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SUMMER




It’s too late. I know it, but I try anyway. I have the same feeling as when you already know you’ve overslept without even checking your alarm. Except this is so much worse, the comparison seems almost laughable. This isn’t like the days we stayed up too late at sleepovers, fuelled by sugar and the thrill of doing something forbidden, where we’d have to rush to brush our teeth and still be late for double chemistry.

I let the water pool around my ankles, then my knees, then my thighs as I wade in deeper and deeper. I know her body so well and I look for any sign of it but I find none. There were footprints on the beach that looked about a size six, but – if I’m honest with myself – I know they could have been anyone’s.

I know she came here, because she always did. And I know that this time I didn’t go with her and now she hasn’t come back. Other than me, the sea was her closest friend, just like it’s always been for me too. The backdrop to a million selfies and videos, her in front of the camera and me behind it. She would have trusted it, would have been happy to play the kind of games with it that we did in drama class, like where you fall backwards into someone’s arms because you know they’ll catch you.

There’s no sign of her. A mum and her child play with a bucket and spade further back towards the town, making clumsy castles and studding them with fragments of shell. An oystercatcher leaves its pointed prints in the sand. A dog scuffs its feet, rolling over itself, so that its afterlife is an abstract painting on the ground. For a moment, I close my eyes and listen to the sea, willing it to give up whatever it knows. When I was little, Grandma used to drag me away from the beach where I would cling on to the whispers of the waves, believing they were just for me. I dredge up that connection again, that feeling that the water has something to say to me.

But today it tells me nothing of her. I’m too late; it’s all my fault. I wanted other friends, another world outside of the one I’d grown up in. I wanted newness and novelty, to push at the boundaries of my life and stretch it a little, and if I hadn’t wanted that, if I’d just stuck close to what I knew, then I wouldn’t be forcing myself further into the water, sharp rocks jagging into me. The icy numbness feels like a punishment. A punishment for not valuing what I had.

I search for her hair, the hard-to-contain frizz that I’ve plaited a million times. I search for her fingertips, reaching for me like they do whenever we dance. I search for her arms so that I can pull her to me, hug her, promise that we’ll never be apart again. That I’ll make every choice based around her, that I won’t go away next academic year. But there’s nothing. The waves come and they go, crashing against my legs, but give me no clues.

After a while – maybe ten minutes, maybe an hour – I’m so cold that my body walks me back to the shore before my brain can do anything about it. I rip off my soaking underwear and change back into my skirt and top, the fabric clinging to my damp skin. They’re far too thin and flimsy for the beach, even in the week after school finished – what should be the height of summer. But I wanted to wear something pretty when I went to the pub with Jenny and Erin, and maybe even some of the boys too. I thought Cara would compliment me on my carefully selected outfit, rather than laugh at my desire to be liked by the people who at best ignored us – that want, desperate, pouring off of me like sweat. I should have followed her as she laughed and walked away. That scorn a kind of invitation too – I just didn’t realize it at the time as I cursed her retreating body to feel the same kind of bodily hurt as I did at her rejection.

I’m pulling my beat-up trainers back on when I hear a shriek. In that second, I know. It seemed like there was almost no one on the beach, apart from me, the mum and the toddler, but now people are coming from all corners to congregate at the shoreline. Someone’s pointing out to sea. Someone’s on their phone. Another is holding me back as I’m hurling myself forward without even thinking about it. A man pulls his shirt off and runs into the water, wading then swimming, his arms strong and powerful. I envy the muscles that propel him, interlaced with his confidence, the sinew and attitude that make him so certain of rescue.

I want to move forward but I can’t. I feel nothing until I see her, seaweed sticking to her hair like a grotesque crown, and then I feel everything, too much, every feeling that exists under this thin, watery sun all at once and then nothing again, the only option against a flood so big I’m drowning—




TERM 1






Week 1


We cannot sign our names. Not because we are incapable of doing so – we have ensured that we all are able to write, passing our learning among one another – but because we know the consequences of committing ourselves to the page with our earthly monikers. Instead, we sign using a symbol that defines us – you may see that together we make a pattern. A sisterhood is never extricable – once entwined together, our bond lasts for life.



My first afternoon in college I didn’t know what to do with myself. My parents dropped me off at the prescribed time. Mum cried a few shuddering tears and Dad held my hand a little tighter than usual. ‘You’re going to have some great times here, I can tell,’ he said, untucking my ponytail from the back of my rollneck where it had got stuck.

