


[image: Anytime by Sarah Sprinz]






[image: ]
Sarah Sprinz

Dunbridge Academy: Book 3

Translated by Rachel Ward

[image: ]






Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Also by Sarah Sprinz

Content Warning

Dedication

Epigraph

Playlist

Anytime

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Five Months Later

Thanks

Translator’s Thanks

Trigger Warnings




First published in Germany in 2022 by LYX, an imprint of Bastei Lübbe

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by

[image: ]

Quercus Editions Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

The authorized representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Castleknock Road, Castleknock, Dublin 15, D15 YF6A, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

Copyright © 2022 by Bastei Lübbe and Sarah Sprinz

Translation copyright © 2024 Rachel Ward

The moral right of Sarah Sprinz to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Rachel Ward asserts her moral right to be identified as the translator of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 166 7

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Sarah Sprinz was born in 1996. After studying medicine in Aachen, she returned to her hometown by Lake Constance in southern Germany. When she’s not writing, Sarah finds inspiration for new stories during long walks along the lake shore and enjoys planning her next trips to Canada and Scotland.




Also by Sarah Sprinz

Anywhere

Anyone





Dear Readers,

Because this book contains elements that could be triggering, you will find a trigger warning here. We hope that you will enjoy the book!

Happy reading, from

Sarah and the team at Quercus






For everyone who feels
 as though they’re in flames.




Hell is empty

and all the devils are here.

William Shakespeare
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she looks so perfect – 5 seconds of summer
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angel by the wings – sia
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Anytime

COLIN

It’s a tiny flame but it eats into my skin.

Heat. Pain. Relief. Don’t flinch.

Fuck.

Don’t.

Flinch.

I shut my eyes, lean my head back against the cold tiles behind me and don’t pull the lighter away.

If you walk out that door now, Colin Fantino, don’t bother coming back. My mom’s voice echoes in my head.

Fuck you. Fuck all of you. Seriously.

It’s fucking Homecoming. No way am I staying home just because of a crappy party last night that got a bit out of hand. I mean, I’m seventeen, for God’s sake. I’m supposed to be pulling crazy shit at this age, aren’t I? I didn’t get to pick my last name, and don’t give a damn what impact my behaviour might have on my mom’s fucking reputation.

I don’t want you spending another second with the Carnegie crowd. They’re a bad influence on you.

I pull back for a moment as the flame gets too hot.

Loser. Letting your parents push you around, tell you what to do.

So what if they threaten me with boarding school in Europe and cutting off my trust fund. I don’t give a shit.

I inhale sharply as the pain becomes unbearable.

Hang in there, you fuck. C’mon, you wuss. Better to feel this than wallow in self-pity.

I pull up my pants leg a little to get to the inside of my ankle. It’s a risky spot because you can get a better view of the thin, striped burns than when they’re on the inside of my thigh. But I used up that whole space the day before yesterday. Stupid of me, I should’ve pulled myself together, but Mom was being un-fucking-bearable. Everything was unbearable. Standing beside her at that event, smiling like I’m supposed to. The only times when Ava Fantino can spare me more than a contemptuous glare because the whole world is watching and she has to keep up appearances. I always thought I could improve our relationship if I tried harder. At school, at home, with Cleo, my kid sister who doesn’t get the same treatment as me, but things didn’t get any better. I’m not the son that Ava and Eric Fantino wanted, so I’ve stopped even trying to live up to their expectations.

I jump as the door flies open and I hear voices.

Fuck.

I thought there was no way anyone would come over to the gym bathrooms right now, at the glittering height of the Homecoming Ball in the auditorium. Guess I was wrong.

I jump up. The lighter slips through my fingers and clatters to the floor. Right next to a couple sheets of toilet paper that are stuck to the dirty tiles near the trash. I stifle a curse as they catch fire.

‘Hey, I think there’s someone here.’

Shit. I pick up the lighter and stamp out the flames. Just in time, before Trent Barlow and his buddies come around the corner. Totally wasted, obviously. Trent’s eyes narrow to slits as he spots me.

‘Beat it, Fantino,’ he says.

I’d love to punch the fat blunt right out of his lips, then smack him in the mouth. Nobody tells me where to go, or orders me around. But Trent Barlow doesn’t get that, and I’m dying to teach him another lesson. Even so, one last glimmer of sense within me says it’d be better to get out of here before Trent starts asking what I’ve been doing. I kick the charred tissue under the sinks and pray they don’t smell burning.

I stroll past Trent. ‘Fuck you,’ I say, keeping my voice bored. In the mirror, I see them glance at each other, then Trent leans against the tiled wall. He frowns slightly as he pats his pants pockets.

