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      To Baby Niamh, for coming into the world
 & 
To Alex, for coming into mine


   

      PROLOGUE


      I opened my eyes. The room spun as his broad frame loomed over me like a cage. This was wrong, very wrong. This wasn’t me.

            There was a fine line between letting go and betraying who I was, and I was damned if some horny third year was going to make

            me cross it. Who the hell did he think he was?


      But now I wonder – who the hell am I?


   

      *


      I am just a girl telling a story – just a girl who finished school, went to university and hoped to have the time of her life.

         But now life is very different. Because the girl who spread her wings, kissed Dublin goodbye and was welcomed into Cambridge

         with open arms, is a very different girl to the one who writes this story.

      


      Let’s call me Alice. Let’s give me a mum and a dad and two brothers and lots of friends – let’s create for me a world, and

         then watch how it crumbled – how in one night, everything changed; everything broke.

      


      Because now it is time for me to look back and tell the story I’ve been dreading to tell. The story of how this Alice lost

         her wonderland.

      


      Because only then can I hope to find it again.


   

      1


      ‘This is the final boarding call for flight FR206 to London Stansted. Could all remaining passengers please come forward to

         Gate D67 with their boarding cards ready and their passports open on the photograph page.’

      


      I closed the history book I’d been trying to make sense of while I waited and got up off my seat. The reading was incredibly

         dense, with any word below three syllables coming as a welcome relief amidst pages and pages of intellectual gibberish. But

         while before last term, that would have terrified me, it was strangely satisfying to know that in only eight weeks’ time,

         when term two was over, it would all make sense. I smiled as I acknowledged that wow, Cambridge really was turning me into a geek!

      


      ‘Passport please,’ the air hostess broke through my train of thought.


      I snapped back to reality, handing her a picture of a very different Alice. Although the passport was only a year and a half

         old, it felt like it belonged to another lifetime. It was a photo of the Alice who was going to do Medicine in UCD, become

         a surgeon, marry her amazing boyfriend Paddy, buy a house in south County Dublin, have kids and it was all going to be perfect.

         So what went wrong? Or maybe, what went right? Suddenly it was sixth year, and I was being handed the prospectus for Oxford

         and Cambridge and being told to seriously consider it. And then I was being told that there was no problem with doing History

         as my undergraduate degree; with embracing my favourite subject for a few more years before thinking about direction and careers

         and looking into the overwhelming future. And now look at me.

      


      ‘Sorry, do you mind if I sit in there?’ I asked a bulging businessman who had claimed the aisle seat in an otherwise empty

         row.

      


      ‘Oh no, of course, love. Be my guest,’ he bumbled in a thick country accent, undoing his vastly extended seatbelt and standing

         up in a flurry of flustered generosity. I sat down next to the window and strapped myself in, staring out at the grey day.

         This tiny vista would be my last vision of Dublin; a postcard image of farewell, until the sky ate me up and spat me back

         out again, into London’s arms.

      


      ‘Would you like one?’ the hassled man offered, thrusting a crumpled pack of Triple X mints towards me that looked as if they’d

         been sitting in his pinstriped pocket for years, sweating their life away.

      


      ‘No, thank you,’ I found myself replying, even though I knew I had nothing else to chew on, and my ears would be popping like

         crazy within minutes. It was always the strangest sensation, being somewhere up amongst the clouds, with your hearing all

         muffled and wrong – it was as if you’d taken a step back from the world and were just floating in some kind of unknown limbo

         – no man’s air.

      


      Soon the engine started, and my middle-aged companion blessed himself, out of habit more than worry I assumed, as I did the

         same. It was always a gesture I associated with flying out of Ireland: leaving England, the only thing the aircraft’s ignition

         signified was time for all the mobile phones to be switched off and the laptops to be folded up, temporarily. But then we

         would be cruising and the typing would begin again – business as usual – not a moment to lose. However, there was no way this

         man was going to un-bless himself once we’d found a steady altitude. No, he had placed his trust in God for the whole flight,

         not just the scary bits, as we climbed ever closer to Him, and left Dublin, my Dublin, behind.

      


      *


      Christmas was already starting to fade in my mind, the neon glow not nearly as dazzling as it had been only two weeks ago,

         as we sat in a flock around the tree, its flashing lights like a string of car indicators, warning us that it was about to

         turn every which way. My younger brothers, Nick and Oisín, were making their way through the humble cluster of gaudy boxes,

         their corners glinting with foil smiles beneath the pine’s foliage which bristled like toothbrushes. Mum and Dad watched on,

         calmly observing the manic scene, the boys almost in a race to see who could tear open their gifts the fastest, limbs and

         paper flailing in all joyous directions. I wanted to tell them to slow down – that it was all going to be over quickly anyway,

         given the modest number of parcels there were to get through. That was why we always delayed present opening till now – till

         after mass and after brunch – to create a suspense which the meagre pile itself could not. For these were merely token gestures

         from the relatives who couldn’t bear to abide completely by Mum and Dad’s ‘give the money to charity instead’ policy, not

         to mention the dotty old woman next door who believed that my parents’ approach to Christmas presents made even Scrooge look

         like a festive fanatic in comparison.