We’d stayed in a B&B in some nondescript town the night before, all in one very pink room. It was a long journey across the border and Dad was the world’s most cautious driver, adding an extra hour or two at least. He was slow to the point of being a menace, and I found myself leaning forward so much the seatbelt dug into my hips, willing him to go faster. When I got out of the car, there were dark red grooves imprinted on my skin like nails had been dragged across my flesh.

I slept on the sofa bed as my parents’ snoring harmonized together, Dad’s long, thunderous rolls accompanying Mum’s gentle snuffles. The sounds lulled me into some kind of state, but it wasn’t sleep. I flicked my tongue back and forth across my teeth, unable to get used to their nakedness. I’d rushed the braces off at the end, desperate during the last days of school – one of my canines was still slightly crooked.

Next morning, they had muesli with full-fat milk while I nibbled on the edge of a slice of toast. Some smoothie cartons sat in the mini fridge, reminding me of the packed lunches of the kids in primary school – the ones with glossy hair and names with too many syllables. Mum gave me lumpy, homemade bread before it was cool and bougie. When it was kind of weird and icky and a little bit sad and only Cara would share it with me.

‘Jesus fucking Christ. Ivy, where the hell are we?’ Dad’s volume increased the closer we got to college.

‘Just follow the instructions that I’m giving you.’

‘If we all just keep calm—’ Mum’s forehead was pressed to the passenger seat window.

‘I am calm. I just don’t like these southern roads.’

‘There’s the turn off,’ I said.

We stopped a half mile outside the city centre. A million miles away from my old life. Exactly where I wanted to be. Needed to be. The camera in my mind was whirring already. The yellow bricks glowed as the sun showed off its last gasp of summer. I laid my palm against them while Dad manoeuvred in the car park, and found they held no warmth. He’d stopped swearing now there were dads of other girls about, him and Mum nodding clipped hellos at parents standing next to shiny cars. It almost looked as if we had belonged there the whole time. If you ignored the rust on the bonnet.

After they left, I missed the presence of something known, even though my skin had itched for their departure. It only took me half an hour to unpack my things. They didn’t make the small room feel properly full, even when I spent another fifteen minutes rearranging them. I put the doily Grandma Olive had made on the sill and smoothed it out, its yellowed edges making it look somewhat diseased. The replica Cara had made for me when Grandma went into the home sat next to it, shocking in its comparative newness. I’d travelled so far and yet the cold, sick feeling still bloomed in my stomach whenever I looked at it.

Leafy fingertips tapped on my windowpane, beckoning me outside. We’d walked through neat internal courtyards to get to my new room, but its view looked out onto the wilder, less manicured back of the grounds. They were lit by the ebbing sunshine of the year, leaves getting ready to fall and add to the russet blanket on the ground. I’d never had A View before, just the sounds of the sea – a promise that never delivered. Secrets rustled through the trees, begged me to go out.

The arched corridors were mostly empty with only a few parents and new students popping in and out of heavy wooden doors. Men were the intruders in that space, the dads and occasional older brothers heaving cases and struggling to find bathrooms. The walls of the college were covered in paintings of women who’d gone on to do illustrious things after graduation, which slowly turned to photographs, as the lined faces processed towards the present day.

Down the stone steps, out into the hinterland of college, the thrum of the motorway I’d arrived on was almost entirely muffled by the dying foliage. My interview had been a clammy whirlwind of nerves and a desperate hope I’d tried to focus the power of my mind on, so I’d barely taken in the physicality of the place, hadn’t realized how the trees embraced and hid the buildings. Something about the branches and the way the welcome committee had looked at each other when I followed the handwritten signs to collect my room key, smiles playing games on the corner of their eyes, spoke of a pulling together, a tight-knittedness.

Wandering into the woods in only my thin cardigan, the crisp cold hit me like a slap with the back of a hand. I stumbled into a clearing, hidden from the college’s glinting eyes, where larger trees parted around land that seemingly no one wanted to touch. There’d been a boy with the girls who formed the welcome committee, his distracting, unexpected presence making everyone laugh and toss their hair. His face was knocking around in my mind, making me pace up and down to get rid of my goose pimples. His curls had fallen over his left eye at such a precise angle that it elevated his smile, made it reach up even further towards his earth-brown eyes.

Thinking I was alone, I leaned against the jagged bark of one of the swaying trees and let out a sigh. It was exactly the kind of place Cara would have loved. If she’d made it to the top university for film studies like she’d wanted, it would have taken her a few hours to reach me on the train. Before, that had felt like a lifetime away. Above the thick, gnarled trunk, the tree’s branches were covered with flaming leaves, extended out as if for an embrace. The pull of the place was almost strong enough to take my mind off him, off her – off everything other than being somewhere new and letting that newness soak into me.