‘Shit, got a light?’ He looks up, and my blood runs cold. Like there’s some law against carrying a lighter. God, Fantino, chill. You did nothing wrong.

I say, ‘No,’ all the same, though.

‘Ah, c’mon, man, I can smell it on you.’ Trent’s eyes are mocking.

Fine, he noticed. So I guess it’s now the lesser evil to act like I’ve been smoking here too. I reach into my jacket pocket and feel the warm metal of the lighter. Trent nods briefly as I give him a light and he takes his first drag.

‘And tell your bitch of a mother that I’ll fuck her up if she says another bad word about Nadia.’

I freeze. It’s rare for me to stick up for Ava Fantino, but whether or not we’re fighting, nobody talks about my family like that. Nobody. Even though I loathe the way my mom’s been slut-shaming Nadia Barlow and her influencer friends on her show for the way they’ve gotten their claws into one eligible New York bachelor after another. Pointless to discuss it with Mom, though, seeing that even after the social media shit-storm her words kicked up, she didn’t show the one ounce of regret or sympathy that anyone with even basic media training ought to possess. Not my mother, though. She’s Ava Fantino, the queen of light TV, and she can do whatever the hell she likes, on or off camera. People out there switch on to forget the world for a moment and have something to laugh at, not a lecture from me on wokeness, Colin. Maybe, but if Ava Fantino keeps up this way, she’s in serious danger of getting cancelled by our sissy generation.

I take a step towards him, hating myself for the fact that, despite everything, I feel I have to defend my family’s honour against him. ‘Seriously, man, was that a threat?’

‘I dunno,’ he says, blowing smoke in my face. I clench my fist around my lighter and have to stop myself throwing a punch. ‘Was it?’

‘Talk shit about my family one more time and you’ll regret it.’

‘Tell your mom the same from me.’

‘I can’t help it if your sister will sleep with anyone.’ Wow, way to go, Colin. So I’m no better than my mom. The disconnect between my ideals, words and actions is making me sick. I walk through life that way. And then I’m surprised when it kicks me in the balls, but it’s all I know. I don’t even flinch as Trent takes a threatening step towards me. ‘But, hey, you know she doesn’t mean the stuff she says on her show,’ I add. His loser friends hold him back as he goes to lunge at me like the Neanderthal he is. I lift my hand and salute him. ‘Enjoy the party, Trent.’

‘He’s not worth it, man,’ I hear, as I step out of the bathroom into the corridor, and I have to agree with his buddies. I’m not worth it, I’m worthless, no need to tell me that. I’ve internalized it. My pulse is racing with fury. And because they almost caught me self-harming. I’ve gotta be more careful. No more lighter shit in public places. I’ve gotten careless lately. Probably cos I’m doing it nearly every day now. Whenever the pressure gets to be too much. Which is more or less all the time. But if my mom hears about it, I’ll be on some shrink’s couch sooner than you can blink and, God, I don’t need anyone telling me I need to quit it. Like I don’t know that myself.

My footsteps echo in the dark corridor. As I head outside, I pass couples making out and groups smoking. Same old, same old at Ainslee. Parents blow fortunes on this fancy private school so their kids can get beat up same as in any public high school in the country. The only difference between my school days here and my friends’ at Carnegie is the small class sizes. The rest of the bullshit is the same. It is what it is. You’re just a cog in the machine, and if you don’t function, it gets painful.

Nobody notices me as I cross the yard. Then I meet Lexie, from my Spanish class, who gets me chatting with her friends. Once she’s glanced three times at my mouth and bitten her own lips, I know she wants to go home with me. But I’m not in the mood. Besides, I’m hoping that Pax will finally get back to me and bring Maresa along. I hate that I’m thinking about her. And I hate that the one-time thing with her turned into a three-time thing, and that I’m fantasizing about number four. And about whether it could turn into something more. Shit, I’m seriously screwed. And I’m sick of always being the one who gets feelings first. All down to my messed-up childhood – I don’t need a therapist to tell me that. So I don’t let myself feel them. The emotions. Anyway, we talked about it, Maresa and me. No commitments. Just a bit of fun. We’re handling this like adults. My cell phone buzzes.

P: Still at your lame party? Can we come get you yet?

I glance around. Fellow students everywhere, chatting, laughing. Seriously, what is there for me here?

I only hesitate a moment before I type.

‘You leaving?’ Lexie asks, with that mind-numbing singsong in her cotton-candy voice.

‘Maybe,’ I mumble, not looking at her.

‘Can I come?’

Seriously? I’m not one to talk, but how desperate can you get? Luckily, I don’t have to answer her because the voices around us get louder. Actually, not luckily. Now I see it.

