




[image: images]










[image: images]









For Rachel, Sarah and Cate.
Thank you.











‘Life is unpredictable,


It changes with the seasons,


Even your coldest winter


Happens for the best of reasons,


And though it feels eternal,


Like all you’ll ever do is freeze,


I promise spring is coming,


And with it, brand new leaves.’


Erin Hanson
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The first thing that goes wrong is the playlist.


It’s a four-hour drive from Brighton to Norwich – my old home to the new – and I’d spent literal hours collating the perfect playlist. I’d googled ‘new-life songs’, ‘fresh-start songs’ and ‘student songs’ and made a whole list specifically for this one journey, the official start of my new life as a student. It was the right length and everything. I’d called it, very simply, ‘Day One’.


I’m just setting it to play in my mum’s car – I’ve even timed this moment for when we cross the city line – when Mum chirps, ‘I made a tape! Do you want to put it on?’


‘A tape?’ I repeat. ‘What kind of tape?’


‘A mixtape!’ she says, like it’s 1993 or something. ‘For our last trip together,’ she adds, very dramatically, pointing at the tape player. (This is how old my mum’s car is. Not even a CD player – a cassette player.) ‘Put it on.’


‘I made a playlist,’ I say, lifting my phone and waving it at her. ‘I’ll just play that.’


We’ve just stopped at a red light, which is why Mum is able to turn to me in this moment with wide, mournful eyes, just like our cat does when he doesn’t want to be shut out of our bedrooms at night. ‘You don’t want to listen to the tape I made for you?’


Historically, I’m not the kind of person easily swayed by this kind of pure emotional manipulation. But this is Mum. Mum, driving me to university in the battered old car she’s had almost my whole life, who cheered and cajoled and bullied me into the studying I needed to do to even be on this road, who raised me single-handedly, who thinks – and tells me, often – that I’m the greatest person to ever exist, and truly believes it, even though it obviously isn’t true.


So, we listen to the tape, twice, all the way to Norwich. She’s put ‘Slipping Through My Fingers’, the Mamma Mia version of the ABBA song, on it three times. That’s the kind of vibe she’s gone for. She keeps getting tearful when she tries to sing along, reaching over to squeeze my knee while she sniffles.


I’m not saying I needed to hear the playlist I’d planned for this trip, because obviously listening to it or not won’t actually affect how the rest of the year goes. But . . . well, maybe I am saying that a little. I just don’t like things not going how they’re meant to go, you know? And I was meant to be listening to American Authors singing about the best day of their lives, which was meant to be preparing me for mine. Instead, I get nostalgic Meryl Streep.


Which is fine. Obviously, it’s fine. I can adjust my expectations for this one tiny thing, or at least adjust my focus. I push the playlist I’d made into the back of my head and instead think about everything that is going to plan. Mum and me in the car. The route we’re taking to Norwich and my new university. The fact that I have a university that is mine. The thought sends a thrill of pure excitement through my whole body, making my fingers tingle. I know where I am, where I’m going. It’s a good feeling.


Everything about starting uni is incredibly overwhelming, so I’m thinking a lot about what I can control, which is something I got taught when I was a kid, after some bad stuff happened and I had to see a therapist for a bit. She told me to list my certainties whenever things felt out of control, and it was great advice. Ever since, it’s a way I’ve kept myself calm when the alternative is panic. So that’s what I’ve been doing all morning, and it’s what I do when Mum drives us through the entrance to the university campus and my heart starts going really fast.


I am Rosie Caron. I am eighteen. Mum is beside me. She loves me. I have lace-up black boots on my feet, and the rest of me is black jeans and a striped vest top under an oversized hoodie. My hair is the same as it always is – dark brown, short and curly – because it’s basically impossible to do anything else with it unless you possess some supernatural hairstyling ability, which I do not. And I am getting out of the car on the campus of my university, where I am starting a pharmacy degree. I will study here for four years, then take a pre-registration year. Then I’ll be a qualified pharmacist, and that will be a certainty I’ll have for my whole life. My whole life! I love that. Not just that I’m at uni, which is obviously exciting and cool in all the obvious ways, but because of that certainty.


I love the safety of that knowledge. Most of my other friends starting uni this year aren’t doing vocational degrees, which is what pharmacy is, but the kind with a degree at the end but not a specific qualification. One of my best friends, Caddy, who’ll be studying psychology from next week, says she likes that, because it means she’s free to choose, but I love the knowing. So much of life is so completely out of your control – why wouldn’t you want to fix the bits you can? I want to know where I’m going, what I’m doing. And now I finally do.


Starting with today, which is not just the first day of this new life, but also, and perhaps most importantly, the first day of Freshers Week. Today it will be about unpacking, meeting my flatmates, and probably going out for our first club night. Then the rest of the week will be about getting to know the university, registering for stuff, having my first few lectures, getting exciting things like my lab coat and goggles, meeting my coursemates. There’ll probably be a lot of socializing and drinking too, because it’s Freshers, and though I know it’s a cliché, there’s probably a lot of truth in it, too. I’ve basically memorized the list of campus club nights – one every night this week, culminating in the Freshers Welcome Ball on Friday, which sounds amazing. The pinnacle of the week. I planned my outfit for the ball in July. That’s how prepared I am.


A little sick, yes. But still. Prepared.


Mum beams at me, hooking her arm through mine and squeezing tight. ‘This is exciting!’ she says, correctly. ‘What’s first?’


‘My key,’ I say immediately. (So prepared.) ‘The student union building.’


We follow the signs that have been put up to guide us there, and Mum waits outside while I go in. I queue up behind a girl with red ombre hair who is muttering – quietly, but distinctly – ‘I am stronger than this emotion,’ over and over, stopping only when she reaches the front of the queue and the guy sat behind the desk says, ‘Hello!’


I wait until she’s turning to leave before I say, in my most cheerful but reassuring voice, ‘I love your jacket.’ I do love her jacket. It’s got Life is Strange patches on it.


The girl starts in surprise, looking at me like I’ve appeared out of nowhere, then smiles uncertainly. ‘Thanks,’ she says, and I smile back.