And that’s when I saw her. Before I even knew her name was Martha, she struck the image of the unnamed boy clean out of my mind. Standing there under the tree, its branches splayed around her as if they were fighting to get away from the trunk. I captured an image of her in my brain, tried to breathe in the exact way her body was positioned so that it would be in my muscle memory and could be replicated at any time. Her red hair and yellow coat made her seem like a naturally occurring phenomenon, as if she had grown right there among the leaves. She gave me a grin, so wide that it split open the heavens, rain spilling in big, fat drops onto my skin. I stood there and let myself become sodden with the view of her, until her voice cracked open the silence.

‘Well, are you coming?’

At her invitation, I was able to move again.



‘The theme of the bop last year was Around the World but some of the Dragons came in pith helmets. So, this year the senior tutor decided that the occult was a safer theme.’ I stared back at Amina Bilel, the second-year who’d been assigned to keep an eye on me and who was rather begrudgingly wearing a name badge that declared her ‘happy to help’, as we ended our whistle-stop tour full of long corridors and spiral staircases. ‘You know, like witches and wizards?’

‘Will there be boys there tonight?’ I didn’t know who the Dragons were but I settled on a safer query so as not to betray my ignorance.

‘Something you’ll learn about this place is that there’s always boys everywhere, even when you don’t want them to be. This is Martha’s room. I’ll drop you off here so you have someone to head down to the bar with. Hopefully, you’ll be able to find it on your own next time.’ Martha answered Amina’s terse knock, all smoky eyes and big hair. Amina squinted at her. ‘What are you supposed to be?’

‘I’m a cat, obviously,’ Martha replied.

‘If you say so. I’ll see you soon, freshers. Don’t be late.’

Martha enveloped me in a hug, careful to avoid smudging her purple eyeshadow whiskers against my cheek. Inside, the room was bigger than mine with a small iron fireplace, a blocked-off chimney and several brocade armchairs that she’d covered in patterned blankets. It reeked of incense and the surfaces were strewn with crystals. Two blonde girls sprawled on the chairs, legs everywhere.

‘This is Agatha and Natasha. They’re practically part of the furniture.’

Natasha’s smile was warm and easy, a cup of tea made exactly how you like it. Agatha went to light a cigarette, tapping the ash off the windowsill. I couldn’t understand how they all seemed so close already, wearing each other’s clothes, lolling about in their underwear like it was nothing to have that level of ease with another human body.

‘We all went to the same school. Me and Nat were there from nursery and then our queen bee here joined in secondary,’ Agatha said, answering my unspoken question in a hoarse voice. I’d later find out from a girl at a party who pointed at Martha and said that she’d sat next to her in maths, that Agatha Love, Natasha Smith and Martha Gleeson-Brewer had been collectively nicknamed the ‘wayward sisters’. ‘So you’re the unknown quantity here. Tell us something about you.’

‘We need to watch this one, she was away with the fairies when I found her in the woods earlier,’ Martha said, winking at me, and I flushed the colour of her wine, clashing with my pale pink dress whose label I had only just cut off. I had brought all my best dresses with me to university but the other girls were wearing clothes that looked like they were from a charity shop, clothes I wouldn’t have been seen dead in in my previous life. Even Martha’s dress was a little big on her, clinging to her brittle frame like a cub to its mother. I felt overdressed in comparison, too new but somehow not as shiny as the rest of them.

‘What was she doing?’ Natasha asked, not looking up from her phone. ‘Oh my gosh, I found him.’ And just like that the conversation was pulled away from me onto something altogether more interesting.

‘Who did you find?’ I asked but I already knew – there’d only been one person other than Martha that I’d seen so far who could garner that much interest.

‘Show me,’ Agatha commanded.

Natasha turned the screen towards us, a curly-haired, latte-eyed, smiling face meeting our gaze. A face I’d only seen once for a moment but wouldn’t forget in a hurry.

George Svenson, the screen said. Martha waggled her fingers against her mouth, her prints coming away red with lipstick. ‘Svenson. Now where do I know that name from?’

‘You know him already?’ I asked.

‘I can’t quite place him yet. But I never forget a name or a face. By the end of the night, we’ll know exactly who he is, promise.’ She turned around to face the others, raising her half-empty glass to the room. ‘I always keep my promises, don’t I, girls?’