The flames and the smoke rising into the night sky.

‘Where’s that coming from?’ someone yells.

My blood runs ice-cold.

Shit.

I can’t stop thinking about the burning toilet tissue. Was it definitely out? I should have looked again before I left. It was right next to the trash can. Which was full. Fuck.

The others are paralysed, staring at the building. I turn away. My legs and hand move automatically. I dial a number I’ve never dialled before. It takes seconds for someone at the other end to answer.

‘Nine one one, what’s your emergency?’

Breathe.

Shit. Shit . . .

‘Fire,’ I gasp. ‘On the corner of 90th and Columbus. Ainslee School, I think.’

‘OK,’ says the man. He’s calm, they probably get special training. I’m not calm. I feel like the world’s stopped turning. ‘The fire department is on the way. Please stay on the line and keep away from the building. Can you tell if anyone is hurt?’

My heart is hammering in my ribs, and there’s a crackling in my ears as I turn. Silhouettes in long ballgowns and perfectly fitted suits. Students with something to celebrate. ‘No, I . . . I dunno.’

‘What’s your name, sir?’

Oh, God . . . Tell him. You can’t deny it. Just do the right thing. Just for once, do the right thing.

‘Sir? Are you still . . .?’

Panic breaks over me like a wave of icy water.

I hang up, take three steps backwards. I turn away and start to run.




1

OLIVE

‘Take it slowly, pet.’

I bite back the snappy answer that’s on the tip of my tongue and force myself to take a deep breath. It’s costing every last scrap of my self-control to ignore the sharp stabbing in my right shoulder. It brings the tears to my eyes – annoyingly, I only took my last painkillers a couple of minutes ago. They don’t kick in right away and I had no way of knowing that Mum and Dad would get here so soon, be standing in my room ready to take me home from hospital. I’ve been here weeks, which seems like a lifetime, and now everything’s going too fast.

‘Let me take that,’ says Mum, reaching for my bag. There are a few clothes, some wash stuff, books and cushions, mostly brand new because I couldn’t stand the smell of smoke ingrained in the things they were able to save from my room after the fire at Dunbridge Academy in early July. The flames didn’t reach the girls’ bedrooms on the third floor of the west wing, but the fire raged in the stairwell and almost completely destroyed the lower half of the building. Nobody could tell how bad the damage was for several days. Not till the police and insurance experts combed through the charred remains and collapsed beams – by which time I was in intensive care. It’s not like I knew anything about it. Why would I? Almost two weeks intubated on a ventilator, because if I’d been awake, the pain from the burns would have driven me insane. It was still unbearable when they eventually brought me round. It still is, especially around my right shoulder where they had to do a graft, covering it with skin from my thigh so that the wounds could heal. Expressions like ‘autologous’, ‘split-thickness’ and ‘mesh graft’ are part of my everyday vocabulary, because this is my life now. And I hate it.

‘I’ll help you, pet,’ says Dad, the moment we’re outside and I’m reaching for the handle on the back door of his car. He opens it for me, like I hadn’t spent weeks in physio, relearning every stupid movement, and continually failing at the easiest tasks. Standing up for a while. Putting on a T-shirt. Doing my hair in a ponytail, for fuck’s sake, like I did every time I walked from the school to the pool, but I won’t be doing that again any time soon, won’t be training again in the near future. I’m not being pathetic or melodramatic. The doctors said so, repeatedly, when I couldn’t take it in, and, yeah, they’re just as insensitive as people say. Dad’s the exception, maybe.

I can do it myself. I don’t need your help. It’s hard not to say the words. But it’s more than I can manage to say ‘Thank you’ to him instead, as I slip onto the back seat. I avoid his eyes, and after a moment, he shuts the door. Our gaze meets again in the rear-view mirror as he glances at me once he’s sat in the driver’s seat, next to Mum.

My parents don’t deserve my rage. What happened isn’t their fault. It’s nobody’s fault. Except for the bastards who were smoking in the Dungeon on that July night. During their investigations, the police found a cigarette stub in what remained of the upper sixth’s party cellar. Dozens of people were there but apparently nobody saw a thing. They’ve closed the case now. Accident, not arson. A tragedy, a misfortune. But the good luck amid the bad is that nobody died. Apart from my dreams but, hey, I’m supposed to be grateful.

You were seriously lucky. If that burning beam had fallen just a tiny bit differently, it wouldn’t just have caught my shoulder: it would most probably have killed me. And maybe I’d have been better off if it had, but saying that out loud would just make Mum and Dad do a U-turn and deliver me straight back to the hospital. So I sit in silence in our car, with my silent parents, who are getting a divorce. It’s just a matter of time: Mum with her guilty conscience over the affair I caught her out in months ago in Ebrington, Dad still with no clue. I want to cry but I can’t. I’m here, I survived. I will keep on surviving. It’s not even that hard if you just get a fucking grip.