I’m feeling pretty proud of myself for this act of kindness – surely a good karmic start to my year – when I collect my key, thank the guy behind the desk and follow the signs back out through the hall into another section of the student union, which is full of stalls in every direction. It’s a dizzying array of freebies and general marketing pizzazz; too much to properly take in, which is why I walk right past the stall displaying a huge platter of biscuits shaped like canaries with yellow icing, and that’s when the second thing goes wrong. Right when I’m feeling proud, maybe even a little bit confident, most of my attention focused on navigating myself out of the right exit so I can find Mum and we can go to my new flat to unpack my stuff from the car. I register that there’s a voice coming from my left, so I look up, confused, to see a beaming man standing beside the stall of canary biscuits, gesturing. He says, clearly repeating himself, ‘Take one!’ So I do, because I’m polite like that, but I must be more flustered by the general anxiety of the day than I’d let myself realize, and also the number of different thoughts I’m attempting to juggle in my head, because when I take a bite I forget to chew and, promptly, choke on it.


That’s right. I choke on a canary biscuit. I don’t even mean that I cough a little and go a bit red. I mean I actually choke, and a total stranger has to smack me on the back, and I don’t go a bit red so much as a purplish scarlet – I can feel my face turning this colour – with full on streaming eyes and everything.


It’s mortifying, is what I’m saying. Especially when the smiling man from behind the stall calls out, ‘They’re not that bad!’ and everyone laughs. (I don’t know if it’s actually everyone, but in this moment, it feels like everyone.)


What I should do is laugh along, maybe do something funny like give a little bow, but this only occurs to me after I’ve already run away, and then it’s too late.


Now, I know this isn’t a big deal. Obviously it isn’t. It’s just a little moment of embarrassment. But did it have to happen right when I was feeling confident about myself? It’s only tiny, but it’s enough to throw me in a way I don’t like to be thrown. Spoiling the vibe, just like listening to the wrong playlist spoilt the vibe. And I’d planned to have the perfect vibe.


Maybe that’s why it takes me longer than I’d expected to find Mum again, which makes me feel stupidly, ridiculously, a little bit panicky, as if the whole point of her being here isn’t to literally drop me off and leave me here. I grip the skin at my wrist and squeeze it hard. Get a grip. This is all fine. Look, there’s Mum. It’s fine.


‘What happened?’ Mum asks when she sees me, alarmed.


‘Nothing,’ I say, as if my eyes aren’t all red and wet. ‘I’ve got my key. Let’s go find my flat.’


My university campus is a maze of grey concrete steps and walkways, but there are helpers in bright T-shirts pointing us in the right direction, so we don’t get lost. The flat I’ll be living in is in one of the buildings called the Ziggurats, which are the university’s most iconic accommodation blocks. They look like stacked concrete pyramids. Suffolk Terrace, my allocation reads. There’ll be nine other students in the flat with me, sharing two bathrooms and one kitchen.


‘That’s a lot of sharing,’ Mum had said when we’d talked about it a few months ago. ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’


She’d meant that I’m an only child, and I’ve never had to really share anything, even her, but I’d shrugged it off. Sharing a bathroom seemed a small price to pay for the Ziggurats being cheaper than other en-suite options, and anyway, I’d have a washbasin in my room, so it wouldn’t be that bad. Besides, that was all part of the fun of being flatmates, wasn’t it? Mucking in together, sharing it all, even the bad bits?


My room is about the same size as my room at home. It has a bed, a desk, a wardrobe and a mirror, plus a gorgeous view over towards the lake, which I love immediately. It takes a while to bring in all my stuff from the car with Mum, or at least it feels like it does, right up until the moment when Mum says, ‘I think that’s it. You’re all unloaded.’ And I realize it was no time at all.


‘Already?’ I say.


We both look around at my room, the assortment of boxes, the sheets already on the bed. Even though I’m literally standing in it, it still feels impossible that this is mine, my small corner of campus, where I’ll be living, studying, sleeping, and everything in between.


‘Already,’ she says. There’s a silence. I don’t know what to say, even to Mum. Any words seem like they’ll be too big, and also not big enough. ‘Well, I think this is it, my love.’ She breathes in a shuddery breath, like she’s trying not to cry. I’d made her promise not to cry today, and I look at her sharply. She presses her lips together and shakes her head. ‘What am I going to do without you?’ she asks, squeezing my arm as she looks around. ‘My little rock.’


It’s what she’s always called me. Rosie the rock.


‘That’s rhetorical, by the way,’ Mum adds quickly, releasing me. ‘I will be just fine, and I don’t want you worrying about me.’


‘I won’t,’ I say. We both know I will. ‘I’m going to be way too busy having the time of my life. I’ll be like, Mum who?’


She laughs, hooking an arm around my shoulder and pulling me in for the kind of tight hug I’ll only ever accept from her. She kisses my hair, then touches the side of my face. She’s beaming at me with such pride, such love, that my eyes prickle. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ she says. ‘But I don’t want you to miss me, OK? I want you to have the time of your life.’


‘I will,’ I say. ‘The time of my life.’


I go with her to the main door of the flat, then wave from the doorway as she walks up the concrete steps of the building, half turns to give me one last wave, then disappears around the corner. My heart lurches and I feel, just for a second, like I’m at nursery again, watching her leave me behind.


Which is crazy, because it’s not like I’ve been any kind of a mummy’s girl for years. Maybe even since then.


But still, I feel it. That awful tug of realization that I’m alone here, in this brand-new place, so huge and scary. I close the door and head back down the corridor, shaking my head. I am fine. I’m fine. I can do this, and I’m fine.


My room seems very quiet with just me in it. Bigger, too. There’s a beep from my phone and I look down to see Caddy’s name on my screen. She messaged me twice earlier – HOW IS IT GOING????? and then OMG message me back, this is killing me. I need to know – but I hadn’t replied because I was unloading the car. Now, she’s saying, simply, ROSIE!!!


Caddy is going to Warwick for uni, but her term doesn’t start until next week, so she’s almost as invested in my Freshers Week experience as I am. I tap out a quick reply. Just moved in. Talk later?


Her reply is almost immediate. YES! Hope you’re OK. I’m at Suze’s. We just made a cake. Going to eat it in your honour. Love you!


My heart gives a pang, standing there alone in my unfamiliar bedroom, the sound of distant laughter coming from somewhere else in the flat. I wish I was with her and Suze, my two best friends, in the comfort of total familiarity, eating cake.


But no. I pinch my wrist. Don’t be stupid. I’m here at uni, which is the coolest, most exciting thing ever. I worked so hard to get here. There are people to meet, adventures to have. One day not too far from now, I’ll look back and laugh at how nervous I was in this moment. (Right?) This is day one of the next chapter of my life.


I take out the bottle of Tuaca that Suze gave me as my going-to-uni present and unscrew the cap to take a sip. Brighton courage, I think, closing my eyes at the taste of the familiar liqueur. I can do this. I can.