      


      ‘In my day, we only had a few shillings to spare, but we would never ever be deprived of Christmas presents – and you lot up there with your big car and your big house, and the poor little rascals

         not even getting as much as the soot off a piece of coal?’

      


      But Dotty had obviously missed the point. For indeed, we did have a nice house and a nice car, and plenty of fuel in the fire,

         which is exactly why Mum and Dad had decided that this time of year was about thinking of those who didn’t – those with only

         a few shillings to spare, or even less. So instead of buying us presents, they would whisk us off to the toy shop just before

         the 25th, allow us to purchase as much as we could for the designated amount, and then deliver it to the St Vincent de Paul Society

         to give to those whose smiles and appreciation could never rival ours. That was what Christmas was about, and there was nothing

         dotty about it in the slightest.

      


      *


      Mum devoted most of her time and effort to the Society, while Dad was a doctor, making them the ultimate selfless superhero

         couple – double-handedly saving the world. They were inspirational, that was for sure, but it didn’t stop the pang of knowing

         that as soon as Nick and Oisín had demolished their tokens entire, Mum would be off to serve Christmas lunch to Dublin’s needy,

         while I was promoted, yet again, to head turkey chef. But it was only a couple of hours – she’d be back in time for the actual

         spread itself, and at least it meant she always did the wash-up! She kissed us goodbye one by one as Dad and the boys set

         up a film in the front room, and I donned my apron for my domestic goddess duties. But as the door slammed shut behind her,

         a new sound met my ears – the sound that could only mean one thing.

      


      ‘Ah feck,’ Dad cursed – a rare occurrence – as he glanced at his pager.


      I headed back in for an explanation, though well able by now to guess what was about to come.


      ‘There’s been a horrendous crash on the M50 and they need me to head in to the hospital. Ah Jesus, God love them – on Christmas

         Day and everything.’

      


      I knew the last bit referred to the people in the crash, but I couldn’t help feeling, as Dad apologised profusely, grabbing

         his coat and slamming the door – the sound once more of a parent’s departure – that it was them I should feel sorry for; giving

         up everything to help those in need, on Christmas Day and everything. But my pity swiftly relocated itself onto the boys as

         they gazed up at me, slightly lost and confused as to what had just happened; a shadow of their former overzealous selves.

      


      Luckily, my coping mechanism was well evolved for such scenarios.


      ‘Just give me two seconds to stuff the bird and I’ll join you for Shrek, OK? You guys can decide which one,’ I announced, mustering all the enthusiasm I possibly could, praying it was infectious.

      


      Thankfully, the joy swiftly returned to their eyes, now twinkling just as brightly as the tree’s garish display. The relief

         was immense, for as long as they were happy – and as long as I could fulfil my role – then the day was a success. I had been

         Head Girl in school, and I was Head Girl at home – the strong, reliable, organised one who would sort your problems and wipe

         your tears. And my tears? I guess they weren’t wiped. I guess they just never fell in the first place. I guess I was just…

         I was Alice.

      


      *


      ‘Any drinks or snacks, Miss?’ the air steward asked in a vaguely Eastern European accent.


      ‘No, I’m fine thanks.’


      Out the window, the sun shone brighter than ever, as if calling me out from the greyness I’d left behind; liquid happiness

         I wished I could drink right up – to drink away the past which lumped in my throat.

      


      *


      ‘Alice Chesterton, I won’t take no for an answer!’


      ‘Paddy, stop it, seriously!’


      ‘No, Alice, I don’t care who hears me, I want absolutely everyone in the world to know that I am falling for you and I want

         you to make it official and say you’ll be my girlfriend.’

      


      Sixteen-year-old Paddy had clearly been watching too much TV. He had always had this warped idea of teenage romance courtesy

         of Hollywood. I couldn’t figure it out – surely he was just ridiculous – surely he was just the handsome guy in my year that

         was the star of all the school plays but could never quite separate himself from all the crazy things he did on stage. But

         there was something about it that I liked. He lived in a dream world a million miles away from bustling Dublin, from bustling

         reality. Yet now it seemed that he was asking me to be a part of that; to follow him into his wonderland where he would make

         me happy. To this day I still didn’t know why, but I did – I followed him. And I never looked back.

      


      Until now.


      *


      ‘Do you remember the day I asked you out?’ Paddy reminisced. We were lying in his huge double bed after sex, and he was stroking

         my hair with his long, firm fingers, untangling the knots his caresses had created only moments before.

