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For my friends. Most likely to … have GREAT
taste in books.




Tisdale Leavers 2014


Stephanie O’Connell

Posted Wednesday 17th April 2024

Hi everybody! Long time no speak! Hope everybody’s doing well – just wanted to share this ol’ thing I found on an old USB stick. It’s our leavers’ assembly presentation! All our ‘most likely to’ lists and fun memories – and tons of photos of us ten years ago! How cute is that?! Anyway, just thought I’d share as I got a real kick out of it [image: ] xx

Attachment: LEAVERS ASSEMBLY DIGITAL YEARBOOK_ CLASS OF 14

Shaun Michaels Wow! What a throwback! This is so fab, thanks for sharing, Steph! LOL, look how young we all were!

Bryony A omg, love this

Ashleigh Easton shut tf up, Steph, this is hilarious. @Hayden Vaughn, you seen this?

Hayden Vaughn I have now!!

Hayden Vaughn Awesome find, S! Those old pics of you and Shaun are adorable. I’ve been back in town a bit helping my mum clear out the house, so weird driving past the school all these years later.

Bryony A omg bet, I totally thought the same last time I passed by. If you’re in town @Hayden Vaughn, we should hang! I’m around for a while, my next movie doesn’t start filming for a couple of weeks

Stephanie O’Connell Ooh let me know if you do, I can come visit my parents and see you guys at the same time! It’ll be like a cute little reunion!

Bryony A WAIT NO WE SHOULD TOTALLY HAVE SOME KIND OF REUNION

Shaun Michaels @Bryony A, don’t even get her started – you know what Steph’s like, she’ll have a big party organised for the entire year group before you know it! Stephanie O’Connell Ugh, I would if I had the time! Between work and getting my degree part time – not to mention a wedding to plan!!!

Shaun Michaels You don’t have to tell me twice [image: ]

Ryan Lawal yoooo, somebody say reunion? I’m down.

Hayden Vaughn Pls nobody let Ryan organise a reunion. If prom was anything to go by, we’ll all be legless after the first glass of spiked punch, idk if I have that kind of alcohol tolerance these days

Ashleigh Easton buddy you didn’t have that kind of alcohol tolerance in *those* days either.

Ryan Lawal pfft like you’re one to talk, Easton. regular party animal over here

Ashleigh Easton Not all of us needed booze to compensate for a distinct lack of personality.

Ryan Lawal hey those are my friends you’re insulting. don’t listen to her, lads [image: ]

Ashleigh Easton Piss off, Ryan.

Ryan Lawal such a way with words still … can totally see why you won that essay competition in Year 12 you never let anyone forget about.

Ashleigh Easton File under things *I* never forgot about: that I need to use only small words to communicate with you.

Hayden Vaughn Guys, please. I haven’t had this many Facebook notifications in years. Stop.

Bryony A Yeah, take it to the DMs you two [image: ]

Ryan Lawal she started it

Ashleigh Easton He started it.

Ryan Lawal HA! beat ya to it!

Ashleigh Easton @Bryony A, didn’t you do some drama workshops at the school last year or something? Think they’d let us use the hall for a get-together?

Bryony A I know some people. I’m sure I can make it happen xo

Stephanie O’Connell Yayyyy! Bryony, you’re a lifesaver! This is going to be so cute! [image: ]

Ryan Lawal star of stage and screen to the rescue! yes, Bryony! see you tossers there [image: ]

108 more comments …






Chapter One

Bryony

‘Most Likely to Become Famous’

There are few people I truly loathe in this world, but Steph O’Connell and her sparking the idea for this school reunion is one of them. I’m a close second on the list, right now, for going along with it all.

The balloon-arch delivery guy is competing to take my second-place spot, though, after shrugging his shoulders and saying that the assembly ‘isn’t part of his job’ and meaning that I’m spending my free period at the end of the day wrestling with hundreds of blue and silver and white balloons, tying them to the framework of an arch per the YouTube tutorial I’ve just found.

‘You know,’ says Yaz, one of the history teachers, who started here around the same time as I did, ‘considering you’re seeing all your old schoolmates and hosting an epic party tonight, you don’t look very excited about it.’

‘Oh, no. What gave you that impression? I’m super excited.’

The words slip out with a growl – an actual, honest-to-God growl – as I wrangle a bunch of balloons into place on the wire frame. Yaz just laughs. She must put my stress down to the last-minute change in schedule to deal with the decorations because she just says, ‘B, relax, it’s gonna be fine. Everybody’s going to love it. Plus, you know – it’s in the school hall. They’re hardly expecting the Oscars, are they?’