There’s a knock at my door and I jump in surprise, Tuaca sloshing out of the top of the bottle and onto my hand. When I turn, I see a girl standing in the doorway, beaming at me. She’s gorgeous: tall and lithe, dark hair swinging all the way down her back. Her nails, which I can see because her hand is splayed in a confident spread eagle over her hip, are bright red.


‘Hi!’ she says. ‘I’m Rika. I’m in number seven.’ She points down the hall, and I look in that direction as if I can suddenly defy the laws of physics and see round corners. ‘Me and Dawn are going to check out the poster sale in the LCR and see what else is going on. Want to come?’ She leans a little into my room, craning her neck. ‘Your room is exactly like mine. And literally all of them.’ She laughs. ‘It’s so weird, isn’t it? We could just swap right now and it’s like, who would know?’


‘So weird,’ I say, even though I haven’t actually seen her room, or anyone else’s, and the words sound inane out of my own mouth in a way they didn’t from hers. I add, ‘I’m Rosie.’ And then, because it seems like the smartest thing to do at this moment, I lift the bottle still in my hand and say, ‘Tuaca?’


‘Oh my God,’ Rika says, coming into the room, grinning. ‘Yeah! What is it? I don’t mind. Yes.’


Thank God for alcohol. Thank God for Tuaca. Thank God for forward-thinking friends like Suze who made sure I didn’t go to uni without it. I’m about to say that I don’t have a cup, but Rika’s already taking the bottle from me and sipping gamely from it. Her eyes widen and she looks down at the label.


‘Shit, that’s sweet. What is it?’


‘Sort of a vanilla liqueur,’ I say. ‘Do you like it?’


‘I don’t know,’ Rika says, frowning. I’m almost surprised by how much her opinion already matters to me. I want her to like Tuaca, as if that will also mean she likes me. ‘It’s OK.’ She shrugs, then hands the bottle back to me and sits down on my bed, kicking her feet out in front of her. ‘It’s so cool that the rest of you are all here now,’ she says. ‘It’s just been me and Dawn here for, like, the last three days, which is a lot of one person, you know? We got here on Thursday, because we’re drama students. I’m not sure if we’re going to be friends yet. Like, I think I like her, but I’m not sure she’s my kind of person, you know?’


She eyes me, and I let out a knowing chuckle, then hate myself a little, because it’s not like I’ve even met Dawn and I’m usually pretty strong-willed. But Rika is here and Dawn isn’t, and right now that seems like the most important thing. Rika glances towards the open door, then lowers her voice.


‘She was like, the other day, to me, “You’re lucky, you’ll get to go for all the diverse roles.” Diverse roles!’ She snorts. ‘Say what you mean, Home Counties.’


This time, I laugh for real, and Rika grins, like she’s pleased.


‘She’s not that bad,’ she says. ‘Now I feel like a bitch.’ She says this with a laugh, like she doesn’t mind too much about this. ‘Anyway, you must be a Southerner too, right, like her? I hope I’m not the only Brummie here.’


‘I’m from Brighton,’ I say.


‘That’s OK; Brighton’s cool,’ she says, nodding. ‘What are you studying?’


‘Pharmacy.’


Her eyebrows shoot up. ‘Oh!’


‘Not what you expected?’


She laughs. ‘No, but I keep forgetting that not everyone is here for, like, the arts. Wow, pharmacy. That’s full on, isn’t it?’


I feel a jolt of pride at how impressed she looks, but I try hard to keep it off my face. The last thing I want is for her to think I’m up myself. ‘I hope not too much! I’ll find out, I guess.’


‘So, you’re sciency,’ she says. ‘Interesting.’


The way she says this, combined with the way she looks at me, makes something somewhere inside my chest flicker. Oh. Oh, is this . . . ? Wait, is she being flirty, or just friendly?


The flicker transforms into a wave of anxiety. How am I meant to tell? Is there some secret sapphic code I should know? What if she’s giving me a signal and I just don’t realize because I’m so dense? I came out this summer, voicing something I’d known for a while, but I don’t have much experience in living the actual bi life, at least not in reality instead of just my head. And by ‘don’t have much’, I mean I literally don’t have any.


‘I really hope we get a good mix in the flat,’ Rika is saying, and her voice is so ordinary that I relax. I’m being stupid; this is just a normal, platonic, first-day-of-uni flatmate chat. ‘One of my friends started at her uni last week and she says everyone she’s living with is doing some version of an English degree. Anyway!’ She claps her hands to her thighs and stands up. ‘Let’s go.’


I follow her out of my room and down the hall to the kitchen, where a similarly tall girl with long, caramel-gold waves of hair is sprawled across two chairs, talking to someone. She sits up when we walk in.


‘Hey!’ she calls, presumably to Rika, judging by the familiarity in her voice. Her eyes fall on me and her smile brightens. ‘Hello!’


‘Hi,’ I say. ‘I’m Rosie.’


‘Hi, Rosie!’ she sings out, then laughs, shaking her head. ‘Sorry. I’m just really excited that everyone’s arriving. I’m Dawn. I was talking to Jack.’ She points at a boy standing by the cupboards, an awkward smile on his face. ‘His parents are still here, so he can’t come with us. Let’s go.’


The three of us head out of the flat and into the sunshine together to find the poster sale. There’s so much energy in the air that it’s making me feel buzzy, like my nerves are on tiptoe, trying to reach . . . what? I don’t even know. Hundreds and hundreds of people my age, all united in this moment, this first day of uni, first day of the rest of our lives. I want to bottle it. Distil it. Drink it with vodka when I need a shot of adrenaline.


‘Oh my God,’ Dawn is saying, all of her attention on Rika, ‘I was talking to Tammy, and she said that all of her flat, like all of them, are science types. No arts! Except Pax, of course, but he doesn’t count if he’s her boyfriend, does he?’


‘Boyfriend? Are they a couple already? I thought they’d just slept together.’


‘That’s what I mean.’


‘It’s Freshers. I bet they’ll both sleep with at least two other people this week. Especially Tammy. Definitely the type.’


Dawn laughs, and Rika grins, and neither of them tells me who Tammy or Pax are – I deduce they must be fellow drama students – or asks me what I think. Which I guess makes sense, given that I’m not a drama student, but still. Also, for all Rika said about not being sure if Dawn was her ‘kind of person’, they seem like they’re proper friends already. They’re talking like friends, laughing like friends. Bitching like friends.


‘I hope we get some good options in our flat,’ Dawn says.