      


      ‘How could I forget?’ I smiled, though I felt slightly weary at the prospect of yet another retelling of the story. I had

         been there, for goodness’ sake! I had been there and nearly two years on I remembered it all. Yet he still insisted on telling

         me about it again and again, especially whenever I felt sad.

      


      ‘Well, I climbed up on the scaffolding round the back of school when everyone was going home. And I was so nervous I was going

         to get caught – couldn’t imagine Mrs Warren reacting too well to—’

      


      ‘Paddy!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I know the damn story, OK?’


      I could feel his hand in my hair fall limp, his ego crushed. But it had nothing to do with his ego. It barely had anything

         to do with him at all.

      


      All term, every time I met a new person in Cambridge or chatted to a new guy and I’d reveal that I had a boyfriend back in

         Ireland, they would just laugh, or give me that knowing look that said, ‘Yeah, like that’ll last.’ But I would just shake

         my head and say to myself, ‘They can think what they like, but they don’t know me and Paddy.’

      


      But suddenly I didn’t know me and Paddy.


      Was it a craving to be single? Did I want to explore the great unknown that was Cambridge men? English men in general? That

         well-dressed, well-spoken, ambitious plethora of forbidden fruit? Or was it something else? So many of my friends in England

         had purposely broken up with their boyfriends before coming to uni, claiming that they wanted it to be a new phase in their

         lives in every way possible, and that holding on to a guy from their old world just wouldn’t do. But I didn’t see it like

         that; I didn’t see myself creating a new life and leaving an old one behind. I just saw two lives – one for term time, and

         one for holidays. And sure, it was hard while I had been in Cambridge last term and Paddy had been back in Ireland, and we

         didn’t get to see each other. But he promised he would visit next term, and flights were so cheap and…

      


      ‘You’re going to tell me this is over, aren’t you?’ he whispered in the darkness.


      I felt more naked than ever. He could see even that which I couldn’t. Yet somehow, despite everything, I knew he was right.

         The clock struck three.

      


      *


      ‘Alice Chesterton, I won’t ask you again – will you be my girlfriend? Will you make me the happiest guy in Dublin, in Ireland,

         in the world?’ Paddy repeated.

      


      Everyone had stopped, staring up at him – Paddy O’Leary, crazy, love-drunk fool – as I stood below in complete shock. I was

         desperate for him to come down – I hated that he was causing such a scene. Which was weird, because I never really minded

         attention – I loved debating, I was on the student committee – I just took stuff like that in my stride. But this time it

         was him making the speech, and it all just felt so immature; so clichéd.

      


      But maybe, for once, it was time to let down my defences. To let him in.


      ‘I’ll only go out with you if you get your attention-seeking ass down from there and shut the hell up!’ I answered at last

         as I tried to hide my smile.

      


      I looked away, staring at the crowds of onlooking students. It was early spring, and the days were still short, dusk already

         tiptoeing in. The old, weary trees tried to squeeze out their buds, lifting their arms as they pleaded to the weakening sun

         for more.

      


      I looked up at him again, ready for him to dismount and press his warmth against me in a kiss that I knew would be like no

         other kiss we’d ever had. Still I shivered in the fading day as time froze. My heart thumped. Paddy’s hand slipped from the

         scaffold.

      


      And that’s when we fell.


      *


      ‘Have you been planning to do this for a while?’ Paddy asked, clearly unable to quite process the reality of what was happening.

         ‘I mean, I thought things were going pretty well. Obviously you being away last term was hard, bloody hard if we’re being

         honest, but we’ve had a whole month back together now, and another week until you fly back to England again… so why now? Why

         today?’

      


      He paused, his questions hovering with intent.


      ‘I mean, we had sex five minutes ago, for God’s sake, Alice – it’s not like you had a problem with me then. So what was that?

         My goodbye fuck?’

      


      ‘Paddy, don’t be so…’


      ‘So what? So harsh? So hurtful? That’s a bit rich coming from the girl who’s about to break my heart.’


      ‘Paddy, please!’ I pleaded.


      He rolled back to face me, obviously wanting to look into my eyes and find whatever it was that was leaving me; to cling onto

         it for dear life. But I just stared at the ceiling; stared at the cracks. I didn’t even blink. I couldn’t.

      


      ‘Paddy,’ I finally began. ‘Paddy, the past two years have been amazing, they really have. And last term, yeah – it was hard,

         but I honestly believe that if we really put our minds to it, if we really wanted to, we could stay together for the whole

         of uni. The distance isn’t the issue…’ I faded off, closing my eyes, taking myself even further from him.

      


      A clock ticked painfully loud, stabbing us both with every second.


      ‘I just don’t think I want it enough anymore. I don’t think I want us… I don’t think I need it.’

      


      ‘But, Alice, you’ve never really needed…’

      


      ‘No, Paddy, I know – I’ve never been a needy kind of person, but I can’t tell you that I haven’t needed you over the past

         couple of years – you were such an important part of my life – I mean, I was completely and utterly head over heels in love

         with you!’

