can’t help being keenly aware that, right now, while we’re eating hors d’oeuvres surrounded by breathtaking flower installations with a jazz band serenading us, Danni is at school without me, possibly feeling the worst she ever has. I’ve never felt like I’m giving a pantomime performance quite as much as I do tonight. This isn’t only fake. It’s a farce.
Eleanor is here tonight, too, though she’s sitting with her parents at the moment. She begged for an invitation when she discovered Emmeline is marrying Guadalupe Alcántara, a descendant of minor Spanish nobility. And Santi confirmed to her via text—they are, as of Florence’s party, on texting terms—he would indeed be attending.
Alfie and I float around the reception as a couple, speaking to as many people as we possibly can. See, here we are. Entirely heterosexual, quite in love, please for the love of god help us quell any rumors otherwise before my girlfriend gets hurt again.
Over and over again we smile and laugh with people while they make the same inane comments. You two look lovely together. I
remember my high school love. You’re a lucky man, Alfie, this one’s going to keep you on your toes. It’s as though someone were walking ahead of us handing out identical cue cards for the guests to read aloud.
I take every opportunity possible to text Danni, but it doesn’t make me feel any less filthy. I wonder if being a walking lie is something you eventually adjust to.
“What’s Danni up to?” Alfie asks after I pull out my phone for the fifteenth time tonight.
I return it to my pocket, chastised. “I’m being rude, aren’t I?” I ask. “Sorry, sorry.”
Glancing at the room, I find Eleanor on the dance floor with Santi, holding one of his hands as they sway. She’s so enraptured by him she doesn’t notice me looking.
Looking past the dance floor, I see Mr. Paget-Harrington, standing with my parents and Mr. and Mrs. Smythe, parents of one of the younger Bramppath girls. Mrs. Smythe belongs to the alumni association along with Alfie’s mother. Mr. Paget-Harrington spies me looking, and gestures us over.
“Hide your phone,” Alfie warns. “Dad’ll rip you to shreds if he catches you. It’s his latest thing. Apparently screens kill brain cells.”
“Noted.”
We don identical smiles as we join the group.
“Rosemary,” Mrs. Smythe says, craning her neck to look up at me. She’s a short, bird-faced woman who I’ve never liked all that much. The fact that she is greeting only me by name, though she knows me at least as well as she knows Alfie, does not improve that fact. There’s an interesting note to her tone, but I can’t put my finger on what. “How nice to see you. You look lovely.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Smythe. Did you enjoy the wedding?”
Dull, dull, generic, dull, dull.
I hope Molly’s with Danni, at least. This will be the first night I’m not able to check in on Danni at all, even if only for fifteen minutes before she falls asleep. I’m sure she’ll be fine, but still. She shouldn’t be alone. She should be here, with me.
“It was just beautiful. And the two of you will be next, yes?”
I laugh a little too loudly at this, before realizing she’s only half joking.
Alfie’s eyes flicker sideways in surprise, then he melts into a practiced, coy smile. “I think Rose would like to finish school first.”
“Sensible,” Mum agrees.
“Young girls spend too much time being sensible these days,” Mr. Paget-Harrington says, clapping me on the shoulder. Hard. “There’s nothing wrong with a little risk. A little romance. Helen and I were married by twenty, and look at us now.”
“If it’s right, it’s right,” Father agrees, and I look at him pointedly. He doesn’t meet my eye.
“Don’t wait too long,” Mrs. Smythe says, “or he might run out of patience.”
Alfie laughs and takes my hand. “No pressure, but I’m kind of a big deal. You wouldn’t want to lose me, now, would you?”
The group titters. My smile is becoming more and more forced. I know he’s only playing along, but it’s bordering on turning me into the villain if I don’t verbally agree with them all. It is, I think, a step beyond what’s necessary to sell us.
“Just be sure to keep us in the loop if you do decide to take the next step,” Mrs. Paget-Harrington adds. “We could perhaps use my mother’s ring. She would’ve loved the idea of Rosemary having it.”
This doesn’t seem like a particularly appropriate conversation to be holding around non-family members, and yet here we are. What an excellent way to start a rumor.
Excusing us, I walk Alfie to a quiet corner, and keep a steady smile on my face while I speak. Always assume the room is watching. If I haven’t learned that lesson by now, I never will. “Are we getting engaged now?” I ask. “Because I thought it was customary to check with each other first before diving into something like that?”
Alfie just laughs. “Of course not. They were joking.”
“Were they?”
“Yes, Rosie. We’re seventeen. That’s what happens when you’re around your parents and you’re a couple. You get teased.”
“I suppose I wouldn’t know,” I say, still forcing the same smile.
“What, you don’t want to follow me to Oxford?” he asks, his eyes glittering.
“I’ll happily visit you at Oxford. How about that?”
“Maybe you should consider it. Your father isn’t all wrong, you know.” He pauses. “Have you … put much thought into your future at all?”
“We’re only in fifth year.”
“I know. But then suddenly, we’re going to be in sixth. And then, who knows? I admit, I’ve been curious. What happens to you in the long term? Are you planning on marrying?”
“I suppose so, yes. One day.”
He nods thoughtfully. “And I’d hazard a guess you’d want a husband who’s happy to cover for you while you partake in … other activities behind the scenes?”
“I imagine it would be rather difficult if he weren’t happy.”
“So do I.” He gives me a mischievous grin. “In that case, you know, you could do a lot worse than me.”
“Are you volunteering?” I tease.
He stops grinning, and I almost forget to keep my own expression pleasant. “Are you … volunteering?” I repeat.
He only shrugs.
“But why?” I ask, nonplussed. “If you’re honestly being serious, why on earth would you volunteer to marry me when you don’t lo—” I catch myself, and look at him in questioning horror.
He rolls his eyes. “I’m not in love with you, don’t fret. But I’d be lying if I said I haven’t thought about what it would be like to be your husband.”
“And?”
“And … I think you’re wonderful. I would be more than happy to spend a life with you.”
“Until you do fall for someone.”
“Well, I admit I assumed you wouldn’t be demanding monogamy from me. Isn’t a side piece one of the treasured traditions of kings worldwide?”
I stare at him, and he seems to realize what he’s said. “Kings of yesteryear, anyway,” he corrects.
“In other words,” I say coolly, “the fate I have to settle for—in which I must forever hide the woman I love—is one you would voluntarily choose?”
“It’s just as voluntary for you as it would be for me,” he says.
I bristle, and open my mouth to tell him off, but he interrupts before I can. “Think about it. You’re choosing to become queen. If you stepped aside, you could do what you wanted with your life. But you know, as I do, that hiding is a small price to pay to stand at the head of our country. To be the one everybody looks up to, and listens to. To have the power to make changes. Think of the sort of good we could do together. I know I couldn’t pull it off as I am. But by your side?”
I suppose, now that he mentions it, I can see Alfie in the role. How many times have I marveled at his ability to make small talk, and charm strangers, and hold himself in the spotlight? He was born for it, in ways that I wasn’t. But I was actually born for it, and because of that, my choice will always hold a different weight to his.
“It’s more complicated than that for me,” I say thinly.
“Perhaps. But I think, at the heart of it, you’re intoxicated by the potential your life could hold in that position.”
“Perhaps,” I say, “Or maybe you simply believe I must feel that way, because you do.”
“Right, because I don’t know your internal world at all,” he says, looking—amazingly—amused. “Ever since you met Danni Blythe, all you can talk about is wanting to be good. There is no greater good than this.”
I look past Alfie at this. My mind is swirling with thoughts I can barely begin to parse. I look past his parents, and mine, and beyond them—beyond the crowd—I find William’s eyes boring into me as he watches us speak.
“We’re friends,” I say to Alfie, still looking at William. “I couldn’t…”
“Would a stranger be any better, though? Really think about it, Rosie.”
And I do. I picture all of it.
Alfie proposing with the Harrington family ring. Marriage. Children. Coronation. Secrets. Lies. Cages.
My future was set in motion long ago, and I have no choice but to be swept along.
What does that future look like? Truly? Stealing kisses in secret rooms, all the while terrified that I will be found out, and I will lose the love of my family, the love of my country, my future, and my identity, in one fell swoop.
Marrying somebody I can never love, and sleeping with him over and over while my entire body recoils with revulsion, just so I can serve as an incubator for the continuation of the crown. Screaming in agony, or bleeding out in a hospital bed like Mum, as I birth children I never wanted inside me to begin with.
And all the while shoving it down, further and further, until I’m not really here at all.
I try to numb the wave of grief this thought brings, but for the first time, I can’t. It won’t switch off. So, I try to comfort myself. Maybe, I think, I won’t have to bear it for all that long. Not everybody lives to old age.
Although I initially take solace in the thought, I soon catch myself with horror. What does it say, if the thought of staying on this path is more horrifying than the thought of my own early death?
What is wrong with me? That I can be comforted by that?
What is wrong with me, that it took me this long to realize how terrifying the thought of my predetermined path actually is?
“Let’s dance with Eleanor and Santi,” Alfie says, taking my hand.
How did we get here? How can it be that, mere months ago, I met a girl named Danni Blythe, and now I’m discussing an engagement to Alfie? I feel like a flake on a snowball.
I follow him without a word.



  