Come on, Olive. Keep it cold, live up to your reputation. Be your old self. Except I’m not my old self. Everything’s changed.

Don’t forget your friends. Don’t forget that you finally get to see them again tomorrow. At school, not in hospital, where they all came to visit as soon as I was well enough. They couldn’t come so often once term started, though, and I get that. They’re in the upper sixth now. Without me.

Damn tears. I blink.

‘Are you OK, darling?’

‘Yes.’ I gulp and lean back on the headrest. Dad’s heading for Stockbridge, our part of Edinburgh. I feel it every single time he glances at me in the mirror. He doesn’t believe me. Because he knows me.

Nothing is OK. I’m tired, knackered actually, I’m in pain, and there’s so much rage inside me that I want to scream. The anger was there even before the summer, but for different reasons. It’s been almost a year now. Since everything’s been going downhill and I’ve been feeling like I’ve lost control of my life.

Why did it happen to me? Why did I have to be the one who headed back to school early on that shitty July night? Why didn’t I say, ‘Fuck getting eight hours’ sleep,’ ahead of the swimming meet the next day and spend the evening with my friends at the summer festival in Ebrington? All for a bloody competition I didn’t even take part in because I was in a coma, hooked up to the machines in intensive care.

That was nine weeks ago, and at first nobody was certain that I’d ever wake up again. It wasn’t just my lungs that were damaged by the heat of the fire and the toxic soot, a burning beam fell on me on the stairs, long after I’d blacked out. The biting smoke, my racing heart as I ran for my life down the west-wing stairs. I can’t remember exactly where I lost consciousness. I only remember how incredibly loud the flames were. And how dark it was. Black, hot, panic, panic, panic. And then, what felt like just seconds later, white, beeping, pain. Hospital. Still panic, panic, panic. The same fucking panic even now, like my brain can’t grasp that I’m safe. That it was bad but I’m apparently made to survive bad stuff. What choice do I have?

Lucky. I was lucky. I have to tell myself so again and again. What an incredible stroke of luck that I was the only person to get so seriously injured in the fire. Not that I’d wish it on anyone else. Not even my worst enemies. Not, incidentally, that I have any. Not even my mother and the man who decided to smash up our family with her. I wouldn’t wish a thing like this even on them. Not on anybody. But I wouldn’t wish it on myself either.

Unfortunately, what you wish for and what you get are two very different things. Everyone on my floor had gone down to the festival in Ebrington. It wasn’t so far for the younger kids on the ground floor and the first floor to get out, away from the flames. The stairs were empty as I ran down towards the flames, through the smoke, which was already so thick I couldn’t breathe, even holding my pyjama sleeve over my mouth.

I jump as Dad brakes sharply, swearing under his breath. The seatbelt cuts into my shoulder. I grit my teeth with pain but don’t make a sound. Dad has to believe I’m fine. Otherwise I can forget our deal. It took hours of arguing and tears of desperation before he and Mum finally agreed that I can do the rest of my physio as an outpatient and go back to school next week.

It’s bad enough that Dad can hardly look at me. He’s really trying to hide it behind his professionalism, but whenever he’s with me, it’s totally obvious. My own father, a doctor, can’t bear to see me like this. Even though it’s his vocation to help the sick. That clearly doesn’t apply to his daughter, and I’m not naïve enough to think it’s because I don’t matter to him. Quite the contrary, and that’s the whole problem. Mum and I are everything to him. My dad’s a loving man and the fear of losing me almost destroyed him. I know that. Mum knows that.

Livy, sweetie, promise me. Her piercing eyes, her hands on my arms when she caught up with me in Ebrington that time, months before the fire, back when I didn’t know what real problems were. Looking around frantically, low voice, still speaking. Promise me that you won’t tell your father. It would break his heart, Olive.

We’re approaching our house. Mum glances over her shoulder to me. I immediately look away. The sight of our drive and the façade of the three-storey townhouse in dark stone doesn’t exactly help. I’ve never spent less time here than in the last few months. And that’s saying something, given that I’m at boarding school and only home for occasional weekends in term-time.

I feel like an intruder into the marriage of convenience that used to be my family. Dad’s carrying my stuff; Mum’s eyes are just as laden with expectation. You won’t say anything, will you, my darling? I can see it on her face. Every single time I’ve looked at her since that evening over a year ago. But I can’t worry about it now.