      


      I could feel him wince in pain.


      ‘But what’s the point in that now, eh?’ he spat. ‘What’s the point in reminding me how much you felt for me just as you’re

         about to tell me you fucking don’t anymore?’

      


      I kept my eyes slammed tight. Hearing hurt enough. But the silence didn’t last.


      ‘So what? You’ve just… fallen…’ He took a deep breath.


      My heart stopped. I knew what he was about to ask.


      ‘… fallen…’


      I wanted to tell him not to say those hideous words. But how could I? How the hell could I?


      ‘… fallen out of love with me?’


      They sounded even crueller than I’d expected. There was nothing I could say. The darkness held me tight, sealing me in. But

         there must have been a crack, for suddenly I felt a single tear break free from the corner of my scrunched-up lid, falling

         to the pillowcase below, a river that led me all the way away from him.

      


      ‘Yes, Paddy, I’m afraid that’s it. I think I’ve fallen out of love with you, and I hate myself for it… but there’s nothing

         I can do. I really am sorry.’

      


      The seconds ticked as before. But I knew in that moment that he would never forgive me.


      *


      ‘Well that was grand, wasn’t it? Very smooth. Not like last time I flew – there was rain, turbulence – the whole lot. I suppose

         that was… oh God, are you all right?’ my neighbouring passenger asked in shock, having just seen the tear rolling down my

         face.

      


      ‘I’m fine, thank you. Yes, very pleasant flight. Enjoy London,’ I replied, wiping the tear away and hoping that hadn’t sounded

         quite as fake out loud as it did in my head. I undid my seatbelt and stared out the window at Stansted’s tarmac, swallowing

         furiously for the lump in my throat to go away. I was not going to arrive in England like this. Alice Chesterton doesn’t cry;

         Alice Chesterton will get off this plane and onto the train to Cambridge and enjoy her second term and everything will be

         fine. I took three deep breaths before standing up, grabbing my hand luggage from the overhead locker and heading to the exit,

         thanking the air hostess as I passed, matching her plastic smile. Stepping out into the afternoon nip of new air, I promised

         myself once more that I had done the right thing and that, most of all, everything was going to be OK. Better than OK. And

         I really did believe it.

      


      I shut my eyes. Almost.
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      Arriving in Cambridge is like arriving in another world. You get there, and everything else feels a million miles away. And

         it may as well be. For when you’re in Cambridge, the outside world doesn’t seem to matter. You don’t have time for it to matter

         – Cambridge time is Cambridge time, and has a different pace from reality. The architecture mirrors this; there is no barrier

         between the new and the old, the ancient and the modern, giving the place a timelessness beyond compare. Stunning Gothic building

         looms next to Topshop which flashes next to kebab shop which whiffs next to a cathedral which harks next to the marketplace

         which heckles next to yet another stunning Gothic building. It is a blur. And yet it makes sense.

      


      Gaggles of tourists wandered in awe, lenses pointed and necks craned to gasp at the towering splendour. On the river, those

         who could bear the biting nip of Siberian January winds sat huddled together in the wooden punts as their tour guide for the

         day manoeuvred the metal pole, pushing them through Cambridge’s waters, regaling the passengers with stories and legends of

         the university’s past. The River Cam didn’t forget, only remembered summer days, when traffic jams of punts filled bank to

         well-trimmed bank. And this summer would be no different; the weak sunshine promised that, lighting up the postcard scene.

      


      Dragging my suitcases out of the taxi, I headed towards my college – the centre of my Cambridge life. I once tried to explain

         the college system to my Irish friends and the only thing I could come up with to help them understand was to fall back on

         that book we had all read and loved. ‘It’s sort of like the houses in Harry Potter.’

      


      They looked confused. ‘So like, you live there?’ they asked.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And like, you eat there?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And you play sport for them?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And like, everyone there does History like you?’


      ‘No! I told you – it’s nothing to do with your subject. All the History students from all the colleges come together for lectures

         and stuff in the History Faculty.’

      


      I had watched as understanding hovered just within reach, but there was no denying that the college system was difficult to

         comprehend; I had struggled with it when first applying to Cambridge. And for my friends who couldn’t experience it first

         hand, it must have seemed rather arcane, eccentric even. For some, it would click. ‘Ohhhhh right.’

      


      And then some would admit, ‘Sorry… I’m lost.’


      But I suppose in reality, aren’t we all?


      *


      Thankfully, my suitcases and I found our way to my college – the one I’d chosen, and more importantly, the one that had chosen

         me. I’d picked it for its stunning location and even more stunning aesthetics. Even the road it was on abounded in aged beauty

         as I clipped along the cobbles of Trinity Street before bundling into the most important building in any of the colleges:

         the Porters’ Lodge. The Porters – the immaculately dressed, inconceivably helpful men that seemed to have about a million

         jobs rolled into one. You’d lost your key? Go to the Porters. Mummy had sent you a package? Collect it from the Porters. You

         needed to know where the nearest dry cleaners was? Ask the Porters. They put my school receptionist to absolute shame, and

         I had always had a major soft spot for that chain-smoking mother hen, so it really was saying something!