FORTY
DANNI
There’s something I’d forgotten about what it’s like to be hated by more people than you’ve ever actually hurt. It’s this super-insidious thing where you start to expect the worst from everyone.
So, for example, if someone says they like your shoes, you start assuming they secretly mean they don’t like your shoes, and then everything goes into overdrive. If they’re saying it to make fun of you, and you say thank you, you’re playing into their trap, and boom, the whole room’s snickering. To avoid that, you get cautious and suspicious, and you give them a tight smile and maybe a nod. If they were being cruel, you keep your dignity. But the trap is, if they were giving you a genuine compliment, you come off like an asshole, and soon even the nice people start to avoid you. And the worst part is, you can’t even blame them, because you’re the one who gave them a reason not to like you in the first place.
Then you’re left with no one.
That’s how this week has felt. Like I have no one. Or almost, anyway.
Plenty of assholes have popped up like weeds, either commenting or messaging me directly, or talking about me where they assume I can’t see. Videos, essays, in the comment section of the articles discussing me.
Disgusting. I throw up in my mouth whenever I see her face.
I feel sorry for her parents, they must be dying of embarrassment.
They need to get her out of that school before she hurts the children there. Don’t they have communal bathrooms?
What is she wearing? Who told her she should leave the house like that?
I’ve always found her annoying as heck. You can tell from that smug smile she always gives she thinks she’s above everyone else.
Seems like the kind of girl who’ll be everywhere playing the victim narrative next week. Boohoo my life is so hard because everyone found out I’m a sicko.
Can’t we get some actual news instead of this privileged little slut? “Rich kid with bad skin is a fucking queer” who the fuck cares?
And, god, one night I stumble across an anonymous comment from someone who says they knew me at my last school, and everyone there hated me. And it’s the truth, and that rattles me so badly I have to sit with my head over a toilet bowl for fifteen minutes until my stomach stops twisting so violently. And then I go back to my bed and sob.
But then there’s the people on my side, messaging me and commenting on my photos with support. I don’t trust a single one of them, either. Is it all a trap to get me to reply to them? If I do, will they know they have me, and shoot back something vile? If I say thank you, will they screenshot it and send it around to their friends, so they can all laugh at the fact that I was naïve enough to take their words at face value?
For goodness’ sake, please stop searching your name, Rose says.
Who cares what those idiots think? Eleanor asks.
I get haters, too, it’s just what happens when strangers find out you exist, Molly insists.
But I can’t.
And I do.
And not like this.
One day, while I’m going through my message requests like they’re a car crash I can’t look away from, I find a message from a woman named Thea Brunswick.
Hi Danni! You don’t know me, but I’m a reporter for the Midday Spectator, and I was in the crowd the day you spoke to us about your sexuality. I am so very sorry that happened to you. That kiss should have been a private moment. The reason I’m reaching out is, my friend is responsible for the profile section of the paper, and she is always looking for new people to highlight. If you were interested, I would be happy to pass your name along to her. It could be a chance to regain control of your own narrative? You could rest assured that the utmost care would be taken around the topic of your sexuality and private life. She would only share what you feel comfortable with.
I spend a whole day thinking about that message before I send a reply. I’m not sure. I think I’m happy to talk? But would it be possible to see the piece before it’s published?
Her reply comes through quickly. I’m sure we can arrange that.
The thing is, I’m scared to death. I’m scared that agreeing to an article might expose me to more abuse, and I’m scared that if the article says the wrong thing it might trigger the royal family into getting me farther away from Rose, and I’m scared that if I say nothing at all, people will fill in the blanks about me, and I won’t like the story they assign on my behalf.
But what I do know is that the media and the tabloids have used me as a chess piece in their war against Rose for months now. I’m so sick of hiding from it and hoping it goes away while article after article calls me all kinds of names, and speculates on what I do in private, and what kind of person I am. If I keep letting them talk about me, instead of to me, nothing’s going to change. I don’t know what’ll happen if I make a move for once. But at least it will be my move. At least, if people hate me, they’ll hate me for something I can actually own, instead of nasty things they heard about me from some bully.
Hiding and trying not to bother anybody won’t stop people from talking about me. Maybe I didn’t learn that lesson the first time I was meant to learn it, last year. But I think, maybe, I finally have.
Like Rose said. If I don’t take a step, I’ll stay where I am forever.
When I’m called out of class by the headmaster’s personal assistant on Monday morning, instead of assuming he’s finally checking in on my well-being after being outed a week ago, my first thought is he’s found out I’m working with a columnist on an article.
He’s waiting for me when I arrive, wearing all black, suit, shirt, and tie. I almost ask him if he’s just been to a funeral or something—because I’m so full of adrenaline I’m losing my entire mind—but I manage to shut myself up just in time.
“Danni, good morning. Take a seat.”
Does he want to tell me I can’t mention the school in the article? Or maybe he wants to shut it down altogether. Or maybe it’s unrelated to that, and the faculty’s been receiving some of the same death threats I’ve been getting or something.
“I apologize for taking more than a week to meet with you regarding the events of last weekend,” he says. “I’m sure you can appreciate, there were some discussions that needed to be had behind the scenes as we took stock of where we stood.”
“No, I get it,” I say.
The headmaster has a vaguely uncomfortable look on his face as he goes on. He looks almost nauseous, actually. “Now, as I’m sure you’re aware, the scholarship under which you attend Bramppath is subject to a number of conditions. The most pressing of which being that you agree to follow the school rules as outlined in our handbook. You would have received a copy of this along with your enrollment packet last year, correct?”
I do not like where this is going one bit. “Yeah,” I say, wary. “Yes.”
“I’m sure this goes without saying, but underage drinking while under the care of the school is a gross violation of the rules. And Bramppath College has a zero-tolerance policy in this area.”
My hand finds the hem of my cape, and I roll the material between my thumb and forefinger, trying to keep myself calm. “I’m really sorry about all of it,” I say, and I couldn’t be more honest. “I really, really am. I wish I could undo the whole night.”
“Yes, I rather imagine you do,” he says. He sounds sad and regretful. I don’t like that, either. “I know this has been a difficult week for you. I want you to know that you do have my sympathies.”
“Thank you. It means a—”
“Though I’m afraid I am about to add to the week’s difficulties.”
Please, don’t say it. Please don’t. Let him tell me he’s punishing me harshly. As harshly as he wants. Detentions every night, fine. Kitchen duty every Sunday for the rest of the year? I’ll take it on the chin. A suspension? It’ll suck, but I probably deserve it.
“I’m sorry to inform you that, based on this extreme—and public—breach of the school’s policies, we have no choice but to expel you from Bramppath. Your expulsion from class will be effective immediately, though you may use today and tonight to pack your things in preparation to leave tomorrow.”
This morning, it hadn’t seemed possible that things would get worse. I thought there was no way to feel any more terrible than I already did.
I was wrong.
“Please don’t,” I manage.
“The alumni association felt very strongly. It’s done, Danni.”
“Please undo it. Please. I haven’t broken any rules before, it was a mistake, and I’ve learned my lesson, really, I promise, I’ve been punished plenty—”
“Zero tolerance means zero tolerance. No exceptions.”
“You can punish me. I—I deserve to be punished. Anything you want, I’ll agree to it. But I have to stay. Caroline, and piano, and all my friends are here. Everyone I know in the whole country is here, sir.”
“You fit in quickly when you arrived here. I have every confidence you will do the same at your new school.”
But there won’t be a Molly at my new school. I’ll be joining a class full of strangers, who all know me as the girl who was outed online and then got herself expelled. Eleanor won’t be there. Rose won’t be there. I’ll be alone. Actually, totally alone, not just almost.
I can’t handle this. I’ve lost too much, and there hasn’t been enough time to catch my breath between it all. I can’t breathe.
“I’m sorry,” the headmaster says again.
I almost don’t hear him at all.

Instead of going to my room to pack like the headmaster wanted, I make a beeline for the bathroom block nearest to the class I just left and text Rose to meet me there. She saw me get taken out of class, and I’m sure she was wondering what it was all about, so she reads the message right away. While I wait, I grip the edge of the sink and try to slow down my breathing, but it gets faster and faster the more I try. Then the tears come.
By the time Rose gets there, I’m pretty much hysterical. There’s a half wall separating the sinks from the doors, so we’d have time to separate if anyone walked in on us, which is good enough for Rose, I guess, because she swoops in to wrap me up in her arms as soon as she sees me.
“Hey, hey, what happened?”
“I’m expelled, he says I’m expelled, and I have to go, I have to leave tomorrow, he said I have to go pack now.”
“Wait, slow down.”
“It was something to do with the, um, the alumni association, and he kept saying he’s sorry, but there’s nothing he can do, and I’m expelled. He said it’s done and it’s too late, and I can’t leave, Rose. I can’t. I can’t.”
I trail off into a high-pitched keening as she tightens her grip on me. “Okay,” she says, her voice soothing and honeyed. “You’re not getting expelled. You’re going to call your mum, and then you’re going to have a shower or something, and you’re gonna put on a movie or read a book and distract yourself. I’m going to handle this.”
“N-no, I can’t, I have to pack. He said I have to leave tomorrow. I—my whole room, I—”
“You’re not going anywhere,” she says, holding my face so I look right at her. Her green eyes scan mine, and there’s a self-assurance in them that makes me want to believe her. But I don’t know how to.
“I don’t think this is fixable,” I say.
“No? Watch me.” She pulls out a wad of paper towels and dabs them on my cheeks. “I don’t want you to spend another second worrying about this, okay? You’re with me, and I’ve got you, and I’m telling you I’m not going to let this happen. Do you trust me?”
“I … of course I do, but—”
“I’ve got you,” she repeats, and this time I nod.
“What are you gonna do?” I ask her, sniffling and rubbing my eyes. I look like a hot mess. I go to the sink to splash some water on my face.
“Whatever I must.”
I pause and lift my head to catch her eye in the mirror. She looks back at me, and there’s a determined grit in her expression that, just for one second, sends a chill across my shoulders and down my back.
Now, I’m pretty sure, I believe her.



  

FORTY-ONE
ROSE
My walk to the headmaster’s office is fueled by pure fury.
When I reach it, I rap hard on the door and throw myself into the nearest seat. The outside of the office has been converted into a small waiting area decorated with old staff portraits, chairs, and ornate end tables covered in copies of the school magazine. I resist the urge to kick the furniture.
As soon as the headmaster opens the door I’m on my feet. “This is discrimination,” I say, folding my arms. “And you know it.”
He sighs. “Come inside, Rose.”
I continue speaking as he ushers me through the door. “Me. Eleanor. Molly. Harriet. Amsterdam. International news. Drugs, alcohol. Someone died. You didn’t expel us. You never even threatened to.”
The headmaster lowers himself into his chair wearily. I haven’t noticed how slowly he moves before.
“Rose,” he says. “You four have history at this school. You have ties here. I know your families, your siblings, how you were raised. You had all proven yourselves to me long before your mistake. Danni’s circumstances are very different. She’s a new student. She has no record of good behavior to fall back on. I can’t justify keeping her here and denying another, more worthy student the chance to attend.”
“So your argument is you’re expelling her because she’s a scholarship student,” I say. “That’s also discrimination.”
“Rose, the school has a strict zero-tolerance policy toward alcohol.”
“Yes. One that seems like it only matters when it’s convenient. Would you like to have a look through a few students’ social media accounts at random, sir? I have access to some awfully good ones. I’m not sure you’ll have many pupils left once you’re done enforcing this no-tolerance policy of yours.”
We stare each other down. I have the feeling the headmaster expects me to apologize. I do not.
“And what about Harriet, while we’re at it?” I asked. “She was in those screenshots, too. That’s a second offense, no less.”
“Harriet,” the headmaster says, “like you, has a history here.”
“She has wealthy parents, you mean.”
“She received a formal warning,” the headmaster finishes.
I give him a humorless smile. “Right,” I say. “So, ‘no-tolerance, unless we like you more than the other student, in which case we’re impressively tolerant’?”
I’m pushing my luck, and I know it. He darkens. “Rose, you are not a guardian of Danni, and you were not involved in this incident, so it is not your place to speak on her behalf.”
“Sir, she needs this school—”
“As do many young women.”
“Half the school was at that party. She wasn’t doing anything everyone else wasn’t doing.”
“Rose, I’m happy to turn a blind eye wherever I can,” he says. “You know I will. But photos of Danni holding a half-empty bottle of spirits ended up in the papers. I’m left with no choice.”
“Please, give her a second chance.”
“This isn’t my decision,” he says. “If it was, I would. Believe me.” The headmaster falters at this, his eyes flashing, and he presses his lips together. “Don’t repeat that, Rose. But I would. Unfortunately, too many others disagree with me, and my hands are tied.”
Too many others? Like who? Parents? Diocese figureheads? Then I remember Danni mentioned the alumni association. Why do they care so much about one mistake made by a fifth-year student? It’s hardly the first time a Bramppath student has been caught in an awkward situation, even setting Amsterdam aside. If Danni’s family had enemies in high places I might have understood, but Danni is just about the most inoffensive person I know.
“There’s nothing you can do to change my mind on this, Rose,” the headmaster says.
I give him a hard look and stand up. This is not over yet. I’m just getting started.

“Are you behind this, William?” I ask. “Or anybody else at the palace?”
On the other end of the line, William sounds genuinely drained. “No, Rose. You’ve kept up your side of our agreement, as far as I’m aware. Your parents are more or less placated.”
“But it seems like too much of a coincidence,” I say. “Last week, they wanted Danni gone from Bramppath, and now the alumni association conveniently agrees? Come on. My parents know half the board personally. The Kwons! The Paget-Harringtons!”
“Rose, I assure you, if your parents had a hand in this, I would be aware. It’s coincidental.”
I grit my teeth. I’m furious, but there’s something about his tone that makes me believe him. Whether or not it’s a blessing is another question altogether. What’s worse? The idea that my parents would separate me from my girlfriend without good cause, or the idea that my parents are unrelated to this, and therefore I’m not able to bargain with them to reverse the decision?
Although …
“Perhaps you can help, then,” I say.
“Help?”
“You’re my publicist. Manage this. If you talk to the headmaster, I’m sure you can make him see how unnecessary this all is.” And, failing that, I can always ask my parents to step in. What’s more intimidating, after all? The alumni association, or the monarchy?
William is silent for long enough that I know his answer without him needing to speak. “Why not?” I snap.
“I know you care for the girl, really, I do. But perhaps this is for the best. If she isn’t at Bramppath, there’s no risk of you being caught with her. Cold turkey, so to speak.”
“William!”
“I did my best to stop Danni from being punished for the crime of your relationship, Rose. But Danni got herself into this situation, and my job is not to protect her. It’s not to do what you want me to do. It’s to protect your reputation, first and foremost.”
I rise from my spot on the edge of my bed and start pacing my bedroom, agitated. “Well, perhaps if I lose Danni, I won’t much care what my reputation looks like. Perhaps I’ll take up a streaking habit. Or maybe I’ll pop a pill or two at a state dinner, god knows it’ll liven the night up for me. Or—”
“I think,” William interrupts wryly, “there could be a more productive approach.”
I stop pacing in the middle of the carpet. “Oh?”
“Yes. For example, if there were a bigger, more positive story concerning yourself, that would go a long way toward drowning out the speculation in all but the trashiest tabloids. And if that story gave readers cause to doubt the rumors regarding your sexuality…”
It doesn’t take a genius to pick up on the implication. “You mean something to do with Alfie and me?”
William proceeds carefully. “You know, your parents seem quite convinced you and Alfie may end up married one day. Were you aware?”
“It’s not the first I’ve heard of it, no.”
“Well, as far as a strategic match, you could do worse. He’s media competent, from a good family, he’s good-looking…”
I wait for him to get to the point, and, thankfully, he does.
“If this is something you feel would suit you down the track, then I would recommend an early engagement. The timing couldn’t be better.”
Though I knew where he was heading with this, it’s still astounding to hear him verbalize it. “I’m seventeen.”
“Yes, and marriage would be ludicrous at present. But if you were to undertake a lengthy engagement, would that be different in any substantial way than simply waiting to become engaged? Time will pass either way, but if it passes with a ring on your finger, you might see these rumors finally quelled.”
And then it won’t make a difference where Danni is, or if I accidentally glance at her.
“Unless you were hoping to wait until you meet the right man,” William says with an air of levity. I suppose, again, I see his point. But this is all happening so fast.
But Danni.
“What you’re suggesting is rather enormous,” I say. “All in exchange for you simply speaking to the headmaster?”
“This isn’t a deal for me. It’s a suggestion for you.”
“Oh, but it is, though. Because as you said, your job is to manage my reputation. This would make you look quite successful at that, wouldn’t it?”
It’s William’s turn to be silent.
“I would have conditions,” I say finally. “I would need a number of reassurances regarding Danni. Keeping her safe and happy will very much become a part of your job, because if it doesn’t, I swear to you, I will break off that engagement during a balcony appearance.”
When William replies, there’s a smile in his voice. It makes me queasy. “We can discuss conditions,” he says. “Lay out your terms.”