‘Every time,’ Natasha nodded, patting Agatha’s back as she choked on her cigarette smoke.



The cramped underground bar where bops were held must have been literally soil once, but it was hard to see how it could have been much darker and more shadowy than in its present form. A picture of the college Mistress smiled down at us, her grey-flecked hair and regal smile at odds with the kind of chaos that only unencumbered youth can create. My feet stuck to the floor each time I took a step, like the ground was trying to suck me in. The drink of the week, the Red Dragon, lived up to its name, the bright colour giving us an affinity with the other freshers whose teeth it had stained over the decades.

‘I’m so glad there’s boys here,’ Natasha sighed at my shoulder, before disappearing into the crowd. It was true, there were boys everywhere – far more than I’d seen so far in this famed seat of women’s learning. Boys with floppy hair, boys with short hair, boys with wisps of beards, boys with booming laughs, boys downing pints, boys laughing as girls told stories.

Boys weren’t my forte. I’d never got used to speaking to them in school, never got used to speaking to anyone other than Cara.

A boy with a broad, wasteland face was standing to my left, also at a slight remove from the crowd, although he looked eager to join; my body a straight exclamation mark to his bracket, curving towards the mass of limbs and flesh.

‘Have you tried one of these?’ I grasped at the drink as a conversation starter.

‘Of course.’ His smile was genuine and open, transforming his face. ‘It’s not Freshers without one.’

‘I wonder where it gets its name from. The dragon part, I mean.’

‘I see you haven’t got any family that went here then.’

‘How can you tell?’ The words spun out quicker than I intended.

‘Just a guess. It’s named after the drinking society. I mean, the men’s one. Well, not theas in the only, but the only important one. There’s a girls’ one too, don’t worry – likely the oldest in the university, if not the country. But you didn’t hear any of that from me.’ The unnamed boy smiled conspiratorially.

‘You probably think it’s weird this still being a women’s college, right?’ I asked. To me, the idea of a women’s college had seemed comforting – I’d had a female friend in the past, so I could surely have some again – but I imagined the boys hated being separated from girls like Martha.

‘Not at all. Everyone here always seems like a family, for better or worse.’

Before I could ask him what he meant, two older guys were upon us, slapping the boy’s back and doing the kind of brief but firm hug that I’d sometimes seen my dad do with other men. ‘Peter Grosvenor, how the hell are you? We haven’t seen you since school.’ In the following weeks, I’d learn that, like lots of other students at the university, Peter had been to an ostensibly famous single-gender public school that I’d never heard of. It would become apparent that although he was a legacy student, his family had lost a lot of their generational wealth and he’d attended on a scholarship, a fact that, mixed with his slightly desperate aura, meant he was often the butt of jokes.

Before I could get roped into a conversation I wasn’t ready for, I circled the packed room trying to look for Martha, Natasha or even Agatha. The crush of bodies would have made a great crowd scene, the throb rendering visible the way the loud music was penetrating my brain with every note as I squeezed past strangers. Girls and boys (even after only a few days, my brain had tightened around this binary) moved as one to an old pop song that I thought I recognized but wasn’t sure about – I only ever got snippets of the radio if I got a lift to school with Cara’s mum. Dad liked news and facts alone and Mum loved radio dramas – the more melodramatic the better – and occasionally classical.

I felt George Svenson before I saw him. Red liquid spilled down my chest as I made contact with his back, unspooling over the pale material so I looked like an extra in a horror movie. ‘Woah, there.’ He laughed, relaxed, as my body stood taut as a wire crackling with electricity. Reaching his hand into his pocket, he pulled out a handkerchief and gave it to me so I could dry myself off. The pack of girls that were gaggled around him followed his every move.

‘So anyway,’ said a third-year girl who I’d seen talking to Amina. She tightened her pink silk scrunchie and glared at me as I tried to rub away the crimson marks. I’d later hear from Natasha – who loved to be the bearer of gossipy titbits – that her name was Sophia Herod and she was a medical student. She too had gone to their school and she was known for being a star lacrosse player, the hostess of amazing parties and an oil heiress, although not necessarily in that order. ‘Is it true that you moved to the Middle East because your dad’s a spy?’

‘That’s classified, I’m afraid.’

George turned round in time to catch me rolling my eyes. The grin he shot me in return took me by surprise, making my own smile widen involuntarily.

‘I’m just going to grab another drink, do you want one?’ he asked me. The rational part of my brain knew it was just a coincidence that we’d bumped into each other, and that him offering to get me a drink was surely a product of good manners. But the romantic, storytelling part of me felt like it was fate that he’d been on my mind – as well as everyone else’s – and then we’d literally collided.