‘I don’t,’ Rika says. ‘My sister said, number one rule: don’t hook up with flatmates. It just gets messy.’


‘Convenient, though,’ Dawn says, and they both laugh again. She looks at me. ‘What do you think, Rose? Are flatmates off-limits for one-night stands?’


‘Rosie,’ I say, and her face flickers, like I’ve reached out and pulled her hair.


‘Rosie,’ she corrects herself, her voice slightly flatter than before.


‘Messy is probably an optimistic way to describe it,’ I say, shrugging. ‘You have to live with them for the rest of the year. Don’t shit where you eat, right?’


Dawn makes a face, like, Thanks for that image, but Rika laughs. ‘Right,’ she says. ‘Exactly.’


The poster sale seems to involve a lot of boxes and a lot of fellow freshers, all talking slightly too loudly, occasionally laughing maniacally, high on the excitement and anxiety of pure potential. I lose Rika and Dawn in the crowd as I rifle through the MOVIES section, dithering over a poster before deciding against it. I end up with three posters tucked under my arm: one, a map of the world, which seems like a student necessity; one, a cartoon periodic table; and one with a cat wearing sunglasses that I can’t resist.


‘I guess you like cats,’ Rika says, when I find them both by the till.


‘I hate them,’ I say. ‘This is to remind me why.’ They both look at me blankly. I wait a beat, then say, ‘Yes, I like cats. What did you get?’


Rika unfurls a poster of a group of naked women from the back, sitting at a pool, painted in different colours, then says, ‘And a Breakfast at Tiffany’s poster.’


‘Classic,’ Dawn says, nodding. ‘Look what I found!’ She shows us a portrait of Marilyn Monroe, crouched forward in a tutu.


‘Icon,’ Rika says.


‘Are they your idols?’ I ask, instead of doing what I want to do, which is roll my eyes. (Because I’m trying to be nice.) ‘Audrey and Marilyn?’


This seems to work, because they both start talking happily about the two actresses, their inspirations, why they’ve chosen drama, keeping it up until we get back to our flat, which is fuller and louder than it was when we left. The kitchen door has been wedged wide open, and by the looks of things, everyone I’ll be living with for the next nine months has arrived and is here. I feel a rush of what could be excitement or nerves or adrenaline or everything at once shoot through my entire body. This is it. Everyone is here and all the parents are gone. Freshers starts now.


I decide to duck into my room to drop off my posters, taking another gulp of Tuaca on the way, then return to the kitchen with the widest smile I can muster on my face. I try my hardest to keep it in place as I pause in the doorway, suddenly seized by an overwhelming wave of anxiety. There are so many people in this kitchen, and whoever they are, I’ll be living with them for the next, what, nine months? Anything could happen. Literally anything. These are total strangers.


Oh, fuck, I want to go home. I want to go back to sixth form. No, better. Primary school.


‘Rosie!’ Dawn calls out, appearing out of the throng and grabbing my hand. I’m not a hand-holder in life, strictly speaking, but believe me when I say I take that hand and hold on tight. ‘Come meet everyone,’ she commands.


‘Ah, the enigma!’ This comes from a guy in a Saracens rugby shirt and a grin that is more confident than friendly when Dawn introduces me.


‘The enigma?’ I repeat, confused.


‘I’m Freddie,’ he says, almost talking over me. ‘Frederick Quentin Chiles, bit of a mouthful, haha, my friends call me FQC, but we’ll see if you get to that stage, haha, call me Freddie!’ This comes out in a bit of a rush, either like he’s said it a few times already or he’s practised it in his head.


‘The enigma?’ I say again.


‘You weren’t in the Facebook group,’ he says.


‘Facebook group?’ I say, alarmed.


‘For the flat,’ Dawn says. ‘Some people found each other on Facebook after they got their allocation. It’s OK, though. It’s not a big deal. I mean, even Rika wasn’t in it.’


In normal times, I’d laugh at this – even Rika, like she’s some kind of celebrity already – but I’m too shaken by anxiety to even really notice. Thrown, again, in a way I don’t like to be thrown. I have a very vague memory of an invite to a Facebook group that I’d ignored because who uses Facebook any more, except that was obviously a mistake, a bonding opportunity I missed out on, a way I could have been more prepared.


‘Being an enigma is cool,’ Freddie says, nodding at me, half appraisal, half judgement.


Somewhere inside me, the real Rosie says, Do I care what you think is cool? But she must be buried quite deep because I’m actually, stupidly, relieved. And I hear myself laugh and say, ‘All right, I’ll take it, then.’


My other flatmates are Matteo (accounting and finance), Marieke (law), Inga (also law – they have clearly already bonded) and not one, not two, but three Jacks. The rest of us spend far too long talking about how we are going to ‘tell them apart’, as if they look remotely similar, which they don’t. Early in the evening, we decide they’ll be Jack One, Jack Two and Jack Three. By 7 p.m., they’re Geology Jack, Business Jack and Maths Jack. By the time we are all ready to go out for our first club night on campus – the girls ducking out to change while the boys carry on talking loudly in our absence – they are Jackanory, Flapjack and Maths Jack.


And then we’re out of the flat and into the dizzying madness of our first night of Freshers, and every coherent thought I have is buried under it all. It’s like everything I’d expected, hoped for and dreaded all those times I’d dreamed about what Freshers Week would be like. Loud, manic, giddy, magic, terror, excitement.


I meet so many people that I know even in the moment I won’t remember. I dance with total strangers. When I say my name to a blonde girl wearing a trilby by the bar, she screams, ‘THAT’S MY NAME, TOO!’ with such pure joy that when she hugs me, I hug her back. She tells me we’re name soulmates, that we’re destined to be best friends, but then it’s my turn at the bar and I shout out something even I don’t hear or understand about beers and shots, and when I turn around the other Rosie has disappeared, and I don’t see her again.


Such is the madness of the night. It’s as disorientating as it is exhilarating. At one point, when the two of us lose the rest of the group, Dawn grabs my hand in the crowd and shouts – she has to shout, because we can barely hear ourselves think – ‘Don’t let go!’ with what sounds like real panic. I clutch her hand tightly in response until we find a pocket of space near one of the bars in the corner where we can breathe, and she wraps me up in the kind of suffocating hug I usually hate and shrieks, ‘Are you as fucking terrified as me?’ right into my ear.


‘Yes!’ I yell back. ‘Fucking terrified!’