  

FORTY-TWO
DANNI
I try my best to do what Rose said and distract myself, I swear, but nothing works. A part of me feels like I should pack, but that also kind of feels like giving up. So, I kill some time by practicing in the ballroom—for what might be the last time—and spend the whole session turning over every second of the last week in my mind while my fingers fly over the keys on muscle memory. It’s like I think if I ruminate for long enough, I’ll get a eureka moment. Nothing hits, though.
By the time the afternoon rolls around and people get out of class, there’s only one thing I can think of that I want to do.
Harriet seems surprised to see me. She keeps the doorway blocked with her body and gives me a look that says she’s not sure whether to bolt or not. I suck in a deep breath and try to give off calm vibes. “Hey. Can we talk real quick? In private?”
After a long, awkward pause, she steps aside. Her room is, as usual, neat. Like, startlingly neat. The way the bedsheets are folded and tucked in you’d think there’s a trained hospital nurse making it. She’s got no notes lying around, no textbooks strewn on the floor or jeans hanging over her computer chair. I guess it makes sense for an RA. Someone who’s got this much of a handle on their own room can surely be trusted to keep an eye on others’ rooms, right?
“I’m sorry, Danni,” she says.
Is it okay? Honestly, I don’t even know yet. This all happened because of her. I was outed because of her. She’s cost me my place at the school. She might have cost me Rose. All because, what? She didn’t think it was necessary to check in with me first before making out with me?
I just keep wondering, over and over and over. Did she kiss me without checking because she was that sure I’d want to? Or because she was sure I’d say no if she asked?
“Do you know who took that video?” I ask. “My memory’s really blurry.”
She leans against her desk and gestures toward her desk chair for me to sit. I stay standing. “A couple of Ashford guys,” she says. “They were trying to film themselves, I think. Or the party.”
“Do you have names for me?” I ask.
She raises an eyebrow. “Gilbert Carlton and Charlie Upwey. They’re friends with that Edmund guy you went skating with that time. You gonna get them for it?”
I’m not sure what I’m gonna do.
Harriet must like what she sees in my expression, though, because she smiles like a villain. “Good.”
For the first time something occurs to me. Harriet wasn’t out before this, either. I’ve been so preoccupied with resenting her and dealing with the online backlash, all of which seems to focus on me alone, that I missed that. I feel a surge of guilt. We’re not even letting her sit with us at meals. She and Florence have had to go off on their own. At least I have more than one person on my side at the moment.
“It’s been a shitty week,” I say.
She pushes off from her desk, takes a few unbalanced steps toward her bed, and falls backward on the mattress, crumpling up the perfect sheets. “Yeah. I’m sorry about … all of that.” When I don’t reply, she continues in a weird voice. “The headmaster told me what they’re doing to you. I hate him. I hate everyone right now. I’m waiting for it, you know? For the first person to come out and admit that they’re judging me.”
I hesitate, then sit on the bed next to her, looking ahead. “People have already started that with me,” I say. “It’s pretty much all over the internet. There are all these strangers out there now who hate me. Like, hate me. They don’t even know me.”
“Screw them all,” she says. “Screw every last one of them. Your friends know you. No one else matters.”
It still hurts, though, I want to say. And I don’t know if it’s something you get used to. People despising you without meeting you. Or if it keeps hurting every day for the rest of your life.
It’s not the first time I’ve felt like the world hates me. It is the first time I’ve been kind of right about that, though.
“My parents are barely talking to me,” she says in a thin voice. “I don’t know what’s going to happen now. Maybe they’ll have cooled off a bit by school holidays. Maybe it’ll be worse by then. Who knows?”
I wince. “I’m really sorry to hear that. You don’t deserve that.”
“Thank you,” she says. “I’m sorry to put that on you. You don’t have to feel sorry for me. I just thought maybe you’d get it.”
“I do.”
“What about your parents?” she asks.
“They’ve been good.”
She breathes out, long and hard. I guess she was terrified I was going to give a different answer. That she’d taken my family from me, too.
“I did this to you,” Harriet whispers.
I shrug.
“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” she presses.
I give her the side-eye. “So, what were you doing then? Why kiss me in public?”
Harriet’s round face turns pensive, and she runs a hand through her tangled hair. “I’m sorry.”
“You said that already.”
“Danni, I…” She lets out a breath. “Look. I’ve known I’m bi for a long time. Pretty much forever. I’ve always been kind of … a serial romantic. I’ve had more crushes than you’d believe. And so. Many. Times. It’s been on a girl who could never, ever like me back. And every single time, I had to make sure the girl never realized how I felt. And you’re … my type. I liked you as soon as I met you. I thought you were straight, but then you weren’t, and I … I think I misread your signals. I promise, I thought you wanted me to kiss you. I was just drunk and I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’m so sorry.”
“You could’ve just asked. You could’ve even just slowed down and given me a chance to step back. You kind of ambushed me, Harriet.”
“I should have,” she agrees simply. “I just … I’ve never done it before, and I know it’s not an excuse, but I guess I just … I don’t know. You know, I’m almost eighteen? I’m practically eighteen, and I’ve never kissed anyone.”
“I don’t think that’s uncommon.”
“Maybe, but it feels it. It feels like everyone knows what they’re doing except for me. I’m the only one who has no idea, so I messed up every part of it, and I hurt you when that’s the last thing I wanted.”
I’m really tired suddenly. “Harriet, just … next time, give them a chance to say no.”
“I will. I promise. I will.”
“Good luck with your parents. I’m sure they’ll come around. Eventually.”
Her smile is tight. Something tells me she doesn’t think I’m right.
“Can we still be friends?” she asks.
I think back to the taste of her. The feel of her face too close to mine. The twisting, repulsed sort of fear. My heart starts racing—both at the memory, and because of my answer. Because I hate conflict, and I hate hurting people, but I don’t deserve to be hurt, either.
“I don’t really think I want that,” I say. “Not right now.”
Harriet nods.
There. I said it. And I survived it, too.
“Do you hate me?” she asks.
“No,” I say honestly, and she nods again.
And for now, that’s that. I leave, and I don’t feel good, exactly. Mostly just sad, and anxious.
But at least I don’t feel regret.



  

FORTY-THREE
ROSE
Danni isn’t answering my texts, so I seek out Eleanor’s bedroom. Eleanor is just the person you want if you need someone to bounce ideas off, because she’s not particularly opinionated, but she is remarkably encouraging. When I arrive there, I find Molly already inside, which is all the better for me. If anyone has a vested interest in forming a plan to rescue Danni, it’s Molly.
“Danni told us what happened,” Molly says. She’s sitting in Eleanor’s desk chair, wearing her school uniform still. Eleanor’s already changed into jeans and a jumper.
“How are you doing?” Eleanor asks, sitting crossed-legged on her bed.
“Oh, wonderful,” I say, throwing myself on the floor to sit with my back to the mirrored wardrobe. “I have exciting news, actually. I’ve agreed to get engaged to Alfie.”
Eleanor drops her phone and bursts out laughing. Molly looks at me as though I’ve just announced I’m running away with the circus. “You what?”
“William drives a hard bargain,” I say. I try and fail to smile.
Eleanor, who seems to have only just realized I’m serious, sits up straighter. “In exchange for what?”
“In exchange for him speaking to the headmaster about Danni. Amongst some other things.”
Molly’s eyes are practically bursting out of their sockets. She begins to pace back and forth, waving her hands. Eleanor and I follow her frenzied pattern with our eyes. “No,” she says. “Nope. Bad idea. Terrible idea. Rose, you’re a lesbian.”
“Am I really? Why didn’t someone tell me earlier?”
“You can’t get married to Alfie! You can’t undo that kind of stuff. Not easily.”
“Is that so? And here I was thinking marriage was one of those easily reversed binding legal contracts.”
Molly gives me an exasperated glare. “I’m glad you think this is so funny,” she says. “Rose, seriously, don’t do this. Call William and tell him you aren’t marrying Alfie. Now.”
“I feel like you’re more upset about this than I am,” I say.
“I just found out my best friend’s sold herself off as a child bride, so yeah, I’m a bit upset.”
Eleanor snickers at this. I just lean against the mirror, my elbows resting on my knees. “That’s a little bit sensationalistic, don’t you think?”
“Don’t be a martyr.” Molly stares me down. She looks as though she’s about to cry.
I give a helpless shrug. “Does it really make a difference? Really? I was going to have to marry someone I don’t love sooner or later.” I can’t help laughing a little as I finish that sentence, and Molly looks even more alarmed. I get ahold of myself. “Danni will lose Bramppath if I don’t.”
“Which sucks. Of course it sucks. But, come on. Think about what you’re saying.”
“Does Alfie even want to marry you?” Eleanor asks.
But I barely hear Eleanor. Something about Molly’s words caught my attention. “So what you’re saying is it doesn’t matter if Danni gets expelled?” I ask slowly.
“I didn’t say it doesn’t matter—”
“Because it sounds like you’re saying you don’t want William to help her,” I continue.
“I don’t think it sounds like that,” Eleanor says meekly.
I ignore her. There’s something about Molly’s expression that’s bothering me.
“Not if it means you have to get engaged to someone you don’t want to be with,” Molly says, folding her arms.
“I have to sooner or later. Why not sooner?”
“We’re all gonna die sooner or later, too, but do you think we should hurry that up?”
“Danni’s supposed to be your friend,” I say. “Shouldn’t you be all for something that could stop her from getting expelled?”
Molly looks at Eleanor helplessly. Eleanor gives her a small, almost imperceptible shrug. “She is my friend,” Molly says. “But … come on, Rose, you and I have been friends for most of our lives. What do you want me to say here? That I don’t care if you screw up your future so Danni can stay? This is exactly the kind of thing I was worried about last week.”
I think of Alfie’s warning. I think of Oscar, and how Molly has every reason to want revenge on me. To take away my most important person, just as I took hers. I think of how well she knew Danni’s schedule, and mine. How the online rumors have been fueled by footage and photos from her social media account for the most part. I think of how much she knows about going viral, and influencing the masses.
And—with a pulling in my stomach—I think of her mother, who sits on the alumni association.
Too many others disagree with me, and my hands are tied.
“Do you remember at my birthday, when you found out about Danni and me?” I ask.
Molly seems hesitant, but she answers. “Yeah?”
“How did you know we were together?”
Eleanor watches Molly warily as her face twists. “I didn’t know before you told me,” she says. “But it would’ve been hard to miss that something was going on with you two. No offense, Eleanor,” she adds.
I nod, keeping my face passive. I don’t know if I quite believe her, but I’m not certain enough to accuse anyone of anything. How can I discern between genuine suspicion and the paranoia securing its hold on my mind? How much evidence do I need before I turn against my own friends?
“Alright,” I say in a hollow tone.
Molly bites her lip and stands up slowly. “You think I’m the one who outed you and Danni to your family?”
I remain silent.
She clasps her hands in front of her in a mockery of gratitude. “Awesome. Thanks, Rose. Charming. You know what? Do what you want with Alfie. I don’t give a shit. Good luck.”
She leaves with a final, scathing look in my direction. Eleanor picks up her phone, sucking in her cheeks. “Well, that was awkward,” she says.
I let my head fall against the mirror, succumbing to a wave of shame and exhaustion. “I’m sorry,” I say.
“Hey, don’t apologize to me,” she says. Her tone is light, but I don’t miss the reprimand. Even Eleanor, the famous neutral party, thinks I’m in the wrong here. Now I’m even less certain of where I stand than I was before.
I wonder whether, if I squeeze my eyes tightly enough, I can make all of this disappear.