‘I’m okay, thank you.’ I wanted an excuse to keep talking to him but my head was already spinning. ‘Don’t you want this back?’ The stains weren’t coming out of my dress – I’d only succeeded in making the white material of his handkerchief red too – and I held the stained cloth out to him.

‘Keep it – as a memento.’ I slipped the splattered hanky into my pocket, on the edge of saying something more to him. Something witty or charming that I was certain would arrive fully formed in my brain as soon as I opened my mouth – until I saw Martha and my attention was stolen away, like a moth to her flame-coloured hair.



‘I remembered where I recognized the name from.’ Martha caught up with me as I was adjusting the straps on my helmet, her voice even breathier than usual. The bike tour of the city was due to leave in ten minutes and I had left plenty of time to unlock my bike, sort my helmet out and check my hi-vis was safely stowed in my rucksack. Martha wasn’t part of my plan. She was never part of my plan. But she was there regardless, slowing me down as I got ready for what Amina had told me was an essential part of Freshers Week – orienting myself before term properly started.

‘I remembered,’ she said, ‘because when I was in international school before – well, before we moved to the countryside – when I would have been in the equivalent of prep school, he had just moved from Bangkok to London, and we were all obsessed because him and his brothers were so cute with their curly hair. They were like little cherubs. In fact, I’m pretty sure he was my first kiss in a stupid game of kissing tag when we were like eight years old. He’s only got better with age, hasn’t he?’ She wasn’t part of my plan, and yet when she bumped her hip gently against mine and smiled, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. As she spoke, the image of her red hair in the glade flashed against my vision like I’d looked at the sun too long.

‘Anyway, did you have fun last night?’ She poked me in the ribs, giggling, making me shiver. There was a chill wind that day, I’m sure of it. It was always windy by the bike sheds.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Oh, come on, don’t be coy. You and George looked cosy.’

‘The only reason we spoke is because he spilled his drink on me. Though it was my fault, really.’ Any thoughts that me and George had been fated to bump into each other had shrivelled and died with the cold, bright light of the morning.

‘I don’t believe for a second that one of you didn’t orchestrate that. You only had eyes for each other last night.’

‘That’s not true. It definitely wasn’t me who orchestrated it,’ I protested but Martha was having none of it.

‘It is, and I’m even going to come on this boring old bike tour with you so I can hear more about it.’ I smiled in spite of myself, as we joined a group of girls, ready to swoop into the city.

It turned out I could ride a bike, which was a relief. I hadn’t learned until I was twelve because the only physical activity I’d ever really been interested in was swimming. When Dad finally convinced me to have a go, my shaky, skinny body perched on a rusty frame like a cherry on a cake, Dad’s hands clasped in a mixture of joy and exasperation as Mum looked out on the green from her bedroom window, having defied her migraine to watch me triumph.

Having long outgrown that one, I bought a cheap new bike at the Freshers’ Fair, drawn to its cool turquoise colour and the fake flowers attached to its wicker basket. These probably weren’t the things I should have been looking for because it turned out to be heavy, making me even slower when I cycled up the small hillocks of the city. Still, I was made somewhere hilly. It wasn’t the slopes that unnerved me so much as the flat countryside where there was nowhere to hide.

Martha’s hair was a coppery, slippery river in the wind as our bodies flooded towards the spires and stained glass of the town, the cobbles juddering our bones as we dodged tourists with a death wish. In the marketplace with its colourful striped awnings and overpriced loose-leaf tea, Martha bought ten packets of Lady Grey while I smelled the different herbal concoctions, taking comfort in their earthy scents.

‘Let’s have tea and cake in my room, shall we?’ Martha’s easy smile bit into me as I thought of the afternoon of study I’d had planned.

‘I’d love to but I was thinking of going to the anthropology library. You know, get a feel for it before I have to do an actual essay.’

‘The library? I don’t even know where the art history library is yet.’

‘I should really be studying. I’ve already been sent reading for this term and I only just finished the pre-reading we were meant to do over the summer.’

‘You can’t study, Iv, it’s Freshers Week,’ Martha laughed. ‘Besides, no one does the pre-reading. Even the supervisors know that.’

‘They don’t?’

‘I promise you, they don’t.’

‘Okay, if you say so.’

‘So, tea?’

‘You’re a bad influence but tea it is then. Can we try some of that smoky stuff you gave Natasha the other day?’ I asked.