      


      However, once I’d got my key and stepped into the first courtyard of my college, school suddenly felt very far away. Even

         though I’d walked through this courtyard countless times last term, I’d forgotten just how perfect it was. The bare branches

         of trees obscured the view of sixteenth-century turrets and towers which loomed above me. Every brick throbbed with memories,

         aching under the weight of carrying each other for over six hundred years.

      


      I lugged my suitcases to the third court, into staircase C and up the stairs, until finally I was back in my room – back where

         I belonged. The bed looked smaller than I remembered, as did the window, but the framed glimpse of bustling Cambridge still

         sent tingles through me as I set up my laptop and played U2 on iTunes and began to unpack. I put the few books that I could

         sneak into my baggage allowance on the rows of empty shelves. I unfolded my Irish flag and pinned it to the wall. The Emerald

         Isle really did feel very far away. I wondered if my brothers missed me yet. Was I greedy to want them to? I knew my younger

         brothers hated me leaving, but the thought that my departure might mean that Mum would step up to the plate more eased my

         guilt. That was how it should be. Everything in its right place, like the order now slowly emerging in my room.

      


      ‘Knocky knock,’ an English accent distracted me from the momentary twinge that creaked in my heart. I spun around. It was

         Millie.

      


      ‘Oh my God, hi!’ I shrieked, so happy to see her. She threw her arms around me and the waft of Coco Chanel enclosed us.


      ‘When on earth did you get back? You should have called me straight away, you bitch! I literally have so much to tell you.

         Oh my God, you’ve lost weight! You look great!’

      


      I smiled. Only Millie would notice something like that – the girl hadn’t so much as uttered the word ‘carb’ since she hit

         puberty and was an absolute beanpole. But still, I was impressed that she could tell that I had lost the grand total of three

         pounds during the holidays, owing mainly to the fact that over the festive period I consumed only a tiny fraction of the alcohol

         that had blurred my first term. Not that I was a big drinker. I was the one who looked out for everyone else. Sure, I’d drink,

         and sure, I’d get tipsy, but never to excess. In fact, touch wood, I had still never been sick from alcohol. The Brits informed

         me repeatedly that there was no way they would let that record last until the end of first year. I smiled. But I wouldn’t

         give in.

      


      ‘I only just arrived about an hour ago,’ I answered one of Millie’s many questions. ‘Just wanted to unpack and all first,

         you know?’

      


      ‘Darling, I still simply do not know how you manage to drag all your stuff on an airplane. What did you say the baggage allowance

         was?’

      


      ‘Fifteen kilograms. But I went over by five this time.’


      ‘That is ridiculous!’ Millie shrieked. ‘How embarrassed do I feel that Daddy’s four by four was literally packed with my stuff. And I didn’t even bring my bean bags this term.’

      


      I laughed. Millie was a scream. She was the epitome of how I had envisaged posh, rich English girls to be, but without the

         bitchy side I had assumed came with the territory. Don’t get me wrong, Millie could bitch for Cambridge, but at the same time

         she was good to me, and although we were from totally different worlds, somehow we seemed to click.

      


      ‘Are the lads back yet?’ I asked, turning my mind to the rest of our group.


      ‘Yeah, a few of them are floating about. Oh my God, you should see Henry’s panda eyes from skiing – he looks like a complete

         twat!’

      


      ‘Did you guys speak much over the holidays?’ I asked tentatively, knowing that things had ended on a fairly awkward note between

         Millie and Henry at the end of last term. She had spent the whole term missing her ex, Louis, who was at university in Durham,

         and insisting that she was not going to pull anyone since she was still focusing on adjusting to being single in the first

         place. Of course, this disappointed most of the men in our year, since her long brown hair and legs up to her armpits left

         them all pining after her. But then, on the last night of term, she had spent the night with Henry, leaving us all with a

         million questions on our lips.

      


      ‘Yeah, we spoke a bit. I don’t know, to be honest I spent most of the holidays stressing out about Louis. It all got a bit

         messy…’ she trailed off.

      


      ‘Messy?’ I prompted.


      ‘Well, we slept together a few times, which was like, obviously fantastic as ever, but I don’t know, we’re still broken up.

         I mean, we’d always promised we’d go to university single, and I still think that’s the right call. It was just so difficult

         saying goodbye again, you know? Oh darling, look at me rambling on about my silly problems – how were things with your man? Was it lovely being together again? I still don’t know how you managed to stay faithful last term – I’m so impressed.’

      


      ‘We broke up last week,’ I admitted calmly.