  

FORTY-FOUR
DANNI
“Of course I didn’t sell that video,” Edmund says on the other side of the phone. “I would never do that to you.”
I mean, I kind of figured it seemed out of character. But right now it feels like almost anyone could be against me, so I’d figured it was worth calling him to ask. Just so I can know. Maybe having someone to blame would make this feel better, I don’t know.
“Do you have any idea who might have?” I ask.
“I’m sorry, I don’t.” He sighs. “Gilbert sent it to the group chat that night. He thought it was funny, because he had this theory that you weren’t into guys when you didn’t … like me … because girls usually do, and…” He clears his throat. “It’s not funny, obviously. It’s just, he was saying I told you so.”
“Guess he won,” I say in a deadened tone. “And I do like you. I just don’t—”
“Yeah, no, I get it, I get it. You don’t like guys.”
“Um, I do, actually. But I’ve got feelings for someone else, and they’re not going away anytime soon.”
“Oh.”
I chew on a hangnail. “So, how many people are in that group chat?”
“There’s twelve of us.”
Great. That narrows it down.
“It might have been Laurence Bell,” he says. “He doesn’t need an excuse to be a shit person at the best of times, let alone if he could sell that video for money.”
Maybe. But if I can’t know for sure, I’m not interested in speculating. I guess it doesn’t matter anyway, at the end of the day. It’s not like having a name will change what happens to me tomorrow.
“Are you okay?” Edmund asks. I haven’t told him about the online speculation, or the expulsion. I’m so fucking tired, right down to my marrow, of thinking about it.
“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll be fine.”
“You know,” he says, “I did like hanging out with you. Maybe we could do it again sometime, as friends?”
The last thing I expected right now was for someone to drag a smile out of me. But with this, Edmund manages it. “Sure, okay,” I say. “That’d be fun.”
“I’ll message you sometime, then. Good luck with everything.”
When I hang up the phone there’s a bunch of texts from Rose.
William’s agreed to help.
He has set up a meeting with the headmaster tomorrow.
Sit tight. This should be sorted by lunchtime.
I’m not ready to feel relieved yet. Not until I know for sure. And the best way I can know for sure is to organize my own backup plan.
So, I shoot Leonora Brittle an email. Leonora is the columnist the reporter introduced me to several days ago. We’ve spoken a couple of times over the last few days, going through the questions she wanted for her profile. Mostly things like where I grew up, and what my favorite TV shows are, and what I want to do for a career, along with some queer-specific questions. She was supposed to be emailing through the draft tonight, actually.
Hey, Leonora, I type. I was wondering if it’s too late to make changes to tomorrow’s article? And if so, when we need to finalize it by?
While I’m hanging around for a reply, there’s a knock on my door, and I let in a seriously pissed-off Molly.
“You know what your girlfriend just accused me of?” she asks, flinging herself into my chair and putting her feet on the edge of the desk. “Outing the two of you to her family.”
“She did?” I ask. Molly and I have already texted about the expulsion, so I’m not too surprised she’s skipping past it like it’s not happening. If anything, I’m happy to have an honest-to-god distraction from the whole thing for a few minutes.
Molly scowls at me. “Yeah, she did. You know I’d never do anything like that, right? Like, what the hell?”
“Of course I do.” I shove the glass of water I had sitting on my desk out of the firing line of Molly’s shoes before she knocks it onto my laptop. That would be how a week like this would end, up to my eyeballs in debt to the school that’s kicking me out. “And so does Rose.”
Molly scoffs and rolls her head around to look at me like I’m being purposely obtuse.
“She’s probably still a little rattled over the fight you guys had,” I say. I think I’m being generous calling it a fight, but I’ll give them that much. “And if she’s feeling anything like I am right now, she’s paranoid. Plus, on top of that, she’s feeling trapped and controlled by her family. Please try not to take things too personally from her at the moment. I’m sure she’ll apologize soon.”
Molly sniffs. She’s hurt, and so she should be. I would be, too.
“I know you would never out us like that,” I reassure her. She kicks off from the desk to set herself into a spin on the chair, tucking her legs in as she goes.
“I really wouldn’t,” she says. “I love both of you. Even when I hated Rose, I loved her. I didn’t want her to get hurt.”
“I know,” I say. “I remember.”
She comes to a stop, facing the door, and sighs. “Of course she feels trapped and controlled,” she says. “She is trapped and controlled. That’s her whole thing, and it’s always going to be. As long as she’s the princess, or the queen, who she is as a person comes second.”
It’s interesting, to hear her put it like that. Whenever Rose and I have talked about her responsibilities, it’s been that I can’t matter as much as her duties. Or that her friends can’t matter, or that a potential career path can’t matter.
It’s the first time that I’ve really understood that she can’t matter, either.
“Don’t you think that’s sad?” I ask.
“Yeah, it is,” Molly says, still looking at the door. “But I don’t see it ever changing.”
And that’s the worst part, isn’t it? Rose is doing everything she can to save me. But the thing she needs saving from is the one thing nobody can help her with. Does anyone else, other than Molly and me, even notice how long she’s been treading water? And how hard it’s becoming for her to keep her head above the surface?
And even if she does manage to wrench me out of this sea, who’s going to keep her from going under?



  

FORTY-FIVE
ROSE
I would do anything to see Danni right now, but I can’t risk it getting back to the palace. Not when they’ve promised to send William in tomorrow. So, we do our best not to look at each other as we leave dinner and retreat to our rooms.
To distract myself, I message Alfie the details of the dilemma. Well, most of the details—the ones regarding Danni’s predicament. I leave out the crucial point regarding my promise to get engaged to him, though.
A feeling of dread washes over me. Engaged to him. Am I really going to do this? Can I commit to spending the rest of my life married to someone I’ll never even be attracted to, let alone love? Yes, I knew this would happen eventually. But I don’t think I’m ready yet.
Although is one ever ready for something like that?
And what will Danni say when she learns of my promise? Will she see my efforts for what they were: a last-ditch effort to save her? Or will she consider it the ultimate betrayal? The final confirmation that I will never publicly admit she means a thing to me?
Alfie responds fifteen minutes later, and I feel a rush of relief. Don’t worry. Mum will speak to the headmaster tomorrow. I’m coming, too, to make sure. We’ll fix this.
Thank goodness. With William and Mrs. Paget-Harrington both campaigning for Danni, her place at Bramppath must be secured. Surely it doesn’t matter what pressure is coming from the alumni association if its head is on our side?
I wait until eleven thirty, when I’m certain everyone is asleep. Then, I message Danni—who is, thankfully, awake and waiting for me still—and creep downstairs to her room.
She falls into my arms as soon as her door is closed. I walk her over to her bed and climb in beside her, encasing her body in mine.

The next morning, I wake in the pitch black to my shrieking alarm. I look around Danni’s room, momentarily confused as to my whereabouts.
At some point Danni and I must have separated in our sleep. She’s lying on her side, facing me, her face scrunched up in protest. “What time is it?” she mumbles. “I got back up last night to do something. I was up really late.”
“Before sunrise,” I whisper. I have to leave early, to ensure no one catches me. Squinting into the darkness, I fumble around for my clothes and quickly dress. To provide a dim glow for myself as I do, I prop my phone against her lamp.
“Be careful when you leave.” Danni yawns. “Harriet always lets me off when she catches me, but you’re not her favorite person right now.”
I pause while lacing my right shoe. “Does she catch you often?” I ask.
“Used to. Don’t worry. She never turned me in.”
She rolls over and throws an arm over her head to go back to sleep.
And I stare straight ahead, disturbed.
I accused Molly of blackmailing us because she’d suspected Danni’s sexuality. But Molly had an excellent point. She spent more time around Danni and me than anyone. Of course she would notice our behavior, along with any sudden changes in it.
Someone else, someone who wasn’t quite as familiar with us, might have suspected Danni and I weren’t straight, especially after the influx of articles about us over the past several weeks.
But reading a few articles, and having a suspicion, is not the same thing as knowing somebody is queer. And it certainly isn’t the same thing as knowing for a fact that two people are queer, and in a relationship with each other.
Something has occurred to me about the night of Florence’s party. Something somebody said to me. At the time, I’d read it as a childish insult. An implication that I was being overprotective of Danni. Eleanor had obviously taken it the same way, as she’d heard the whole thing, but she was caught entirely off guard when I came out to her the next day. Still, I should have realized. I had the context to realize.
That night, I’d screamed at Harriet for kissing Danni. In my rage, it hadn’t even occurred to me that it was somewhat odd Harriet would assume Danni was interested in girls at all—with enough confidence to kiss her, even—given Danni surely wasn’t overtly flirting with Harriet. The night Danni and I kissed, it had felt like a game of chicken, with both of us taking gradual steps with our words and body language, carefully assessing if the other felt similarly, and if our hints were landing on soft ground. Even after weeks of what was, in hindsight, blatant flirting, I was hesitant to believe Danni could truly like girls right up until the point of undeniability. Even so, Harriet isn’t me, so though I find the idea of her kissing a girl she wasn’t sure also liked girls odd, it’s not damning.
What is damning is the fact that when Harriet yelled back at me that night, she’d angrily referred to Danni as my girlfriend.



  

FORTY-SIX
ROSE
I wait until it’s a reasonable time to storm over to Harriet’s room. Not because I particularly care for her sleep, but because I want time to sit with my theory, just in case I find holes in it. The more I think about it, though, the more convinced I am. Even if I allow for the possibility that Harriet simply saw the rumors about us online and was throwing it in my face, it doesn’t fit neatly. Harriet was too confident, too quick.
Harriet, I’m certain, didn’t suspect something. She knew something.
She is up and dressed already when I bang my fist on her door, and she opens it with a look of alarm. “Rose? What—”
My heart begins to thud. If I’m wrong, my next words will destroy everything. I would be giving my most dangerous secret to the person who has more reason to want revenge on me than perhaps anybody I know. But if I’m right, it’s the only way to ensure the truth. I wait until she’s closed the door behind us, then I lower my voice and say, in the most threatening tone I can muster, “I just want to know why you thought it would be okay to kiss my girlfriend with me in the next room.”
Harriet goes pale and she sits on her pristinely made bed. Good Lord, her room is spotless. “I … I’m sorry. I wasn’t … You two weren’t visiting each other as much anymore, and you kept going out with Alfie, and you didn’t even speak at Florence’s party. I thought you might have broken up,” she finishes. She looks sheepish at her poor reasoning—I’m sure she knows as well as I do that it’s not appropriate to kiss a taken person simply because you suspect they might have broken up with their partner. But I couldn’t care less about her thought process. She’s inadvertently given me the answer I’m really here for.
“But you did know we were together at one point,” I continue. “Somehow.”
Her eyes widen as she realizes her mistake. Fear flashes across her features.
“Because you’ve known since November,” I say. “When you contacted the palace to tell them I was seeing Danni Blythe.”