That’s exactly the problem though, and I can’t bear to explain it to Yaz. I have a sneaking suspicion she has her own sneaking suspicions about me, but admitting it out loud is … Ugh. A full-on shiver rolls down my spine. It’s unthinkable. Unconscionable.

I didn’t intend to be the one organising the entire reunion, but somehow it ended up like that after I mentioned I could help out and then suddenly half the damn year group were jumping on the bandwagon, thanking me for arranging it … Steph was always in charge of stuff like that when we were in school. Even bloody Ashleigh used to organise talent shows and fundraisers and things. I just showed up, the life and soul of the party.

But I guess that was a long time ago, and we’re all different people now.

For example, Steph is not the defacto organiser extraordinaire anymore. The rugby lads have proper jobs now. Trendy Elise from my A-level English lit class spent three years living on a farm in New Zealand. And I am a liar.

Something surges up from my stomach to sting the back of my throat, hot and acidic and violent. I think it might be shame, but the thought spooks me so much I decide to call it plain old ‘panic’ instead.

It’s okay, though. It’s just one night. I’ve been – well, not lying, exactly, but … vaguely untruthful, for years on my social media. That’s way more difficult to maintain than breezing through a few face-to-face interactions, especially when everybody will show up with such a solid preconceived notion of who Bryony Adams is these days.

They’ll show up expecting glamour, and glitz, exactly as would be befitting of a starlet like myself. Fun stories of times I bumped into hotshot actors and rubbed shoulders with household names, tales of parties and places they can only imagine. It’s – just another role to act. That’s all.

And I can do that.

No, you can’t, and that’s why you’re scrambling to save face.

I shove the nasty little thought aside and take a deep breath. I can’t let intrusive thoughts like that win. Not today. I have to get into character. I have to become the Bryony they’re all expecting me to be. The one I’ve been touting online for the last ten years.

Yaz and I finish up the balloon arch, swapping gossip about the maths teachers who are shagging and think they’re being subtle about it, whinging about our Year Nines who have totally checked out now they’re dropping our subjects come September, and gloating about the Year Eleven prank to hide dead fish in the staffroom that got scuppered thanks to Yaz overhearing some boys plotting by the bike shed when she was on duty the other lunchtime. It’s enough to take my mind off anything except my mental checklist of party preparations, and I’m glad she was free to help me out so I’m not left alone with my own thoughts and guilt.

(Panic. Panic, not guilt.)

Between the two of us, the hall is transformed. The caretakers cleared away the rows of chairs for school assemblies earlier and, without them, the space is bigger than I ever realised. A cheap, synthetic roll of red carpet runs from the double doors to the centre of the stage. The balloon arch, finally complete but ever so slightly wonky, is set against a stretch of blank wall with a box of photo-booth supplies next to it – cardboard glasses, feather boas, moustaches on sticks, the lot. There’s a long trestle table set up, with packs of paper cups and plates ready to go. I’ll bring the snacks and soft drinks in later, and the dinner ladies are generously making a vat of fruit punch they’ll leave out for the party. Yaz and I arrange a few chairs I asked the caretakers to leave behind into small groups, rather than the strict interlinked rows they’d usually form. There’s a guest book, and a box of felt-tips and markers I borrowed from the geography department – although how many of them actually work is anyone’s guess.

As a finishing touch, I Blu-Tack posters up around the hall, covering some of the displays and the windows with them. I’ve printed out all the ‘Most Likely To’s from our old digital yearbook. I’ve got a slideshow to put up, but this will be fun too.

And, most importantly, it means that right now, I get to stick a piece of paper over the big MEET OUR STAFF! board, where there is a passport-sized photo of my face smiling out from the position of Head of Drama.

I cover an entire section of the board with a large print-out of eighteen-year-old me striding across the stage in this very hall dressed up in gingham for my role as Dorothy in the school play that summer. For a second, I let my fingers trail over the edge of the photo. The memory of that performance is so visceral I can feel the chafe of cheap tulle against my legs, hear the cheers of the standing ovation I got. It felt like the beginning of the rest of my life.

My eyes drift from the photo to the words above it. My name, my predicted future.

Most likely to become famous.

Yeah, right.




Chapter Two

Steph

‘Most Likely to End Up Together’

‘Sweetie, are you almost ready? We’re meant to be leaving in fifteen minutes!’

‘Uh-huh!’ he yells back from the bathroom, and I hear the shower start up.

I can’t help but huff a laugh and roll my eyes, and my reflection in my childhood vanity unit is grinning back at me. She looks giddy and lovestruck, because of course he knows how much time he has to get ready – based not on when we’re supposed to leave, but on how far through my routine I am.