She laughs, then starts to cry. Right on my shoulder. ‘I broke up with my boyfriend to come here,’ she tells me, the words a slightly slurred whimper. ‘I wanted to be free to, like, be free. You know?’ She looks at me, her eyes expectant under the tears. Oh, fuck, she wants me to comfort her. Say something like, Aw, I’m here, babe. And hug her.


‘Yeah,’ I say. I look around, hoping to see Rika or someone appearing out of the swarming mass of drunken freshers, but there’s no one. Just one of the bar staff, who is taking what must be some kind of break in the same air pocket we’ve found, judging by the cup of water in one hand and a phone in the other. Even though Dawn is almost howling now, she’s completely ignoring us, tapping away at her phone screen, her shoulders slightly hunched away from the noise.


‘Yeah?’ Dawn yells. I can’t even remember what she’s upset about. I might be more drunk than I’d realized. ‘Am I going to be OK?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say, shrugging. Dawn looks at me in clear bafflement, and I remember that she doesn’t know me and my bluntness, that this isn’t how I’m meant to react. But I’m really not the I’m here, babe type. I offer, helpfully, ‘I don’t know you, remember?’


The bar girl with her cup of water looks up, catches my eye, and laughs. Dawn looks at me like I’ve just kicked a puppy.


‘Yes,’ I yell, probably too late. ‘Yes, you’re going to be OK.’


Dawn starts crying again. I roll my eyes at the bar girl and we share a grin before she pushes her phone back into her pocket, squares her shoulders and disappears into the crowd.


‘Where’s Rika?’ Dawn asks, oblivious to my moment of connection with someone I will never see again.


‘Good idea,’ I say. ‘Let’s go find her.’


Later, when the music has faded to a dull throb deep in my ears, after Flapjack has vomited spectacularly down the stairs of our building and Rika has hugged and comforted and ‘aww, babe’d’ Dawn in exactly the way I hadn’t, I lie on my bed under a slightly spinning ceiling and scroll through the photos I’ve taken – increasingly erratic in angle and subject matter – until I scroll too far and find myself back in the summer with my two best friends, all three of us on the beach, and I start to cry for literally no reason at all. It’s like all my emotions have been on such high alert all day that now, in the quiet stillness of this new, unfamiliar room, they’ve finally burst out of me in the kind of tears I don’t usually cry. Brighton feels, in this moment, very far away.


A little voice says, somewhere far off in the depths of my mind, I don’t think I like it here, which confuses me even in my drunkenness because it comes out of nowhere and isn’t even true. A real voice, somewhere far off in the flat, yells, ‘I’m fucking bladdered, Nora!’


I close my eyes. I will the sound of seagulls into my ears. I go to sleep.
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I wake up the next morning nervous, excited, determined and, miraculously, not hungover. I must be the only one because I’m alone in the kitchen, my first stop of the day, eating cereal as I look out over the grass and the lake.


My induction for my course, my first official academic thing, doesn’t start until after lunch, so I’m planning to spend the morning exploring, hopefully with my flatmates, but when no one appears for a while, I head out on my own.


The campus is busier than I’d expected – it’s a bit of a relief to know I’m not the only early bird – with a buzz of the same kind of nervous excitement I can feel in my chest. I get a coffee and wander around, trying to navigate myself. I know it’s natural to not have my bearings yet, being that I haven’t even been here for twenty-four hours, but I’m impatient for this unfamiliar part to be over. I want to know this place already, to feel confident and comfortable.


I last another ten minutes before I give up on trying to be bold and independent and head back to my flat so I can find some people to hang out with. And then it takes me much longer than that to actually find my way back, because I take a wrong turn down the confusing maze of concrete corridors three times before I end up on the right staircase. In fact, by the time I make it to the door of my flat and let myself in, I actually feel a little bit panicky. It’s a relief to walk into the kitchen and see some of my flatmates already there, scattered around the table and chairs.


‘Hi!’ Rika says, from where she’s perched, knees up to her chin, right on the table. ‘Have you been out already?’


‘Yeah,’ I say, nonchalant. ‘Exploring.’


‘Early bird,’ she says, somehow managing to sound both impressed and judgemental at the same time.


‘That’s me,’ I say. ‘What are you guys up to today?’


‘We’re going to check out the Freshers Fair,’ Dawn says. ‘We’re timing it for lunchtime because apparently there’s free pizza. Want to come?’


‘Yeah, that sounds cool,’ I say. ‘I’ve got an induction thing at two.’


She nods. ‘Me and Rika have got drama stuff, too. We won’t be done until six. But we’ll all go out again tonight, yeah? Not sure what the club night is.’


‘UV party,’ Freddie says immediately. I wonder if he’s got the club nights memorized. ‘White shirts and glow paint.’


‘Cool,’ Rika says. ‘Day sorted, then.’


It’s good to have a plan, but the nervous energy I’d woken up with doesn’t dissipate all day. Not when we’re exploring the Freshers Fair – which is a sensory overload to such a degree that I actually have to go and stand outside by myself to breathe, blaming it on a phantom phone call from my mother – and not when we all go our separate ways and the campus once again balloons into a labyrinth of concrete corridors and I lose my way again, and especially not when I walk into the gigantic lecture theatre and sit down for my first induction session for my literal degree.


People around me seem to be chattering away as if they already know each other, which I try to tell myself is some kind of trick of perception and can’t possibly be the reality. I try to talk to the person next to me, who is monosyllabic, then silent.


‘Welcome!’ the course director, Dr Sam Davenhill, says in greeting, lifting his arms wide as if to take all of us in. ‘And congratulations! You made it.’


Everyone cheers, and for a moment I forget my own anxiety and cheer along with them, and it’s brilliant. One pure second of, Yes! I made it!


‘Everyone in this room,’ he continues when we calm down, ‘is a future pharmacist. Well, almost everyone. Statistically, some of you will decide to go on a different path with your degree, or maybe even switch degrees, or give up on university altogether.’ He gives an elaborate shrug. Someone laughs nervously. ‘But let’s just start with today, shall we? Welcome to the MPharm degree, freshers. Let’s talk about the rest of the year.’


I have to keep pinching myself. Literally pinching myself, at the skin around my wrist. I really am here; this isn’t a dream. Those lab reports he’s describing, the tutorials, the problem-based learning, the calculations – I’m going to have to do all those things, in real life. I try to visualize it all, like I’m sure I did a lot before I got here, but it just feels . . . blurry. Which is weird, because shouldn’t it be getting clearer, now I’m actually here?