  

FORTY-SEVEN
DANNI
Mom has to call me three times to wake me up for the meeting with the headmaster. When the ringing finally drags me to consciousness, the first thing I notice is my bed’s empty. Then I remember Rose left super early, and I forgot to set an alarm of my own. I swear and grab my phone.
“I’m here, I’m coming, sorry, I’ll be one second, love you,” I babble, throwing on my uniform. Okay, so I’m gonna be … less than polished. Not ideal, but it’s fine, it’s cool, we’re gonna be fine. I’m gonna be fine.
Oh god, oh fuck, what if I’m not fine?
Mom is obviously livid when I finally get to the headmaster’s office, but it’s not with me, exactly. She sort of just seems to be angry at the world right now. She gives me a long hug, then smooths her blond hair back and tidies up the bun she’s wrangled it into. “Sit down, Daniela,” she says. “I want to discuss something with you before we go in.”
I don’t like that look. “What?” I ask warily.
“Drinking. I want to know what part of getting drunk at a stranger’s house, underage, during the school term seemed appropriate to you.”
Oh. Yeah. Shit. Good thing she doesn’t know about the weed, then, or she’d be really pissed right now.
“I raised you better than that, Danni. You know, maybe you’re too young to be at boarding school. You’re meant to be supervised here!”
I shrug. “We’re allowed to go out on the weekends.”
“In the middle of the night?”
“If you get a consent form signed,” I say, not meeting her eyes.
She looks at me flatly. “And I guess I just forgot signing this mysterious form?”
I purse my lips, and she throws her hands up.
“Great. Now my child is a drunk and a forger. You know, if you’re immature enough to be doing this sort of stuff, maybe you aren’t ready.”
“To be fair,” I say, “there’d be plenty of opportunities to get drunk at house parties at public school. It’s junior year. Don’t you remember your junior year?”
“You’re underage. Seventeen is not old enough to be drinking, and—don’t give me that look.”
“I’m not giving you a look.”
“Danni, tell me you never went to a house party before boarding school.”
I hesitate. “I never went to a house party before boarding school,” I say in a robotic voice.
Mom looks scandalized. “Danni.”
I hold my hands up in surrender. “I’m a product of childhood trauma, Mom, it’s not even my fault! I got bullied my whole childhood, now I do whatever my classmates want me to do. I was corrupted in Boulder. The girls here corrupted me. I’ll be corrupted wherever I go. It’s better if we accept it.”
“I’ll homeschool you.”
“You’d probably corrupt me, too, Mom,” I say regretfully. “You do smoke.”
“Well, I need to, with a daughter like you.” She gives me a grudging smile.
Despite everything, it’s good to see her again. It makes me feel less alone. Even if there’s nothing she can do.
The door to the headmaster’s office finally opens, and he invites us in. Maybe he was just leaving us out here to torture me. One final “screw you” on the way out.
Mom and I sit side by side as he launches into a rehearsed-sounding spiel. It’s pretty similar to the one he gave me yesterday, actually. I broke the rules, nothing he can do, his hands are tied, he really is sorry.
The thing is, I kind of believe him. There’s something about the way he says it that comes across as sincere. And that gives me hope that my plan has a shot in hell at working.
“Now. Before I invite your input, Mrs. Baker,” the headmaster says, “Is there anything you have to say for yourself, Danni?”
I nod. Okay. It’s going to be fine. I’ve got this. I turn on my laptop, and bring up the two documents I prepared last night. I stayed up until stupid o’clock working with Leonora on two different versions of her profile on me.
“Yes,” I say. “The Midday Spectator is running a feature on me. It’s due to go online this afternoon, and in the physical paper tomorrow. The thing is, they’re not sure which angle to take.” I turn the screen around to show the headmaster and my dumbfounded mom. “There’s the feel-good story about how I grew up closeted in Boulder, and blossomed at boarding school. Gained the confidence to be myself, found a supportive network of friends, learned the Catholic values of acceptance and community, yadda yadda yadda. But they’re kind of leaning toward a more headline-grabbing take. How I was forcibly outed by a group of drunk teenage boys, and instead of the school protecting me against an act of violence, I was expelled due to suspected homophobia in the school board itself. The last part wasn’t my words,” I say. “They just sort of added that in. Anything to make sure the story gets talked about, am I right?”
Mom is looking between the headmaster and me with eyes so wide her brows disappear beneath her bangs. The headmaster takes a long time to reply. So long, in fact, that I eventually catch on that he’s waiting for me to go on.
“I know the alumni association is really concerned about the terrible reputation I gave the school last week,” I say with mock empathy, because I’m apparently now the sort of person who can boldly give adults attitude without hesitating. Maybe I’ve officially run out of craps to give. “Hopefully, we can go back to the Spectator and tell them they’re gonna have to pull the expulsion story because it’s not true. Otherwise, the alumni association may have lots of concerns by tomorrow night, and I’m sure they wouldn’t want that.”
It’s extremely hard to read the headmaster’s face. He folds his hands together and rests his chin on them pensively. Then, I swear, he almost smiles. “I agree,” he says finally. “I think the association would find that scenario quite objectionable.”



  

FORTY-EIGHT
ROSE
Inside Harriet’s room, we face each other. Me, angry enough to launch myself at her again. Her, apprehensive and bewildered. “Rose,” she says, holding up her hands. “I never contacted the palace. I swear. Not once.”
“How did you figure it out, then?” I ask, a little hysterical. “When? Tell me, and fast, so I know you’re not lying.”
“It was late last year. I knew you were spending a lot of time together, and I was jealous, and I wondered, I guess. But then one night I saw you and Danni go inside together, and when she came back down later, she had a hickey. And she did not have one when I saw you together an hour before that. But I didn’t tell the palace, Rose.”
That night was just before we broke up. “So, you’re telling me that right around the time you figured it out, within days, someone else realized we were dating and reported us to the palace?”
“Yeah, I think that’s exactly what happened, from what you’re telling me, because—”
I laugh in her face. “Oh, well, in that case I’ll leave you alone then, shall I? So sorry for the misunderstanding!”
“Rose,” Harriet says over me. “I told Alfie.”
“I—” I stumble over this, confused. “You what?”
She averts her eyes to the wall behind me, angry and blushing. “You were going around kissing him in public, remember? I thought maybe if I told him, he’d confront you and you’d end things with Danni before they went any further, and maybe I’d have a chance with her. I’m a terrible, selfish person, and I’m sorry I did it. But I’m not a liar.”
I flounder, unable to grasp what she’s just told me. Or, rather, unwilling. “Did you tell anyone else?”
“No. Just Alfie. I promise.”
I back away, frowning. Somehow, I believe her. And that terrifies me.
“He told the palace about you two?” Harriet asks. “Is that why Danni’s getting expelled?”
I study her. She’s certainly telling the truth. Any doubts I had are erased by the earnest concern on her face.
Reeling, I stagger down the hall and into the courtyard, where I sit by the fountain to collect my thoughts. In the distance I can make out a crowd outside the gates. I squint. It’s a crowd of reporters. I suppose the story about Danni’s expulsion has been leaked. Perhaps William even leaked it himself in an attempt to place pressure on the school. He truly is happy to go above and beyond for me, now that I’ve promised to give him what he wants.
I take out my phone to check my messages.
There are a couple from Danni, which I remind myself to read in a few minutes.
William, informing me he’s on his way.
And Alfie, informing me the same.



  

FORTY-NINE
ROSE
I text Alfie to meet me in the courtyard.
He’s wearing his school uniform like a model student. His shirt is a bright white, his blazer crisply ironed. His hair is immaculately styled, clean and smooth and immobile. It’s as though he’s auditioning for the role of my husband. That’s a silly thought, though. His audition is complete. And it was conducted with far more secrecy and skill than I could ever have anticipated.
He approaches me at the fountain. A prompt response to my text. He must have already been on the grounds.
“Mum’s in there right now,” he says, as we sit side by side on the fountain’s edge. “She seemed very confident we’ll be able to straighten everything out. I think Danni’s going to be fine.”
I slump backward, so far that the spray from the fountain tickles my forehead. “That’s such a relief,” I say. “I’m in your debt, Alfie. I really am.”
He holds a hand out, startled. “Don’t fall in.”
“Who cares if I do? Nothing could ruin my mood right now.”
He beams.
“Really, I’ve been thinking about all you’ve done for me over the past several months, and it blows me away. First, there was the time you offered to fake date me for the cameras. Well, you couldn’t have possibly known this, but that day someone had told William that Danni and I were in a relationship. So, frankly, the offer couldn’t have come at a better time to douse that fire.”
Alfie’s smile becomes a little forced. Or am I imagining that? “Really?” he asks, as though he can barely believe the serendipity of it all.
“Yes. The whole thing was also being fueled by an anonymous account that was mostly taking photos from Molly’s profile. We’ll never know who that was, either. Could’ve been anybody. Your ice-skating idea was wonderful for shutting down those rumors, and it was an inspired idea to bring along someone with a crush on Danni to monopolize her the whole day. I know I messed it up by forgetting myself when she got hurt, but you did do your best to stop me from getting too close to her while there were cameras. Trust me, I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done.”
It’s abundantly clear Alfie doesn’t know how to reply now. He just sits, his back rod straight, as he waits for me to get to my point.
“Your support following Florence’s party was especially helpful. Oh, by the way, it turns out some friends of yours were responsible for the photo leak. Speaking of consent, I’ve been thinking about our kiss. It’s funny to me you found it so strained in hindsight, because at the time, I thought you simply couldn’t tell I didn’t want to kiss you. You did it twice, after all. But I’ve had so many kisses since then, and now that I think about it, a wanted kiss feels absolutely nothing like a forced one. I’m not actually sure you were confused at all. Anyway, I digress. Edmund did mention to Danni that the video of her was put in a group chat he’s in with his Ashford friends. Of course, it’s impossible to know who sent it to the press from there. But, forgive me, I’m probably updating you on something you’re already well aware of. You were in that group chat, yes? Surely. With all your friends?”
“Rosie—”
“And now today. Once more, you’re here to put out the fire and rescue me. Although, do you think your mother would know who it was, exactly, in the alumni association that put on the pressure to expel Danni in the first place? I can’t think of anyone in there who would want to hurt Danni, but”—I wave a hand—“sometimes your enemies hide in plain sight.”
Alfie stopped smiling long ago. I wonder what he’s thinking. I wish I could draw it out of him by force, a scarf from a magician’s sleeve. It’s a shame, really. No matter what he says, there will never be a way for me to know again whether I can believe a word that passes his lips.
“I’m not your enemy,” he says. Truth or lie?
“You hurt me, and you hurt Danni. Repeatedly. And I don’t understand why,” I say.
“I’ve known you my whole life,” he says. “Rosie, I know you. And you are a wonderful person, but you are impulsive. And you have a laissez-faire approach to life whenever things are working out. You aren’t careful to keep it that way. Harriet found out about you and Danni, and people were discussing you online. More people would have found out if William wasn’t informed. So, I called him and made sure he knew, so he could help you. I only told the person whose job it was to look out for you.”
I swallow. “William … knew the tip came from you? He told me it came from Bramppath.”
“Well, the person who figured you and Danni out came from Bramppath, so it wasn’t a complete lie. But yes, I asked him not to tell you I looped him in, naturally. You wouldn’t have taken it well.”
“Wouldn’t I?” I ask dryly.
“You mean well, but you just don’t think politically sometimes. So, William and I had to do it for you, to protect you. He told me he believed the best way to help your reputation was to give the papers something else to write about. He thought I would be the perfect person to assist, because I care about you. He got the idea from your father. He’d been talking about you and me dating for the papers for a while, apparently.”
“You called me,” I recall suddenly. “Right before he did.”
“Yes, he suggested it. He felt if you knew I was comfortable with you using me for the papers, you might be less resistant. And then he called you and offered to assist you in keeping your relationship with Danni a secret. We teamed up to help you. Was any of that so awful?”
“Did you send William the screenshots of people gossiping online, too?” I ask, before I realize. “Wait, were they you?”
Alfie stops meeting my eyes. Apparently he doesn’t feel quite so justified in this part of the story. “The comments on Molly’s video of you weren’t. But I was worried that people were already suspecting you, and I wanted you to realize how easily your carelessness might out you online. So, yes, I made a post with some examples of the ways you had slipped up with Danni. But I purposely picked an all-but-abandoned forum, somewhere I knew wouldn’t actually kickstart a rumor. I hoped Danni might get an alert from her name being mentioned, because it couldn’t happen all that often. But as far as I could tell, you didn’t know about the post, so I sent it to William. Just so he could see how careless you were being. He needed to know how to help you change your behavior.”
If it’s true, then it was a remarkable gamble he took, relying on nobody seeing the forum post. All it would have taken was one wrong person to share the post, and the rumors would have immediately snowballed.
“I was supportive of you and Danni. I wanted you to see how easy it would be for you to be with me publicly, and her in private. I even made sure you spent Valentine’s Day together.”
“You invited a date for her. A guy who had a crush on her.”
“Exactly. So it would look like a convincing double date, and hopefully quell any suspicions people might have had regarding the two of you. That’s how you do this, Rosie. You manipulate the media before it can manipulate you. How else were you planning on hiding a secret girlfriend your entire life? Hoping for the best?”
“You outed Danni. You sent that video out. Did William know that part?”
“She was kissing girls in public, Rosie. I didn’t make her do that. And I’m sure William would agree, a story you control is a thousand times safer than a story controlled by someone else. By letting Danni face some temporary consequences now, I taught her a lesson she won’t forget anytime soon. She won’t slip up again.”
“Or, rather,” I say, “you knew that if that video went public, your mother would have a good reason to push for Danni’s expulsion. And that, with Danni on the line, you and William would be able to make me promise almost anything you wanted from me.”
Alfie shrugs a single shoulder. “If we’re getting engaged eventually anyway, why should we delay it, when it’s the perfect tool to rebuild your reputation?”
I can’t help it. I laugh at this. Not because it’s particularly funny. But because it’s so monstrous. “You know,” I say, “if you had put it like that—if you had appealed to my logic, rather than targeting Danni to appeal to my emotions? I may have agreed with you. It’s entirely possible I might have gotten engaged to you, Alfie. But you’re talking about me like I’m a bonfire you had under control. And for some unimaginable reason, you decided to throw gas on me.”
And the most ironic part of this? Before Alfie’s decision to toy with me, I was logic personified. I barely had access to my emotions.
If I’m a wildfire now, it’s partly because of him. And it’s the only favor he’s done for me I’m even slightly tempted to thank him for.
“Danni was never going to get expelled,” he says, as though I don’t understand. As though that’s the problem with all of this. “It was just a small story to prevent future ones. Like a prescribed burn,” he says, looking pleased with himself for adding to my metaphor.
I feel a shaking, hot fury suddenly spark in my stomach and spread through my veins, like molten spiderwebs igniting beneath my skin. I think I might actually hate him. “You weren’t manipulating the media, Alfie. You were manipulating me.”
“Only because I had to. To protect you. I care about you more than anybody, Rosie.”
At this, I slowly rise to my feet, and look down at him. “I believe you think you do,” I tell him. “Or, at least, I believe you’ve convinced yourself you do. But your eyes are empty.” I clench my jaw as he stares back at me. “And once you see it, you can’t unsee it,” I finish, before I leave him without waiting for a response.
I make a beeline for the office, and shut myself in the first vacant room. It belongs to the head of the English department, Mr. Promton. Hopefully he doesn’t return anytime soon. Steadying myself on the bookcase, I gasp for air and double over, my vision swimming. Then I shut my eyes, shove my fist in my mouth as a muffler, and scream until the air leaves my lungs.
I am a wildfire. And I intend to burn it all down.