In fairness, I’ve only just started my eye makeup. He’s got time.

As I blend in some sparkly bronze eyeshadow and catch sight of the dress laid out on the bed behind me, excitement fizzes through me. I feel like I’ve just necked an entire glass of Prosecco in one go. There’s something oddly familiar about this whole thing: shutting myself up in my room while the noise of Mum and Dad watching telly downstairs drifts through the thin walls of the house; a new party dress just waiting to be worn while I paint my face for the evening and think of all the things I want to tell my friends.

It’s been years since I saw most of the girls from school. There are a couple I stay in touch with sporadically, but considering I haven’t thought much about these people in the last ten years beyond liking their Instagrams or commenting congratulations! on the big life updates they share on Facebook, I suddenly can’t wait to hug them and hear every detail of their lives. I wonder if Thea ever got over Josh cheating on her for a whole year, or if it wrecked her trust in men and that’s why she doesn’t seem to have settled down now; why Priya got a dog with her partner even though she always said she was allergic; if Morgan came around to like being a doctor when we all know her parents pushed her into doing a medicine degree.

I wonder what they’ll think of me. If they miss me, like I realise I’ve missed them.

There’s a photo tucked into the frame of my mirror, faded from the sunlight that’s been at it in the last ten years, of me and the girls on holiday. Seven of us stand in a tight group in front of some random club, arms wound around each other’s waists and shoulders, all of us in skimpy outfits and sky-high heels, glitter and neon paint covering our skin ready for the rave we plan to go to later in the night.

I smile, looking at it, and it’s easy to envisage us all now as more mature adults, sitting around with bottomless mimosas over brunch – every bit as raucous and vibrant as we were back then. Maybe I’ll suggest it. I do love a Sunday brunch with the girlies, to be fair, and unless their personalities have taken a complete one-eighty in the last decade, I think the old gang would like it, too.

There are other photos around my room, remnants of a former life. There’s a string of Polaroids strung above my bed, most of which are more pictures from that group holiday after we finished school. Tickets from bands that everyone went to see, or cinema tickets kept special from dates with Shaun – memories that teenage me felt it was so important to preserve – are pinned to a corkboard that would occasionally host a revision timetable; there are a couple of photos from my time at uni and a giant poster of Edward Cullen on the wardrobe door I never could quite bring myself to take down.

There’s something surreal about the familiarity of my old bedroom. I know that pink duvet so well – remember picking it out of the Argos catalogue one time – and I could feel my way around in the dark no problem. One of the plugs by the bedside table doesn’t work and if you don’t close the curtains just so, they’ll slip open, let the light in and wake you up too early. I know every inch of this room – but it’s like a well-preserved relic. Something out of a museum that I’m experiencing as a bystander, not quite able to marry it against the idea of my bedroom, the one where I sleep on the left side and he has one of those gentle-wake-up sunrise lamps, with potted plants and an expensive rug over the original parquet flooring – a room that’s functional and comfortable, and doesn’t need to be the sole expression of my personality in the home.

Oh, if teenage me could see me now …

Applying a meticulous streak of eyeliner, I do a quick audit of my life. The misguided year studying French at university before realising I wasn’t cut out for it and actually, quite honestly, could not stomach the idea of a year abroad all by myself, and the abrupt change to studying a business degree – useful, yet broad enough that I could grant myself time to decide on my future. The time bouncing between jobs every eight months, trying to discover what was right for me, and finally settling into the role of paralegal three years ago while getting my qualifications part time.

Then, of course, there’s the ‘fun’ side of the highlight reel: the holidays and monthly Sunday brunches, the horse-riding classes that turned into show-jumping competitions. The swish apartment, and the glittering diamond on my left hand.

I’d give my life full marks, if it were up to me. Glossy and shiny on the outside looking in – and utterly lovely in reality, too. I’m doing a job I love, have a beautiful home and vibrant social life, and I’m planning the wedding of my dreams to the man I love. It’s exactly where I pictured myself being.

I set aside the eyeliner, finish my mascara, and dig through my makeup bag for my lipstick before realising I forgot to pack lipliner. Damn it.

That’s alright, though – teenage Steph to the rescue! I’m sure I must have left something behind during the summers home from uni …

I open the left-hand drawer on the dressing table and, lo and behold – makeup stash of old. The Benefit mascara there is so ancient that half the writing has worn off the tube, and the nail varnishes left behind are probably dried up and useless now, but there’s also a stumpy MAC lipliner pencil – one I bought to match the Ruby Woo lipstick I got for my sixteenth birthday off the girls.