Life in the overwhelm, I think, then write it down, because it seems like a cool phrase and I want to save it for when I can text it to Caddy during her own Freshers Week in a few days’ time. Maybe I could say it to one of my flatmates, but I already get the impression that they might just think it’s a bit stupid. I’m not sure we’re really on the same kind of level. Which is a shame, because they’re meant to be my built-in best friends, aren’t they? Maybe I just need to try harder.


The second club night is just as frenetic and manic as the first. This time, I lose every one of my flatmates by midnight, but it doesn’t seem to matter in the moment because I’m screaming along to Queen with a group of total strangers that I’m convinced are going to be my best friends and who, by morning, I’ll have forgotten all about. When it’s time to go back to my flat, I forget where it is, let alone how to get there, and end up crying to a security guard – burly, impatient, Scottish, kind – who transports me along the concrete corridor and to the top steps of my building, where we both encounter Matteo and Freddie, sharing a joint.


‘Oh,’ Matteo says.


‘Shit,’ Freddie says.


‘Be a bit more subtle, eh, lads?’ the security guard says, then leaves us to it.


‘Which one are you again?’ Matteo asks, eyeing me.


‘The Enigma,’ I say with a resigned sigh. ‘Night, guys.’


And that’s Monday done.
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The rest of Freshers Week unfolds in a loud, confusing, disorientating blur. I don’t ever remember a time when I was being so sand-blasted with such unrelenting NEW!!! New people, new city, new rules, new no-rules, new everything. There are multiple introductions every day – to people, to my school of study, to my personal tutor, to coursemates. And so many things to register for – my campus card, the library, the gym, the medical centre – to the point that I get bored of saying my own name. Amidst all the newness, the only points of familiarity are the photos on the wall of my room: my beaming friends, my mother, my cat. A postcard of the burned-out Brighton West Pier. Sometimes, I glance down and realize I’m clutching my phone like it’s some kind of life raft.


I go out every night, because that’s what you’re supposed to do, right? That’s when I seem to spend the most time with my flatmates, because our daytime activities of introductory lectures and welcome activities seem to contradict each other almost entirely. Even our lunchtimes don’t overlap. I try my hardest to make up for lost time in the evenings, when we’re having dinner in the kitchen or pre-drinking together, and sometimes I feel like I’m making progress, but then Freddie will call me the Enigma again and I’ll try to smile but feel, instead, like I’m sinking into myself.


When we’re out, we all get drunk too quickly and fall into the relief of lost inhibitions, which is great until the morning, when it’s all a bit awkward, actually, and I can’t even remember anything we talked about, except that once I told them I was bisexual, which I regret not because I want to keep it a secret, but because it’s all they seem to remember about me, which feels strange.


By Thursday, I’m exhausted. I feel like I’m running on fumes. But I can’t be exhausted, because it’s the busiest day of the week for me: three course-related lectures, an hour each, spaced over the day, and an extra introductory talk from the Pharmacy Society. Tonight, there’s a cowboy-themed club night on campus – rumour has it that this night is meant to be the best, and messiest, night of Freshers Week – and I’m going to go, even though all I really want to do is sleep.


I spend the day with half of my head already fast-forwarded to the evening, even as I diligently take notes during the lecture on the role of the pharmacist in healthcare and cheer obediently with all the other MPharm freshers during the talk from the Pharmacy Society, when the two reps – Jade and Nilesh – welcome us with cheesy but sweetly self-aware whoops. Jade, who looks vaguely familiar, though I can’t figure out why, is wearing an incongruous leather jacket, sunglasses pushed up over her hair, and has an amazing regional accent I can’t quite place. Whenever Nilesh is talking, she puts her hands in her pockets and looks up at us, making eye contact with people, smiling warmly. The enthusiasm that the two of them demonstrate for pharmacy finally ignites the excitement I’ve been waiting to feel all week.


This is the feeling I try to hold on to when the evening really does come around, and I knock on the door to Dawn’s room and ask if she and Rika – who is already sprawled across the bed, face half made – want to get ready altogether. My first few nights in Norwich, I’ve been getting ready on my own because I’ve been such a maelstrom of anxiety, but I’m determined to stamp that right down tonight. I need the fun of dressing up with friends. I need friends.


‘Of course!’ Dawn says, gesturing for me to come in. She’s sitting cross-legged on her desk chair, make-up strewn across the desk in front of her, her face a glistening sheen of moisturizer. ‘Gracing us with your presence! We feel so honoured.’


‘Honoured,’ Rika echoes, without even looking up from where she’s focusing her attention on the mirror and the fake eyelashes she’s applying.


‘I’m sorry I’m not around much,’ I say, trying to figure out where I should sit without making it too obvious that I’m trying to figure out where I should sit.


‘We’re kidding,’ Dawn says. She’s smiling, which means she must mean it, so I try to relax, even as I feel a pang of sadness that I’m not part of the we they already are.


‘I wasn’t kidding,’ Rika says, her voice a drawl that she somehow manages to pull off without sounding ridiculous. ‘I do feel honoured.’ As she speaks, she shifts her feet so I can sit down on the bed beside her, all without looking at me.


Rika is extremely hard to read.


‘What have you been up to today?’ Dawn asks. ‘Did you sign up for any clubs at the Sports Fair?’


I shake my head. I had planned to join the badminton club, but the Friday session clashed with my timetable, and the Sunday session clashed with my part-time job hours. The realization had been another tiny glitch in my plan for my student life, the kind of thing that shouldn’t really bother me, but does, a lot.


‘None?’ Dawn says, like she’s shocked.


‘Not everyone is Sporty Spice,’ Rika says, which is the kind of outdated reference only someone as stunning as Rika could possibly pull off. ‘Some of us don’t like getting sweaty.’


‘Even you joined Ultimate Frisbee,’ Dawn says.


‘Because you made me,’ Rika replies. ‘And you don’t get sweaty playing Frisbee.’ She turns to me, bronzer brush held aloft in one hand. ‘Dawn signed up for four clubs. Can you believe that? She’s doing Drama and English Lit and she joined four clubs. And about six different societies.’


‘You’re exaggerating,’ Dawn says, her eye-roll not quite distracting from her pinkening cheeks. ‘And you only do uni once, right? I don’t want to miss anything. Plus, I want to have as many chances as possible to make friends.’


‘Smart,’ I say. It is smart. And I feel stupid in comparison. Maybe I should look up the clubs and see if any of them fit around my schedule. I could learn how to play touch rugby or something, right? Maybe? I have a sudden flash of myself running through the mud in the rain, clutching a rugby ball. No.


‘Thank you,’ Dawn says. ‘See?’ She points at Rika. ‘Rosie gets it.’