  

FIFTY
ROSE
Danni, Eleanor, and Molly are sitting on consecutive chairs in the waiting room. As soon as I enter, Danni scrambles to her feet and throws her arms around me. In her excitement, she doesn’t notice that I’ve been shaken to my core.
“Rose, Rose, Rose,” she whispers ecstatically. “I did it! I got them to un-expel me! We don’t even need William anymore!”
I pull back from her and try to parse her words with my foggy mind. “You’re … not expelled?”
“Yup. I got a huge newspaper involved, and threatened to run a feature story about the school being homophobic assholes, and the headmaster is speaking to the alumni association now, but he’s pretty much confirmed it. Mom’s in there with him. Oh my god, I was freaking out. I thought I was done for.”
I shake my head as I process this. She saved herself. My beautiful girl, the one who was terrified of being seen, and judged, and making a bad impression, used the media to save us both?
Just like Alfie. But at the same time, the furthest thing from him.
“That’s amazing,” I say, and though I mean it, something feels off. Unfinished.
It doesn’t matter what I do now. I could call William and send him home, and we could go to class, and Danni would be completely safe. For now, at least.
But not forever. Even if I never speak to Alfie or William again, there will always be more of them. People looking to force my hand for their own gain. And as long as I have such an exploitable secret, involving someone I love so fiercely, my hand will be awfully easy to force.
So, while this changes everything, it also changes nothing. I know exactly what I must do.
But first, I approach Molly. “I am so sorry,” I say, shame cracking my voice. “It was appalling of me to suspect you. I know you better than that.”
Molly crosses one leg over the other. “Yeah. It sucked.” She meets my eyes, and then rolls hers. “But I understand where it came from, so I’m giving you a Get Out of Jail Free card. Once. And I appreciate the apology.”
We nod at each other, neither of us quite ready to smile yet.
“There’s a crowd of reporters at the gate,” I tell the group.
“Yeah,” says Danni. “I think the Spectator sent some people over when they found out I’m getting expelled.”
“I think they may have told a few of their friends as well,” I say wryly. And then, I draw a deep breath, and cock my head to beckon them. “Come with me,” I say, already walking.
They follow.
The thing is, I am not naturally suited for this role, not the way my parents are. The way Alfie is—an opinion I only hold more firmly now that I’m aware of the extent of his ruthlessness. On the topic of Alfie, he isn’t wrong about me, either. I am impulsive, and selfish, and shortsighted. I would prefer to be around my close friends than a room full of strangers, and small talk makes me shudder, and I don’t always know the right thing to say. I’m sarcastic, and I don’t see the best in everybody, and I struggle with my emotions far more than I should.
But, for better or worse, I am a symbol. And I think, in many ways, I can do more for this country if I allow that symbol to represent who I truly am, rather than a curated lie. Because I want to be good, and I want to serve my country without fear or vulnerability to manipulation. I want to make choices for the benefit of others, not simply to save my own reputation. And I cannot do that if I’m forced to lie under duress until my deathbed.
Students are already gathering at the gates to speak to the journalists. The rumors of Danni’s expulsion have undoubtedly traveled through the school grapevine. The crowd begins to scream my name when they see me cross the courtyard, sticking their arms through gaps in the fence as though it will help them reach across the meters that separate us. It’s an eagerness that borders on hysteria. A new development to an existing story is news enough on a slow day, but a quote from the princess would bump up the story’s importance significantly. More than likely, they’re hoping I’ll say something quotable enough to push things to the front page.
Well, won’t they just love me in a few minutes?
The guards that stand stationed by the gates hurry over to me, standing between me and the crowd. I turn to Danni and place a hand on her shoulder. “Stay here,” I tell her, before pushing my way through the crowd of students. Molly and Eleanor follow me.
As I open the side gate, the guards dart toward me, alarmed at the action. But the reporters back off, as I knew they would. There is an unspoken agreement here: they will give me space, and I will give them a story. I walk through the gate with the guards at my heels, and they drop back, leaving me alone.
Standing before the towering wrought-iron gates, I hold up my hands for quiet.
My parents, and William, and Alfie may think me a pawn, but I know the rules of this game as well as all of them. And now they’ve pushed me to play.
“Ever since I can remember, I knew I was going to be the queen one day,” I project in a steady voice. “Some people might have found the idea intimidating. Not me. I love this country, and everyone in it. Other children might dream of the chance to change the world, but I knew one day I would have that chance. I have been given the opportunities, and privilege, and tools to make a difference. When I was small, I planned my future reign the way some children might plan their future wedding.”
They have no idea what’s coming. The microphones are tilted my way, and the faces are eager but not yet stunned.
“Then I grew a little older, and my dreams were shattered. I realized that as much as I wanted to serve my country, this country would never want me to serve it as I was. At first, I tried to find a way for it to work out. I placed rules on myself. I had every faith that I could comply with those rules. But I don’t want to ignore who I am anymore. Not even for the country that I love so much.”
I open my mouth to continue, but nothing comes out. They’re waiting expectantly for the words I can’t believe I’m about to allow to leave my lips. The words that are going to change the course of everything.
Because I decide the current. I do.
“I am a lesbian,” I say, and the world falls silent. I step forward into that silence. Let me be unflinching. “That fact does not reduce my worth, or my capabilities. It is not a point of shame, and I’m certain it has no effect on my ability to serve you as I was raised to believe I someday would. If I am still afforded the opportunity, I will give myself to all of you, gladly, until the day I die. But it will be myself I give, as I am. Not a version of me I am only pretending to be. If I must be forced to lie about who I am at my core in order to be accepted, then I will not be accepted. There are others who will perform my role splendidly, and who will make you proud. If I cannot make you proud, then I will listen and abide. But I very much hope to serve you as queen one day.”
The people standing before me are staring, wide-eyed and gaping. Just for a moment, they aren’t observing me as reporters, tucking my words away and forming silent questions. They’re staring at me as citizens of my country, citizens in shock, trying to process an unprecedented action. I have the power to turn their worlds upside down with a simple admission. In return, they have the power to destroy me or raise me up, depending on how they relay my words to everyone else.
So, what is it? Am I to be despised, or accepted?
What’s the better story?
What’s the better future?
We all survey one another for a beat of silence. Then, they explode into questions, eyes bulging and hands waving and voices scraping as they compete to yell over one another.
But, for now, I have nothing more to say.
For the first time, I truly understand what Danni meant back in November, when she ended things with me. What was it she’d said? She wanted to hurt now, to avoid a greater hurt later?
I think perhaps it was more than that. I think, even then, she knew that the fear of living a secret so enormous, knowing that, at any moment, it may be discovered, is no way to live. It’s no life at all to merely pretend to live one while forever preemptively sitting within the fear of its loss.
At least, whatever happens from here, it will happen on my terms.
Thanking them, I head back inside the gate where Molly and Eleanor rejoin my side. Now we’re facing a different crowd. One consisting of my peers, girls I’ve gone to school with for years, some I’ve known my whole life. Staring at me as though they’ve just met me.
“Holy shit, Rose,” Eleanor says in a low voice as she walks. “Holy shit.”
“Keep walking, just keep going,” Molly instructs, shoving me forward.
Danni stands where I left her, but now, her mother is by her side, wrapping an arm around her. Neither of them appear able to tear their eyes from me. Before we reach them, Danni hands her mother her key card, promising to meet her in her bedroom soon. As Mrs. Baker turns to leave, Danni runs to me, and I take her hand in mine as I walk. “Why did you do that?” Danni asks in a trembling voice, hurrying to keep my pace. “Please tell me that was your choice.”
I open my mouth to reply, but instead, I start to laugh, and I can’t seem to stop myself.
Because for the first time in my life, it actually was.