      ‘What? Are you serious? Babe, why didn’t you tell me?’

      


      I didn’t really know what to say. I mean, it wasn’t exactly the sort of thing you say in a text. And although I could feel

         myself growing close to Millie after only one term, it wasn’t as if we had rang each other over the holidays. I was too busy

         catching up with my Irish friends and giving them my undivided attention – and it seemed like she had been too busy having

         catch-up sex with her ex. There had been a bit of Facebook contact, a couple of texts, but nothing that warranted news of

         my break-up. I’d barely even admitted it to my friends back home. It was something I could deal with myself without bothering

         other people about it. I was fine.

      


      ‘So, who dumped whom?’ Millie asked, her sparkling eyes still stretched wide with surprise.


      ‘I broke up with him,’ I replied, refusing to use the ‘d’ word. ‘I think it had just run its course, you know? It wasn’t great

         though. He was so upset.’

      


      ‘I’m not surprised. Babe, you’re gorgeous! But you’ve done the right thing,’ Millie assured me, ‘plus, just think of all those

         boys who were drooling over you last term – they’ll be forming a queue as soon as word gets out!’

      


      I smiled at how simple it all was in Millie’s mind – how within a few excited sentences she was already considering who my

         new man would be. And though I appreciated her compliment, I doubted it was true. In fact, I’d really liked how all the boys

         I was getting friendly with over here honestly didn’t seem to have another agenda – they had just accepted the fact that I’d

         had a boyfriend, and never tried anything. Maybe I was naïve. But I wasn’t planning on putting myself back out there any time

         soon.

      


      ‘Irish! You’re back!’ a voice bellowed out from over my shoulder.


      Spinning around, I saw Henry standing in my doorway, looking like a total muppet.


      ‘Jeez, Henry, Millie told me your tan was a bit dodgy but if you’re not careful they’ll ship you off back to China and feed

         you bamboo for the rest of your days.’

      


      ‘Ah, Irish, good to see your sense of humour hasn’t left you while you were back in the colony. Must’ve been all those spuds

         you were guzzling.’

      


      ‘Actually, she’s lost weight,’ Millie interrupted, obviously missing the point entirely, but Henry and I barely noticed, giving

         each other a big bear hug, delighted to be reunited. How I’d missed his Irish stereotypes!

      


      The three of us sat down on my bed, swapping stories of Christmas festivities and catching up. Their voices sounded more English

         than I remembered as I watched them both, flirting freely with one another. It was weird, since we’d only spent eight weeks

         together, and had been almost six weeks apart, yet already I could feel things effortlessly sliding back into place.

      


      ‘Hall hasn’t started yet so Joey and I were talking about going to Nando’s, if you ladies fancied it?’ Henry said.


      ‘Sounds awesome!’ I replied, delighted with this suggestion for two reasons. Firstly, by ‘Hall’ Henry was referring to dinner

         our college provided every night, charged to our college bill whether we ate it or not. I didn’t mind it too much, because

         wherever I’d been all day or however hard I’d been working, every night at seven I could go to the dining hall and see a sea

         of familiar faces, without fail. Plus, being served three courses every night was hardly something you’d turn your nose up

         at. Unless the food wasn’t great. Which, sadly, ours wasn’t. People were forever up in arms about the whole situation, as

         most other colleges reserved serving dinner in their banquet halls for special occasions, or just once a week. But for me,

         such slightly ridiculous traditions were what made Cambridge so special.

      


      The second reason Henry’s Nando’s suggestion had really hit the spot was because Joey was going to be there. Joey was another

         one of our circle of friends and probably, though I would never admit it to anyone, my favourite of the bunch. He was from

         Newcastle, studied History just like me, and we had hit it off from day one, laughing and joking like we’d known one another

         forever. For while Henry was a bit of a ladies’ man and a tad too cool for school, Joey was the most down to earth guy I’d

         ever met and we’d been like brother and sister all last term. Of course, as members of the opposite sex, on more than one

         occasion last term I’d been asked whether there was something more going on. But there wasn’t. Obviously I’d been with Paddy

         back then, but even so – it wasn’t like that – it was just simple. Simple and wonderful and blissfully uncomplicated.

      


      ‘Right, well, I need to have a shower before we go anywhere,’ Henry announced, bringing me back to the present.


      ‘Don’t forget to moisturise, yeah? Otherwise you’ll be peeling like a leper!’ I joked.


      ‘And yet somehow I’d still look hot,’ he replied in his typical Henry way, leaving the room with a swagger and promising to

         meet us at the Porters’ Lodge in half an hour.

      


      I waited a moment before turning to Millie, wondering what she’d say. She practically glowed in the late-afternoon light,

         eyes following his departure.

      


      ‘Oh my God, he’s just so cocky, isn’t he?’ she blurted as soon as he’d gone, her perfectly cut-glass English accent making

         ‘cock’ ring out in all its glory.