‘Rosie didn’t sign up for anything,’ Rika replies. ‘Rosie is just being nice.’ She eyes me, then grins. ‘How are you, anyway? Where do you go during the day? You’re, like, never around.’


‘Yeah, my course is pretty full on,’ I say. ‘But that’s just how it is, right?’


‘Already, though?’ Dawn says, making a face into the mirror. ‘It’s still Freshers Week.’


‘I know,’ I say. ‘But there’s a lot to cover, I guess?’


‘Same for us,’ Rika says. ‘But that’s why we started earlier than most other courses. What’s your actual timetable going to be like?’


‘Busy,’ I say. ‘Full days of lectures sometimes, and the lab sessions will take a whole day, too, but they’re not as frequent. It’ll be about twenty-five contact hours a week, on average, maybe? Plus all the work, obviously.’


‘I mean, I guess that’s how it’ll be for us, too,’ Rika says. ‘Yeah, we won’t be in a lab, or whatever, but we’ll have studio time most days. We’re still going to hang out and have fun. Uni’s not just about studying.’


‘I didn’t say it was,’ I say, because I didn’t. ‘I think theatre’s a bit different, though.’


I don’t mean this in a bad way – I really don’t – but I see her face flicker before she glances over at Dawn with eyes saying, Did you hear that? and I realize it’s come out like I was making some kind of a point about their degree.


‘It’s all about the balance, isn’t it?’ Dawn says. ‘Like, if you just go to uni for the course, why even bother? You have to make time for a social life. All the memories you’ll end up with, they’re just as important as the degree, right? I want both.’


‘Definitely,’ Rika says, nodding. She looks at me. ‘Don’t you think?’


‘Sure,’ I say. ‘I’m a bit worried about all the work, to be honest. Apparently it gets quite intense.’ I say this to be generous, hoping they won’t think that I think I’m somehow better than them, but regret it when Rika nods, almost in satisfaction, like I’ve proved her right. ‘Too late to change now,’ I add, as lightly as I can.


‘You could if you wanted,’ Dawn says, turning to give me a helpful smile. ‘I bet you could transfer.’


‘It’s not about that,’ I say. ‘I want to be a pharmacist. I’ve wanted it for years.’ This isn’t true – I’d never even thought of pharmacy until I was flicking through my first university prospectus in my sixth-form library, and there it was, like the answer to everything. But Dawn doesn’t need to know that. I add, ‘And I like a challenge, anyway.’ I shrug, smiling my most friendly smile. ‘Honestly, I’m not really the arts type.’


Dawn sits back, shrugging. ‘Fair!’


‘What’s the arts type?’ Rika asks, too casually. The kind of casual that has a hard edge; a challenge.


‘Flowy dresses,’ I say, leaning back to try and see myself in the mirror as I slide my favourite black headband into place. ‘Silk scarves. Reading Jane Austen on a park bench.’


Dawn laughs, and for a second I think Rika is going to carry on frowning, but instead she laughs too, then says, ‘With a parasol. And a picnic basket,’ and I finally relax.


We meet up with the boys in the kitchen, then all head out together, stopping off at the student bar first to do a round of shots, and then another in quick succession. By the time we get into the actual club, I’ve already lost track of time, buzzy with tequila, and I find myself having an actual conversation with Freddie for the first time. About cats, of all things. He must be OK, I’ve decided, if he likes cats. I think I actually say this, because he laughs and puts his hand to his chest, like, Why, thank you!


We move from dance floor to bar and back again who knows how many times, separating off into twos and threes, finding each other again. Dawn has found a cowboy hat from somewhere and is line dancing on her own in the middle of a circle of cheering guys, and I’m just wondering whether I should rescue her when Freddie swoops in beside her and joins in. It is, in that moment, the funniest thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m simultaneously trying to film it and doubling over laughing when there’s a hand at my arm, and I look up to see Rika beside me.


‘I need some air,’ she announces. ‘Come with?’


It might be a question, or a command. I must be under the Rika spell because I follow her without hesitation. We go outside to the main steps of the square, which is cooler and fresher but still loud and full of other drunk students. Rika pulls me down onto one of the steps beside her – until that moment, I hadn’t realized her hand was still on my arm – and passes me one of the two bottles she’s holding. ‘Cheers,’ she says.


‘This is very odd,’ I say.


Her perfect eyebrows go up. ‘Why?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say, sipping at the bottle. Corona, just like hers. ‘You. Me. Here.’


‘You think too much,’ she says.


‘Or the right amount,’ I counter. ‘And you just think it’s too much.’


‘Fuck me,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘You’re welcome for the Corona, by the way.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, belatedly. ‘How come you wanted air?’ She shrugs but doesn’t reply, so I say, ‘Didn’t you want to line dance with Dawn?’


‘Freddie was line dancing with Dawn,’ she says, and I wonder if the flat delivery of this fact is due to her own competitiveness or if she actually likes Freddie. ‘What’s it to you, anyway?’


‘I’m making conversation,’ I say, then add, ‘I don’t actually care.’


This makes her laugh. She shakes her head, appraising me with one sweep of her eyes. ‘You’re kind of a bitch, you know that?’ she says, taking a swig from her bottle.


‘Am I?’


‘Yeah!’ Something about the way she says it makes me laugh, and she’s laughing too, and everything is fine and OK. ‘Like, people say I’m a bitch, but you’re a bitch in, like, a different way.’


‘What way am I?’


‘Dunno,’ Rika says, then laughs again. Her eyes flicker up over my face, down my body and back again. ‘You’re a bit cold.’


‘And you’re what?’ I say. ‘Hot?’


‘Oh my God,’ Rika says, pressing a hand to her chest. ‘You think I’m hot?’ She pretends to fan herself. ‘My, my.’


‘Not like that,’ I say. ‘I mean, yes, like that. You are very hot. But you’re a hot bitch, and I’m a cold bitch? Is that what you’re saying?’


‘I don’t know,’ Rika says. ‘I’ve lost track. Probably?’


We both start laughing again, even though there’s a thought somewhere inside me, buried under the alcohol, that this isn’t actually a very nice conversation. But she’s drunk, and I’m drunk, so it probably doesn’t matter.


‘You should loosen up a bit,’ Rika says. ‘Like how you are now.’


‘Oh, you like me now?’ I say. ‘This is OK with you? Thank God.’


She laughs again. ‘Ooh, I like this you. Savage.’


‘So, let me get this straight,’ I say. ‘You want me savage, loose and . . . hot?’