  

FIFTY-ONE
ROSE
I expect to find William waiting for me in the office, but there’s nobody here. Seconds after we reach the headmaster’s waiting room, though, he bursts through the door after us. He must have been a part of the crowd when I spoke. Good, no need to update him, then.
“Ahh, William,” I say brightly as he storms up to us. “Found you.”
He stops several feet away from me, and scans my face with disbelieving eyes. “Rose, I…” he trails off, shaking his head, “have never been more disappointed in you.”
Molly, Eleanor, and Danni draw closer to me from all sides. It’s a somewhat protective action. As for me, I let out another laugh, one that turns into more of a cackle. “William,” I say, the laugh turning into a sneer. “I have truly never given less of a damn what you think of me.”
I don’t expect him to reply to that, and he doesn’t. Truthfully, I think he’s too gobsmacked to get a word out if he wanted to. Wordlessly, I turn on my heel and lead the girls out of the room. The staircase to the ballroom is accessible from the nearby hallway, so we hurry down it, pour into the ballroom, and pull the heavy door shut as quietly as we can.
“Your parents are going to murder you,” Molly cries, whirling to face me as soon as we’re safe. “There’s impulsive, and then there’s that.”
“Was it impulsive?” Danni asks. “That speech felt awfully prepared.”
“Did you guys see that blond reporter in the front?” Eleanor asks, throwing herself on one of the rows of seats. The same seats I used to sit on while Danni rehearsed, back when we first started dating. “I thought she was gonna pass out when Rose said she’s a lesbian.”
“I don’t remember anything,” Molly says, sitting next to her. “I think I dissociated.”
“Oh, she for sure was. She was like, Whaaaat?”
“Rose?” Danni asks. She’s not sitting. Rather, she’s hovering by the piano, watching me. I walk over to the windows and peek through the curtains. The crowd by the school gates is bigger than it was before. I wonder, how long until the news gets out?
It probably already is, I realize. It may have even been filmed live.
There’s no going back now.
I beam and turn back to face the others. “That felt incredible,” I say.
Danni visibly relaxes, though Molly still seems to think I’m having a nervous breakdown.
“You know this could go either way, right?” she asks. “There’s a chance they’ll let you stay, but the diocese…”
“You think they might not want to place a crown on a lesbian’s head?” I ask, feigning horror. “Why didn’t anyone warn me? This changes everything.”
Danni laughs, and I swirl to face her, then scoop her up into a hug. “Oh, my god,” she giggles as I spin her around. “You’re really happy.”
I start laughing again. Molly now no longer seems to suspect I’m having a breakdown. Rather, she seems to have grown quite sure of it. She looks to Danni for assistance, but Danni seems enraptured by me.
“Can you imagine if they let you stay?” she asks.
“They won’t,” says Molly.
“They might,” says Eleanor.
“But imagine,” Danni says. “Like, really think about it. Think of what it would mean for a place like Henland to have a lesbian for a queen. There are so many people in this country that would change everything for. No offense to your uncle, but he’s more of the same. Even if you were no good at the job, though, just having you there would make a hell of a statement. But you would be good. Even if you hardly have any power, and it’s only charities, and causes, and knighting the odd person or whatever, I want someone like you up there making those choices. Because you understand what it means to be on the outside over something you have no control over. There are people who need you, the way you are.”
I stare at her. Not because her words don’t make sense. But because it never occurred to me that any part of me would make me inherently more suited to being the monarch than my uncle. I’m so used to thinking of myself in terms of my flaws. Yet here she is, reframing my very existence as an inherent strength.
I didn’t think it was possible to love her more, but every day, every hour, she finds a way. Sometimes—miraculously—she even manages to make me like myself, too.
“Danni, is your mom still waiting for you in your room?” Eleanor asks.
“Yeah, why?”
“Are you going to tell her about the two of you?”
Danni looks to me. “I … don’t know.”
I didn’t bring up my relationship with Danni to the reporters because I didn’t want to speak for her. Not without consulting her first, at the very least. After the week she’s had, it would not surprise me if she’s had enough of the spotlight to last her a lifetime.
“Do you want to?” I ask her.
She takes a step forward, eager and hopeful. “Wait, can I?”
I shake my head and shrug. “There’s no reason not to. We can tell anybody you want to tell.”
Danni is practically bouncing on her heels by the end of my sentence. “Okay. Perfect. Okay. I’m going to tell her.” She laughs at the sound of it. “I’ll talk to her alone for now. But come find us later, okay? I’d like you to meet her.”
Meet her. I get to meet my girlfriend’s mother. How enchantingly, delightfully normal.
I’m in love at first sight with my brand-new reality.
My phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s Father. He and Mum are here to remind me of the other side of my new life, I suppose.
Let them.

“Say what you want to say.” I fold my hands on the table and survey my parents.
The headmaster let us use one of the school meeting rooms for this conversation, for the sake of privacy. It’s quite funny, really, because between the bare walls and the table and chairs, I couldn’t think of a more fitting location to be interrogated. Or, perhaps, let go from one’s job.
Father’s face reddens, then his shoulders drop. “How could you do something so idiotic and rash?” he asks me.
Can he truly still not know the answer to that? Has he not listened to a word I’ve said over the last several months? “I won’t spend the rest of my life terrified someone will see me kissing the person I love.”
Mum closes her eyes as though she’s praying for strength. “You just threw away your future. For a high school relationship.”
“I didn’t. I did it for love.”
She opens her eyes. They’re the same shade of green as mine. A little like looking into my reflection. “You think you love this girl?”
“I know I love her. I intend to be with her forever. But if, for whatever reason, I’m not, there will be another love, and I would’ve had to watch them be harmed, over and over again, in order to force my hand, or protect my name. I would have lived to regret it if I forced myself to go through with your version of my future.”
Father scoffs. “How whimsical.”
“Pardon?”
“Love?” he asks. “What of responsibility? And duty? What of growing up, and accepting that your country is worth a thousand times more than your selfish desires?”
I wonder if he’s thinking of the girl my aunt told me of long ago. The one who had the audacity to fail to live up to our country’s lofty moral standards. The one he loved despite it all. Who was sent where he could not follow.
Mum glances at him, and I think she disapproves of his wording. Does she know of the girl who came before her? Or perhaps she thinks he’s being too harsh on me.
“What is it our country needs?” I ask him. “To believe in a lie? Or do they need to feel they can trust we are who we say we are, even if our honesty risks our popularity? Perhaps,” I add, thinking of Danni, “there are even some people who haven’t felt particularly represented by our family, yet might feel differently now.”
Father looks incredulous. “Are you telling me you gambled your future on the hopes that a handful of gay citizens will push to keep the monarchy in place?”
“I’m simply telling you,” I say, “that just because your circles consist of people who would be uncomfortable with somebody like me in power, it doesn’t necessarily mean the country is united in that opinion.”
I say it with confidence, even though, truly, I don’t know for certain. Henland is majority Catholic. And as for how open those Catholics are to change, or progress? It will, like most things, vary from person to person. In what ratios, who can say?
“Also,” I say, “what I did wasn’t a gamble. I just looked at the devil I knew, and realized I’d rather embrace the devil I don’t. Whatever it entails.”
Mum draws her eyebrows together. She seems significantly less annoyed at me than Father does, at least. “I don’t understand,” she says. “Is your life so awful? Why haven’t you discussed any of this with us?”
“Because,” I say in an icy tone, “I don’t feel like coming to you with my problems will help solve them. It feels like providing you with ammunition to use against me.”
“Is that so?” Father asks. Goodness, he’s patronizing. Do I ever sound like that?
“For example,” I say, “not even a fortnight ago, when you were apparently considering removing Danni from Bramppath in order to stop the rumors. Unless William lied about that, too?”
Neither of my parents seem at all surprised by the accusation, which tells me all I need to know. “It was only to protect you,” Mum says. “We remember what it’s like to be a teenager, and to barely grasp the concept of a future. We were afraid you might throw yours away for a teenage romance.”
“Founded fears, clearly,” Father adds.
“You remember what it’s like to be a teenager,” I say, watching Father closely, “yet you thought that trying to ship away the girl I love as soon as you discover our relationship is the kind of behavior that would encourage me to trust you?”
If Father wasn’t thinking of the girl from his twenties before, he certainly is now. A flash of pain—and comprehension—crosses his face. So, then. Despite his obvious efforts to justify his own parents’ choice, he remembers the suffering it caused.
Then he knows the pain he almost handed down to me.
“Did you know William was working with Alfie?” I ask them.
Thankfully, this does prompt a confused reaction from them.
“He and Alfie took it upon themselves to convince me to become engaged to Alfie,” I go on, and their eyebrows shoot up. And so, I tell them. About the forum posts, and the anonymous tip, the attempts to send information to newspapers, both unsuccessful and successful. The bargaining, and the ultimatums.
What I don’t mention—at least, not explicitly—is how much of this entire situation might have been prevented if I trusted my parents to care as much about my personal well-being as they did—and do—about my ability to take their places one day.
What they don’t share—at least, not explicitly—is what they intend to say to William about all of this. From the looks on their faces, however—Father’s in particular—I am reassured William and I might never speak again. And, I believe, the Paget-Harringtons may be hearing from the two of them sooner rather than later as well. But not before we settle the more pressing matter before us.
“What happens now?” I ask. “Do you intend to remove me from the line of succession?” I swallow and draw a deep breath. “For what it’s worth, I do think Albert and Sukey would do well in my place.”
Mum recovers first. “Well, we aren’t there yet,” she says. I don’t allow even a hint of hope to touch my features. “Let’s see what happens now.”
“Yes,” says Father. He still sounds sad, but the anger has dissipated. “We must meet with parliament, and we need to ascertain the initial reaction from the public. You must prepare for the consequences, Rose. If parliament opposes your ascent, we will need to reevaluate the line of succession.”
“I know.”
“And even if parliament allows this, that’s not to say for a moment the people will. And if public opinion drops further—”
“I know.”
Father nods, then surveys me, long and mournful. “It is a shame,” he says, his voice breaking. “I very much wanted to see you serve this country, Rose. You would have done splendidly.”
This shakes me more than anything either of them have said until now. It is, I believe, the first time in years he’s shown any faith in my ability to perform this role well. Only for it to come now, when it’s far too late.
It does not, however, make me regret my decision.
“We will need to work through this together, as a family,” Mum says. “But we will work through it. Whatever the outcome.”
Father touches her upper arm, featherlight, and nods in agreement.
“Thank you,” I say, and, just for a moment, my brash confidence is missing, replaced by a note of fear. For all I had insisted I would bear the consequences, I think no small part of me had worried I would lose their love forever. It’s always felt like a fragile thing. Much more so than their love for each other ever has.
But perhaps it’s less conditional than I thought.



  