      


      I allowed a tiny smile to cross my lips and hers soon followed suit.


      ‘But oh my God, he’s just so gorgeous!’ she finally admitted, both of us bursting out laughing like the schoolgirls we once

         had been.

      


      ‘So, you think something’s going to happen again?’ I asked.


      ‘Happen? Darling, let’s just say I took a little trip to Brazil yesterday, and I did not go through that agony for nothing, yeah?’ she grinned, skipping out of my room with a wicked twinkle in her eye.

      


      And just as quickly as it had become a hive of babbling voices, my room was silent once more, but now the stillness was charged

         with the sparkle of rekindled friendship. I was so relieved. Part of me had been apprehensive that after so long apart, it

         would be like starting from scratch with my English crew, but it was as if we’d never been separated. The worries had been

         all in my head. But maybe this was all in my head. My mum still loved to tease me about the imaginary friend I’d had when I was younger – I used to call

         her Florence, after Florence Nightingale. Turns out I had been enamoured with the concept of this lady with the lamp so much

         so that I converted her into my very own best friend, whom no one else could see. ‘Alice and Florence = best friends!’ I used

         to write as soon as I could. Then I went to school, and my teachers used to ask me who Florence was and I would indignantly

         reply ‘not telling’. I never even told my school friends about her, because she was my best friend and my secret. My best

         secret.

      


      And then one day she just went away. Mum always jokes that that was the day I officially grew up; she makes it sound as if

         I left Florence. But I didn’t. She left me. She didn’t even say goodbye; not really. And I’ll never quite know why.
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      January sunlight splashed through the college as a new day awoke. My own awakening, however, was less pleasant, as a banging

         at my door and that clear-cut voice I was growing to love broke through my sleep.

      


      ‘Bloody hell! I’m coming, I’m coming,’ I mumbled, stumbling out of bed.


      As expected, Millie was standing at my door, grinning from ear to ear as she began her tirade about how she and Henry had

         got together, how it had happened, how many times, what positions…

      


      I listened, and smiled, happy that she was happy, but I couldn’t deny feeling slightly uncomfortable with what Millie was

         telling me. Half asleep or totally awake, this was certainly not my area of expertise. One of the major differences I’d noticed

         since coming to England was the fact that they were all just so open about sex. I just couldn’t imagine one of my friends

         from home telling me any of the juicy details about their one-night stand. In fact, I couldn’t imagine one of my friends from

         home having a one-night stand in the first place. Maybe growing up in south Dublin and going to a Catholic school meant that

         we had been bubble-wrapped from the sinful outside would. We weren’t prudes exactly, but we all had an ever-present fear of

         doing anything remotely slutty that would deviate from what everyone else was up to. We were sheep. Tight sheep at that.

      


      But was England’s approach superior? I wasn’t sure it was. When I found out the Pill was free over here, and that the morning-after

         Pill could be obtained over the counter, I couldn’t believe it. The consequences of sex were apparently no big deal. Likewise

         for the act itself. When I told my Cambridge friends that abortion was still illegal in Ireland, they nearly fell off their

         bar stools.

      


      ‘Yeah, and divorce was only made legal in 1998,’ I added as their mouths gaped wider.


      ‘Jesus, and you complain when we take the piss out of you for being a load of primitive potato farmers?’ Henry teased.


      Of course, I laughed in response. But it still made me wonder – was it primitive for sex to be taboo? Surely there was something

         far more base about having one-night stands with everyone and anyone, as seemed to be the case with so many people over here.

         Although I couldn’t generalise too much either, because there were plenty who didn’t engage in that sort of thing. But no

         one blinked an eye at those who did. It was just to each their own. And yet it was everyone’s business if they were interested;

         any detail; you just had to ask. Sex with an ex, sex with a friend – this was minor compared to some of the stories that had

         already graced my embarrassed ears since arriving in Cambridge. But who was I to judge? I was just here to listen and give

         advice – that was one thing for sure that didn’t change between the two countries – I was still good old Alice, the rock amidst

         the madness.

      


      ‘So, did you, er… did you use a condom?’ I asked, finally coming up with something to say.


      Millie’s rant came to a screeching halt as she looked at me with a mixture of pity and hilarity, grinning lovingly.


      ‘Well, did you?’ I repeated.


      Another pause, before Millie finally said, ‘Alice Chesterton, you are officially the cutest person I know!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘You’re such a sweetie.’


      Just as I was about to protest, Millie finally answered my question, still smiling as she did.


      ‘No, Mum, we didn’t use a condom. But it’s all right, I’m on the Pill. Anyway, I’m going to go have a shower,’ she added, clambering

         off the bed and heading out of the room. ‘And listen, I love you, thank you so so much for listening to my mad ramblings.’

      


      And just like that, she was gone. I sighed. Millie didn’t need to hear what I had to say. She knew about the risks. And I

         didn’t want to sound like my bloody sex-ed teacher. It was her business, her mad ramblings. And they would never be mine.