‘Hey, you said the hot thing, not me,’ Rika says, shrugging with both her arms, causing Corona to splash over my hair and bare shoulder. ‘Oh, shit! Sorry.’ She rubs at my shoulder, like she’s trying to wipe it off. ‘I got you all wet.’ She snorts with laughter. ‘Whoops.’ Her arm flops down around my shoulders. ‘Hi.’


I raise an eyebrow at her. ‘Are you flirting with me right now?’


‘I don’t know.’ Rika squints at me, then grins. ‘Maybe. Are you flirting with me?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Maybe.’


‘You should know,’ Rika says. ‘You’re the bi one.’


So she is thinking about it. The bi bit of me; the important bit. (At least, right now.) I knew it, but hearing her say it . . . The way her mouth is curved. The glint in her eye.


‘Me?’ I say. ‘What are you?’


‘How rude,’ Rika says. ‘What am I.’ She tuts, making a face at me that crinkles her nose and pushes out both her lips. She grins again, returning to normal, sipping at her Corona. ‘Here. That’s what I am.’


‘Good,’ I say.


‘Good?’


‘Yeah, good.’


‘How good?’


‘Oh my God, shut—’


And then she’s kissing me. It’s happening. She is kissing me. Her arm, still around my shoulder, has pulled me into her in the same moment that she moved her head, and her lips are moving against mine and her tongue is – fuck – her tongue is, and she tastes like Corona and I am kissing a girl I am kissing a girl I am kissing Rika.


It’s a very full-on kiss. The last time I kissed anyone like this, it was a guy, all stubbly chin and aftershave, in his bedroom, in private. It felt pretty good, then, but this? It doesn’t just feel good. It feels amazing. I feel amazing. Like I’ve cracked open the lid of myself. Like I’m expanding, growing, in a way I never even knew I could.


When we break apart, there’s a smile on my face that I can’t contain. One I don’t even want to contain. I let out a breathless laugh and Rika laughs too, her eyes, softer than I’ve seen them before, sweeping over my face.


‘That’s cute,’ she says, almost quietly, touching her thumb to the corner of my mouth. ‘You’re cute.’


No one in my life has ever called me cute, not even when I was a kid and cute-sized. Little My, my mum used to call me, after the girl in the Moomins that liked biting people. Snarly, not cute. Never cute.


I’m not sure what the moment is about to turn into – I want to kiss her again, but I hesitate, first-girl-kiss anxiety slowing my reactions. She looks sideways at me, then laughs again. Is she laughing at me? Us? Everything?


‘Let’s get another tequila,’ she says, getting to her feet and brushing off her jeans. She holds out a hand to me and I take it, our hands gripping together for one long moment before I’m steady on my feet and she releases me, smiling a very Rika smile, like an imperial cat.


We end up doing a round of tequila slammers at the bar with Dawn and Freddie, who appear seemingly out of nowhere, whooping for shots. When I slam my shot glass down, Rika is already dancing off into the crowd, and within a drunken second, we’re all attempting to line dance to ‘Cotton Eye Joe’ and it’s the best time I’ve had since I first got here, all that nervous energy I’ve been carrying around with me transformed into pure fun. It’s all so good I don’t want it to end.


It doesn’t even matter that Rika and I don’t spend any more time together that night, that we all stay together in a shrieking, laughing crush all the way back to the flat. When I let myself into my room, joining in for once with the ‘Goodnight!’ bellows around the flat, I’m grinning so hard my face actually hurts. I’m too high on drunken exhilaration to just lie down and sleep, so I call Caddy, but she doesn’t answer. I try Suze, who does, and gabble at her for what I will in the morning discover was thirty-five minutes. I tell her I love her, many times, and each time she laughs and tells me she loves me too.


‘You sound happy,’ she says.


‘I’m so happy!’ I say.


I don’t remember what else we talked about, or even saying goodbye and hanging up. When I wake up in the morning, I’m still wearing the same clothes from the night before, no longer drunk, but not too hungover, either. I have a shower, eat a banana, then head out to the two hour workshop I have that morning – an introduction to teaching methods – my bag slung casually over my shoulder, a smile on my face. My workshop group and I get sandwiches together for lunch after, and though we don’t exactly bond, it’s still nice. The conversation follows the same pattern as the rest of the week – What A Levels did you do? Where else did you apply? Where are you from? What accommodation do you live in? I’m so used to this conversation by now that I’ve started having it in my sleep.


When I head back to my flat with new phone numbers in my phone and a workshop WhatsApp group already underway, I’m feeling pretty good about myself. It may have taken until Friday, but maybe I’m finally getting the hang of Freshers Week.


I let myself back into my flat, already debating with myself whether I should go and knock on Rika’s door to see her, or wait to see if she comes to find me, when I hear her voice from the kitchen and head straight in, my heart bouncing, hopeful, in my chest.


‘Hey!’ Rika calls, her grin wide. It’s a friendly grin, but I still find myself thrown by it, though I’m not immediately sure why. She’s leaning against the table next to Dawn, who is sitting cross-legged on top of it, eating cereal. Freddie is sprawled across the bench by the window, phone in hand.


‘Hey,’ I say, instantly regretting my decision to come in here. I should have waited until I could guarantee it was just the two of us, but it’s too late now. Just to have something to do with my hands, I go to my food cupboard and pull out the first thing I touch, which is a box of cereal bars. That’ll do. I unwrap one at random, taking a bite so I don’t have to say anything else.


‘Oh my God, me and Rosie got so wild last night,’ Rika says to Dawn, who looks at me, eyebrows lifting. That’s when I realize what’s bothering me about the way Rika is smiling. It’s friend friendly. Almost determinedly friend friendly. It’s not for me; it’s for everyone watching. Somewhere in my chest, my heart gives a confused little kick.


‘Oh yeah?’ Dawn says.


‘Yeah!’ Rika says. ‘Ro, didn’t we?’


Ro. I have never in my life been a ‘Ro’. I’m not a Ro. My friends call me Roz.


But it’s better than Enigma, isn’t it?


‘Did we?’ I reply, tapping a contemplative finger to my chin. If she wants to make something that could have been ours into some fun story for everyone, I’ll play along, but I’m not going to make it as easy as she clearly thinks I’m going to. ‘I’m not sure I remember. It’s a bit of a blur.’


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/orn.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
NEVAIIE
New love
New problems

WINNER OF THE YA BOOK PRIZE

SARA BARNARD





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
mefhiﬂj
(atur
Mogbe

SARA BARNARD

MMMMMMMMM