There’s something so right, I think, about using this now. How many parties did I wear this to, back when? That Ruby Woo was my pride and joy. It’s a very full-circle moment.

Curious, I root around in the drawer to see what else I might have left behind in here. There’s a tiny pink pencil case that I used to carry around in my schoolbag to keep my tampons in (it’s still got some in it, and I think I should probably throw them away but just push them further to the back of the drawer for now), a tangled-up and tarnished necklace, half a pack of long-dried-out makeup wipes …

My fingers brush the glossy paper of a photograph, and I push the tat aside to get a better look, finding a small pile of them.

Oh, I think. I remember this.

It was the school orchestra trip to Italy, in Year Twelve, just after Easter. The photo on top is the entire group, with the teachers who chaperoned the trip and all, at some old church where we played a concert for the locals. We’re all holding our instruments, beaming at the cameras. I pick out familiar faces of friends from my year group. Bryony is front and centre, hip jutting out and flute held high and proud above her head while she smoulders at the camera, which makes me laugh. I spot Shaun and Hayden in the back of the group with the rest of the percussion section, Hayden’s bright orange hair and awkward grimace a sweet contrast to the funny face Shaun is pulling, undoubtedly because he knew Hayden wouldn’t smile for the camera properly. He was always sweet like that.

There’s a photo of me and the girls in some pizzeria, one of all of us in the wind section at another concert, one of a bunch of us in the hotel playing card games. I crack up laughing at one showing a crowd of random people in a square gathered around while Ryan stands on the ledge of a fountain and plays his trumpet, and Ashleigh stands facing the camera, glowering as if to say, ‘Are you seeing this prick too?’ She looks ten thousand per cent done with him even as everybody else cheers him on, and I suddenly remember all their bickering on the bus – and in class, and in the hallways. The petty rivalry to end all petty rivalries. I can see why I hung onto the photo.

The last one in the pile gives me pause, and my fingers trace over it gently.

Teenage me looks up with a broad smile and glittering eyes, cheeks flushed and tanned from the Italian sun, face pressed against Shaun’s. He looks so young there, with that softness to his face, the barely defined jaw hinting at the man he was growing into. His skinny legs stick out of his shorts in the photo, his toned arms are wrapped snugly around my waist to anchor me in close, and – he’s not looking at the camera. Of course he’s not.

He’s looking at me. Like I’m the only thing in the world worth looking at. I do a double take at how tangible it is, to see the adoration pouring off him in that photograph. I don’t remember taking it – but I remember how it used to feel, with Shaun. How he was the very centre of my world right from the very first kiss we shared. It’s no wonder everybody thought we’d be the most likely to end up together; we were always destined to be the childhood sweethearts who rode off into the sunset. We were forever, we used to say.

My traitorous heart gives a little somersault, seeing the two of us so completely in love.

Quickly, I shove the entire stack of photographs into my handbag for the night. I bet the others will love to see them too, and we’ll all get a kick out of that one of Ashleigh. I’m sure she’ll have a good laugh over how much she used to argue with Ryan over every little thing, and how silly the whole thing used to be. And, if nothing else, it’ll be a nice little memory to pull out if ever the conversation gets a bit stilted – we can reminisce over the shared memories of the trip.

I ignore how dry my mouth is, and how hard my heart is beating.

The shower shuts off in the next room. He comes back, dropping a kiss onto my cheek before getting ready, the jeans and shirt laid out next to my dress waiting for him.

‘You look gorgeous.’

‘It’s not too much?’

‘Never.’ That grin and those dimples make me swoon every dang time. Except, right now, it feels like an uneasy swoop of my stomach, tying it into knots.

Instead of trying to smile back, I double-check my bag, making sure to pop my lipstick and old lipliner in there, and a tissue to blot, and then slip into my dress and shoes.

He’s ready to leave by the time I ask, ‘Zip me up?’ – because of course he is. He knows me so well. Beat for beat. A synchronisation that’s existed since the very first time we said ‘hello’ in the hallway.

The fingers tracing up the bare skin of my back are sure and gentle. The hands that settle on my waist so he can hold me there for a moment while he brushes a kiss on the back of my neck are familiar and natural. The scent of his cologne teases my nostrils, and it smells like home.

I think about the photograph of me and Shaun in my handbag, and the fact that tonight I’ll be seeing him in person for the first time since the break-up, then turn to Curtis to slip my hand in his, hoping he doesn’t feel it shake. The cold metal of my engagement ring presses into my finger.

‘Come on. Time to go.’
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Six old friends. Ten years later.
Is it too late to learn a lesson in love?






ops/images/7.jpg





ops/images/8.jpg