      


      *


      I supposed I had had it lucky in the past, since Paddy and I had been each other’s first. That said, I still made him wait

         until I was on the Pill, made him wear Extra Safe condoms, and even went down to my local chemist in Ranelagh and asked for

         their finest tube of spermicide. It was one of the most embarrassing things I ever had to do, but I was taking no chances.

         Eventually the spermicide was phased out, and then, much to my anxiety, the condoms, but Paddy drilled me with statistics

         about how safe the Pill was and against my better judgement, eventually, I conceded. But I wondered now, would I phase out

         my Pill too? I didn’t need it – I wasn’t having sex anymore, and had no intention to in the foreseeable future. Then again,

         what if I got bitten by the casual sex bug? I laughed – pigs would sooner fly. But then I stopped – this magical place made

         it feel like anything could happen. I decided I’d keep the Pill up for now, just to be sure. Just to be Alice.
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      ‘Benedic, Domine, nobis et donis tuis quae ex largitate tua sumus sumpturi; et concede ut, ab iis salubriter enutriti, tibi

            debitum obsequium praestare valeamus, per Jesum Christum dominum nostrum; mensae caelestis nos participes facias, Rex aeternae

            gloriae.’

      


      ‘Amen.’ The voices of two hundred students echoed through the hall once the Latin grace was completed.


      We sat back down on the wooden benches which ran alongside the long wooden tables in this glorious wood-panelled room. We

         were in a forest of wooden pomp, the candles dancing menacingly, reminding us of the havoc they could wreak. I was in between

         Joey and Millie, opposite Henry, each of us wearing our long, navy gowns, making us look like a group of extras from a Harry

         Potter movie. The night ached through the stained-glass windows, while the beams far above were sure to be concealing an owl

         or two, if not a ghost or some spectre of the past. Faces from the past stared down on us in the form of the portraits of

         the great fellows of our college, the names you read in science books, names that were the answers to questions on University Challenge; true academic greats. At the top table sat the current fellows – men and women who had lived and taught here for most of

         their lives – paying very little attention to us, the students, the next generation of greats, or so we hoped. The wine was

         flowing, and soon the waiters arrived with our first course, the buzz of conversation dancing in every aged corner, adding

         a new layer of tradition and experience; our part of a great legacy.

      


      I still couldn’t believe that every night, this was how I ate. Growing up, I’d heard all the clichés about beans on toast

         and macaroni and cheese being the staple diet of a university student. But as the waiter placed my warm chicken salad in front

         of me on a plate engraved with my college crest, Heinz felt part of a different world. But this was a different world – even some of the other colleges in Cambridge laughed at our nightly formal proceedings, priding themselves

         on being more modern and progressive in their approach. But my college was old and proud of its traditions. And I was delighted

         to have chosen a college so intoxicated by the past – for if you are to take the plunge and leave Ireland for Cambridge, you

         may as well go all out. I remembered hearing a story about how a clock in one of the rooms in my college stopped working,

         but no one would allow it to be removed. The students complained so much that eventually something was done, and what can

         now be found is a new clock, fully functional, hanging beside that same old clock, which will never be removed. One tells

         the time, while the other tells of a time gone by, but which has never really left.

      


      There was shouting from across the dining hall, where a chant of ‘easy, easy’ had broken out, and a boy was standing up, downing

         his drink with rapid pace. The whole hall was watching. The fellows looked horrified. The head waiter sprinted over to tell

         him off, but it was too late – the lad had finished his pint, his friends were cheering loudly, and his masculinity was well

         and truly affirmed. His name was Danny, a third year, head of the infamous Peacocks, the college’s male drinking society.

         Such societies were found throughout Cambridge, another one of the strange traditions which dominated this place, whereby

         groups of guys and girls respectively made up drinking societies within their colleges, and then once a week went for dinner

         with a drinking society of the opposite sex for ‘banter’, ‘good chat’ and all those other terms associated with the practice.

      


      Often last term, I had seen the Peacocks entertaining a female drinking society in our dining hall: they would sit boy-girl-boy-girl,

         everyone would drink a bottle of wine, and they would get very rowdy and continue on to the bar for some raucous drinking

         games before heading on to a nightclub for what can only have been absolute drunken carnage.

      


      ‘I just think the whole thing feels a bit seedy, that’s all,’ Joey had once said. ‘I mean, twelve guys getting twelve girls

         drunk on a weekly basis can only mean one thing.’

      


      But I had spoken to some of the girls in the Robin Red Breasts – our college’s female drinking society – and they just saw

         it as a way of meeting people from different colleges and extending their network of friends. It seemed harmless. And anyway,

         if I did ever get involved in something like that, it didn’t matter what other people’s agendas were – I knew what mine was,

         and that was what mattered.
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