FIFTY-TWO
DANNI
“I’m so proud of you,” Mom says for the tenth time. “I’ve always been proud of you, you know that, honey. But gosh, you have gotten brave. My brave girl.”
Mom has been cleaning my room. She’s gone through and refolded all the clothes in my chest of drawers, and tidied the mess of papers on my desk, and made my bed so perfectly Harriet would be proud. I love her, and I’m happy to see her, but I am just about ready for her to meet Rose and go home so I can have my space back.
I’m pretty sure I’m bright red right now. “Not that brave.”
“Yeah that brave. How many times did you flunk an oral presentation in Boulder because you couldn’t speak in front of the class? Now look at you!” She looks me up and down, shaking her head. “I’ve had so many friends from home message these past few days. They’re proud of you, too. Oh, and the people online! They all love you. I saw one of those—what do you call it?” She snaps her fingers. “Articles on my newsfeed about you, and all the comments, oh. So many girls look up to you.”
“Really?” I ask. “It kind of feels like people hate me.”
“Yes, well, you’ve always been someone to listen much more closely to criticism than a compliment. You’re my reward-motivated, inspiring, very brave girl. And I— Oh, Danni, I just can’t believe you didn’t tell me the princess is your girlfriend.” If she’s told me she’s proud of me ten times, she’s said that about twenty thousand times. “I’m your mom. I wouldn’t have told anyone.”
“It’s not ‘the princess,’ Mom. It’s just Rose.”
“Yeah, but…” She gives me a wounded look. “Danni, this is important. You should’ve told me.”
“It wasn’t my secret to tell! Besides, my being bi was probably enough for you to process in one hit.”
“Well, that’s true,” she allows. “Finding out I’m the future mother-in-law to the future queen is kind of a bomb-drop of its own.”
“Please don’t call yourself her future mother-in-law when she gets here,” I say in despair.
“Of course I won’t, Danni. Why don’t you trust me not to embarrass you?”
“Because you’re always embarrassing me.”
“Name one time!”
I am about to do just that, when there’s a knock on my door. Finally, finally. I lunge for it, and let Rose in, throwing my arms around her as I do.
“Hey,” I babble. “Are you okay? What did they say? Did they say what happens now? Are you okay?”
She extracts herself from my arms, laughing. “Hold on, one second, one second.” Straightening, she turns to Mom and holds out a hand. “Hi, I’m Rose.”
Mom pulls Rose into a tight hug, and Rose lets out an oof as she does. “Hi, Rose,” she says. “It’s just wonderful to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”
“It’s lovely to meet you, too,” Rose says. She’s giving my mom a toothy grin, so wide her chin is dimpling. She catches me looking at her, and her eyebrows go up, like she’s asking if I can believe she’s meeting my mom—my mom, who knows about us. Honestly, I’m not sure I can.
“Your parents?” I nudge her, and she snaps out of her happy bubble.
“Yes.” She searches for the words, but she doesn’t seem to find them. In the end she just sighs and shakes her head. “It’ll be fine.”
Mom might not know Rose at all, but like that’s ever stopped her from giving an opinion. “I watched your speech online,” she says in a serious voice. “You did very well. It can be hard to be a good parent when your child does something you don’t think is right for them. They just want you to be happy. When they realize this is what you really want, they will be so proud of you. Anyone would be lucky to have a daughter like you.”
Rose looks touched, but a little pensive. “Thank you.”
Well, as much as I’m enjoying their meeting, I’m dying to talk to Rose one-on-one. We haven’t had a chance to all day, and it’s been a hell of a day. So, I start shoving Mom out of the room, as warmly and lovingly as I can. She goes, but not before making Rose promise to come over for dinner during the break. And making her promise to look after me. And giving her her number, while making her promise to contact her if I ever need her and I’m too stubborn to reach out. By the time she finally leaves, I’m feeling less like Rose is my girlfriend, and more like she’s my mom’s spy on the inside.
Finally, we’re alone. Rose basically melts into a puddle as soon as the door’s closed, leaning her whole body weight against my desk and linking her fingers behind her neck.
“Well,” she says. “Today’s a very different day than yesterday.”
“That’s one way to put it,” I say, leaning against the door as a barricade, like Mom’s gonna try to burst back in any second to keep making Rose promise stuff. “Do you know if Alfie’s seen it all yet?” I ask, and she winces.
“Right. I forgot to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”
“Hmm. Well, to summarize, he’s the one who outed us to my family last year, he ignited the online rumors, and he leaked the video of you and Harriet, so he could get his mother to expel you … so he and William could convince me to marry him.”
It’s just about the last thing I expected her to say. “What?”
“I know.”
“No, seriously, what?”
Rose touches her fingertips to her lips. “Alfie,” she says, “doesn’t matter anymore. You matter. And I’ve been meaning to ask you, what would you like to do with the press? Regarding us?”
At first, I don’t understand what she’s asking me. Then, it clicks, and I forget all about Alfie. “You mean, you’d be okay with telling them about us?” I ask.
“Danni, I have been wanting to stand on a podium and scream it to everybody who will listen since day one. If I could have, I would have. And now I can. But if we tell them about us, you will be a part of this. There will be more attention. Those photographers at the ice rink, and at the palace? They will become a part of your daily life. Bramppath is a bubble, but we won’t be here forever.” She takes my hands. “If you don’t want that, I understand. We can spin a story. If we do tell the world, there will be hate, and some of it will be directed at you. Some people will be furious about us.”
So much has changed. Gradually, so gradually I barely noticed it happen, my anonymity has been slipping away. I’m not who I was when I first arrived here. I’m the person who can play piano to a crowded room, and a person who the paparazzi know by name, and a person who has stood in front of the country and revealed some of the most private parts of myself. I’m somebody strangers do double-takes at on the street. I’m somebody they write essays about online. And, yeah, I’m somebody lots of strangers hate. But I think I’m also somebody even more strangers kind of like. I’m Danni Blythe, and I’m a future concert pianist, and Rose’s current girlfriend, and I’m still a student at Bramppath College because I stopped fearing the idea that people might perceive me.
Who knows? If Rose never gets tired of me, I could even be the queen consort one day. If they let her become queen, that is. And if they don’t, maybe a future version of me could be the wife of Rose the not-queen.
There’s nothing scary about any of that to me. Not anymore. The only thing I feel is excited to get started.
To take the next step forward.
I walk behind Rose to drape my arms around her shoulders. “I know what being with you publicly would mean,” I tell her. “And we’ve already been over this.”
She grabs my hands and presses them against her chest, squeezing them. “We have?”
“Yeah. You can’t give me simple. But you can give me you. And you’re what I want. No more hiding. No more lies. We’ve done plenty of that for one lifetime.”
The corner of her mouth lifts. “Well, the reporters are still outside. And the headmaster hasn’t thought to forbid me from speaking to them yet, so technically we’re not breaking any rules if we go out there.”
A thrill sparks in my chest. “So?” I ask.
She unravels herself from my grip, then holds a hand out to me. “So,” she says. “Shall we go out and introduce ourselves?”



  

EPILOGUE
ROSE
ONE YEAR LATER
On the afternoon of my father’s twenty-fifth jubilee, Molly and I sneak out of the palace celebrations immediately before the balcony appearance and subsequent banquet to hover in the hallway by the entranceway.
“She said she’s only a minute away,” I say to Molly, who’s becoming noticeably antsy.
“They’re going to go out without you,” she says. “Then the papers will be all like, ‘Scandal as Princess Rosemary skips second half of her father’s big day.’”
“They won’t go out without me,” I say, moderately certain. “She’s almost here.”
The entrance to the gala room opens, and Eleanor and Santi burst through.
“Rose, your parents sent me to check on you,” Eleanor says. “They said to get the hell over there. In those exact words.”
I open my mouth to retort when shouting from the foyer cuts me short. Giving Molly an “I told you so” look, to which she rolls her eyes, I hurry through the doors, followed by the other three.
Danni is standing on the carpet, smiling for the cameras, as the photographers cry out for her to come closer, look their way, take a few steps. She lights up when she sees me, and I make a beeline for her.
We can’t embrace just yet, but I place my arm around her while we pose together. “It’s got to be a quick one today, sorry everyone,” I apologize as the cameras flash and click. “I’m actually meant to be on the balcony already.”
We move on quickly, shoving our way through the doors and into the hallway. We’ve barely cleared the doors before I’ve thrown my arms around her and lifted her off the ground. “You did it, you did it, you did it,” I cheer, managing a small hop even under the weight of her.
“Rose, I nailed it,” she exclaims, glowing with joy. “They just wanted me to play ‘Dürnitz’! I’ve had that memorized for, like, five years now.”
I lower her back down, and the others close in to hug her in turn.
“Doughnuts?” Eleanor asks as she pulls Danni in.
“No. The first movement of the Sonata in D,” Danni says atop her shoulder. “It’s easy. I couldn’t believe it. I was expecting—”
“It’s not easy,” I stage-whisper to Eleanor, and Santi laughs.
“That’s the last of us done,” Molly says, pumping her fist. “It’s over.”
“It’s over when we get our results,” Eleanor reminds her, but Molly waves a hand.
“We’ll be fine. No matter what, we’ll be fine.”
Danni, still shining, sighs with contentment as she cracks her knuckles. I can relate. I was in her position a week ago after my math exam. The exam period was even worse for Danni, mind. While the rest of us sat our final exams at Bramppath during the school term, the music students had to undertake the practical session of their exams in the Holstenwall Conservatory of Music a full week after the rest of us were all done.
I’ve been on edge all day, all throughout the service at Saint Mariana’s Cathedral, and the procession, and the gun salute this afternoon, wondering how her recital was going. Now that I know she’s okay, I can finally relax and enjoy the festivities. Not to mention, we can finally focus on our upcoming ski holiday. After living in a cloud of exam stress for weeks now, I can’t think of a better way to celebrate our newfound freedom than an intimate week together in a Swiss chalet. Just me, Danni, and my suite of royal guards.
Danni falls into step beside me as we enter the palace ballroom. We still have to minimize hand-holding while at royal events—a rule that’s applied just as sternly to straight royal couples as to us—but I am permitted to place a hand on the small of her back while we walk, which I do immediately. “There was a panel of five judges,” she says, “and I was expecting three. I would’ve thought that would throw me, but I guess after all the Bramppath performances I’m getting kind of used to the pressure? I just pretended we were all at school and eventually I forgot they were there.”
“I’m so proud of you.”
She tips her head back in relief, so far she almost overbalances, and I steady her, giggling. Around the room, people have noticed Danni’s arrival, and she starts waving and nodding to guests as we pass them. I doubt she knows half of their names, but she manages to make warm eye contact with each of them individually as though she does. For someone who was so hesitant to be in the spotlight when I met her, she’s not doing too badly in it.
She only averts her eyes when we past the Paget-Harringtons. Though Alfie isn’t here, she still harbors a very understandable resentment toward the entire family for their role in her near-expulsion. Luckily, they make no effort to speak to us, and we pass them by as though they don’t exist at all.
My parents are waiting for me in the sitting room attached to the balcony, alongside several palace staff members, including Penelope, my publicist. Mum shakes her head when she spots us, though she only seems half mad. “I sent for you ages ago, Rose,” she chides.
“I got caught up. I’m here, sorry.”
Father, wearing ceremonial garb of black and gold, draped in sashes, looks far too elated to be annoyed with me. Instead, he claps me on the shoulder, then turns to Danni, his eyes softening warmly the way they often do lately when Danni’s around. I’m not entirely sure whether he’s so very fond of Danni because of who she is as a person, or because he associates her with all the things that have gone so very right since the public learned of her significance to us. More likely than not, it’s a combination of both.
“How was your examination, Daniela?” he asks.
“Great, really great,” Danni says. “Congratulations on your jubilee. Has it been a good day?”
“It’s been an excellent day,” Father says. Then he gives a short laugh, as though he’s marveling at the thought.
I suppose, when Father pictured his future jubilee celebrations this time last year, he hadn’t imagined quite so large a crowd, and certainly not the overwhelming level of positivity and revelry we’ve seen from the people in attendance today. But a lot can change in a year.
Trumpets blast outside, announcing his cue to head onto the balcony. Because it’s his jubilee, he goes out alone at first, to have his moment. The crowd breaks into enthusiastic cheering and whooping, and Danni spins me around to check me over, ready for my own appearance. “You’re perfect,” she whispers, letting her fingers rest below the emerald tiara that’s been sewn into my chignon. It’s only my first time wearing it since I was finally allowed to debut it on my eighteenth birthday, as per the custom. Danni leaves her hand in place much longer than she needs to, letting her thumb brush my temple. Even after all this time, her touch still makes me shiver.
Mum walks out now, and the cheering rises again.
“I love you,” I say to Danni.
“Love you, too.”
“Shall we?” I ask, pressing my lips against hers quickly, while we have a moment of semi-privacy. Then, I straighten my back, and together we walk onto the balcony last.
Traditionally, only the royal family appears on the balcony. However, some months ago, Father decided that, while we were discarding the time-honored tradition of heterosexual royal romances, it couldn’t hurt to very slightly alter this particular tradition alongside it. He first asked Danni to join us several months ago as something of a test, I believe, after seeing just how enthusiastically the public—most especially, the younger members of it—responded to Danni’s and my relationship. And the near-hysterical response from the crowd at Danni’s appearance alongside us that day cemented his decision to continue extending the invitation.
He always has been one to prioritize anything that would improve the reputation—and the reception—of the royal family. It’s only surprising because it never occurred to me—or him, I imagine—that my relationship with Danni could ever be one of those things. Last year, it hadn’t seemed possible. It hadn’t been done, so therefore it couldn’t be done. But I suppose the problem with clinging too tightly to tradition is that you can miss it when the public sentiment toward what has always been done has marched on ahead of you.
In the end, it wasn’t our family the country was losing faith in. It was the past they were rejecting. A past we used to represent.
Until me. Until Danni.
Squinting as the sun bursts into my eyes, I raise my hand to wave at the crowd below as it explodes into ear-splitting applause. The sea of people spreads almost as far as I can see, writhing and gesturing and calling out to us. Calling out to me. I wave again, raising my arm higher, and it ripples out over the crowd like a current as the volume and movement surges further.
I don’t know all the answers yet. I don’t know if things will change should Danni and I become engaged, or what will happen if we have children. I couldn’t say for certain what would happen should another referendum take place, and I don’t know if there is quiet resentment brewing where I can’t yet see it. It’s not possible to know the future in its entirety, nor has it ever been. All I can do is observe the present, and use it to fuel my hope.
So, like I always do, I count the signs in the crowd. NOT MY KING. ABOLISH. THE COUNTRY BELONGS TO THE PEOPLE. I only spy a couple, scattered sporadically. The number grows smaller with each count, as the months tick by. And, as usual, I check for angry signs calling Danni and me disparaging names, something I initially assumed we would see a lot of.
As usual, there’s not a one.
After all those months post-Amsterdam, walking onto the balcony to an icy hostility from the crowd below, I can still scarcely believe the reception. It’s an odd and wonderful thing, to barely dare to hope you might be tolerated as you are, only to find out the real you is beloved the way the false you never was.
I steal a look at Danni. She looks confident, and beautiful, and utterly self-assured. She catches my eye, gives me a radiant smile, and gestures for me to turn back to the crowd. “Look. They’re excited to see you,” she mouths.
I should, I absolutely should.
But I can’t tear my eyes away from her.
Nor do I want to.
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