I step into the porch. It smells the same as ever. Coffee, old leather and the citrussy air fresheners Mum puts everywhere. I stand on the step to take my shoes off and feel like a failure because my body’s telling me it’s going to keel over in the next forty-five seconds if I don’t sit down. I, Olive Mary Henderson, can’t even manage to take off my shoes standing up. I didn’t know it was possible to despise yourself this much, but it really is.

Later, eating dinner with Mum and Dad, I feel like I’m on the outside looking in. I still hardly have any appetite, but I’ve got just about enough sense to finish up my plate of rice and vegetables. I’ll never regain my old fitness if I don’t eat enough. I didn’t have many reserves to start with and my time in intensive care has used them all up. The muscles built up from swimming and regular weight training – gone without a trace. My body’s like jelly, and even the bloody bowl is cracked. Everything’s so knackering.

‘Is it OK to go straight up to my room?’ I ask after dinner, because the fatigue is suddenly pulling at me. I long ago gave up being angry about going to bed when primary-school kids are still watching TV. I have to give myself time. Isn’t that what everyone keeps telling me?

I stand up. Dad hesitates. I should have known earlier, when he glanced at Mum. I sit down again.

‘We’d like to talk to you about something,’ he says slowly.

I don’t move. I manage to say, ‘OK,’ but it sounds more like a question.

‘We understand that you’re longing to get back to school, Olive.’

‘Back to normal life,’ I correct him. Normality. Everyday life, far from cheerless hospital rooms and constantly stressed-out doctors, who look at my shoulder, ask if I’ve had a bowel movement, as if I wasn’t a seventeen-year-old girl – i.e. someone embarrassed by their entire life at the best of times – then hurry on to the next room without even looking me in the face.

‘We know that, love,’ says Mum, glancing briefly at Dad. ‘And we want to make that possible for you.’

‘We spoke to Mrs Sinclair last week,’ he goes on. Hold on. Why didn’t I know about this? ‘She’s happy that you want to go back so soon, but she’s also very concerned about you and your health. As we all are.’

I nod, holding on to my self-control. ‘But you’ll be there to keep an eye on me,’ I say. Two mornings a week, at least. And any time Dad isn’t scheduled to be at Dunbridge as the school doctor, Nurse Petra will be there in the sick bay. It’s virtually the same as the hospital. I don’t need twenty-four/seven care: I need a glimmer of hope.

‘Yes, I will,’ he agrees seriously. He folds his hands over his lips. ‘Olive, your mum and I agree with Mrs Sinclair that it will be better for you to repeat the lower sixth.’

‘What?’ I laugh. I really laugh. Then my face freezes. Mum and Dad are looking at me in silence. ‘That . . . You can’t mean that.’

‘It’s the only way you can—’

‘The lower sixth?’ I interrupt Mum. ‘But they can’t just leave me behind! What about my friends?’

‘We know you found last year a struggle, Olive. It’s a big step up to A levels and you only just scraped through your exams.’

We may be in Scotland, but at Dunbridge we do A levels, four or five courses in the lower sixth, dropping to three for our final year. So she’s got a point. Not that I’m admitting to it. No way.

‘Yes, but Mrs Sinclair and all my teachers had faith that I could do it. She said so!’ My heart is starting to race, I’m raising my voice, starting to shout as I realize that Mum and Dad aren’t here for a discussion. They’re informing me of a decision they’ve made for me, as if I’d asked them to.

‘We know that, Olive,’ Dad says calmly. ‘And we’re not making this decision lightly. But that was before the fire. The new term has already started, and you know you’ve got to switch from A-level PE to Spanish – there’s a lot of catching up to do there. The upper sixth is stressful enough as it is, and you can’t just cram in a whole year’s worth of Spanish on top of that. It’s just not feasible.’

Not in the state you’re in.

Not while you’re still so weak, still having nightmares.

‘You can’t do this,’ I yell. ‘Mrs Sinclair said—’

‘Olive, we’re your parents. Until you’re eighteen, we have to take responsibility for you.’

I jump up. My shoulder throbs, but I hardly notice the pain. It’s nothing compared to the despair rising inside me.

‘You can’t do this,’ I repeat, because my mind’s a blank. Mum and Dad just sit there. The tears well up. ‘But what about my friends?’ My voice cracks. My friends in the upper sixth. Having this one last year with them before we’re scattered to the winds was the only thing driving me on to make quick progress.

‘They’ll still be there, pet,’ says Dad.

Mum says nothing, won’t meet my eyes.

I shake my head and turn away. I can’t let them see me cry. Not again. I bite my bottom lip; I straighten and walk tall. I don’t cry until I get to my room.
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