‘The lapsang souchong? For sure.’

Back in her room, Martha lit incense and plumped cushions before I sat down. Being with her felt like slipping into the warm baths Grandma Olive had run for me when I was little. Apart from Cara, I’d never felt like I connected with someone so seamlessly before.

‘What’s with all the crystals?’ I asked.

‘They’re for protection,’ she shrugged. I picked up a pink quartz, feeling its ridges underneath my fingertips.

‘Usually, I don’t like people touching them but with you – something about your energy feels different.’

‘Oh, sorry.’ I let it go too fast, and it clattered back onto the side table.

‘No, don’t be sorry. I always mean what I say. Here, why don’t you have that one.’

‘Are you sure? You don’t have to,’ I said but I’d already picked it up again, captivated by its blush colour which reminded me of cherry blossom and the way Cara’s cheeks flushed when she giggled.

‘I know I don’t have to, silly. Come on, take it – you can see I have loads. Besides, my mum gave me that one.’

‘Thank you.’ Whatever I might have said next to Martha – about the crystal, about what it meant to me, about how it was the first gift I’d received in the longest time – was stopped by two sharp raps on the door. Agatha walked in, followed by Natasha, without waiting for an answer. I slipped the crystal into my pocket, my fingers unable to stop playing with its smooth surface.

‘Gosh, I’m knackered. We’ve been all over town buying stationery and bits and bobs before term starts properly. Here, Martha, we got you this.’ Natasha handed her an orange leather notebook with an embossed leaf pattern on the front.

‘Cute. My signature colour and all.’

‘Enough with the stationery, Nat. I can’t bear to hear you talk about gel pens anymore. Just because you’re a fine art student doesn’t mean you get to bore me half to death with the merits of various underrated writing tools. Let’s discuss our plans for tonight instead.’ Agatha grabbed a tangerine-coloured nail varnish off Martha’s shelf and started expertly applying it as we talked through various parties happening that night, and which boys might be at which event. I tried to make my smile meet my eyes but I couldn’t shake the sense that something had slipped out of the room the moment the others arrived. The energy had shifted.

‘I hope George is at one of them,’ Natasha sighed, and I choked on the smoky tea, the taste of fire suddenly violent in my mouth. The hot water filled my throat, made it impossible to breathe, until Martha was behind me, patting me firmly on the back.

‘You okay?’ she asked as Natasha tittered nervously.

‘I’ll live,’ I croaked. She stood with her arms cradled around my shoulders, and I let the heat from her body sink into me.



The next morning, I woke up sweating and alone. The night before, I’d emptied my pockets and placed Martha’s crystal and George’s handkerchief side by side on the windowsill, a few inches away from Grandma Olive and Cara’s embroidery. I’d dreamt of a white sheet covering my body, red splodges appearing on the material as I twisted and turned. In the dream, the sweat had come from someone else’s body too, but awake, I realized it was only mine festering in the bed. I didn’t trust dreams – not since two summers ago, when Dad had shaken me awake from a nightmare about Grandma Olive falling off the edge of the pier, to tell me she’d had a stroke. Since then, I’d willed my nights to be deep and dreamless – almost as if they hadn’t even happened.

There was commotion in the corridor, shouts outside. Some of the scientists and mathematicians had supervisions already. You could see them leaving from the main tower, cycling towards their faculties, doddery on their bikes. Anthropologists didn’t have any lectures yet. I didn’t even know properly what anthropology was and I thought I’d be excited to find out, but I was already forgetting the reason I’d worked so hard to come here in a haze of prosecco bubbles and expensive perfume. Last year, it had seemed so important to have my own goals, my own passion – important enough to diverge from the plan Cara and I had made that we’d both go to the same uni, maybe even do the same course. That first week, hours sloshed around days without shape or outline. How had it got to be Sunday?


Sunday 3 October

Rise and shine, freshers! We heard some of you had a little bit too much of a good time this week (though of course naming no names).

10am – Yoga and cake. Come and meet your welfare team! No experience necessary! Worth getting out of bed for, we promise – even if you have to kick someone out to make it.

10am – Five-a-side football. Meet at the cricket pavilion for a friendly kickaround.

11am – Choir auditions. Now that you’ve had four days to settle in, come along to find out more about the college choir and potentially audition; we are looking for talented, committed individuals to join. The talent can be raw but it must be there.

11am – Community choir. If you love singing but don’t love commitment then community choir is here for YOU! We meet every Sunday afternoon (not too early so you have plenty of time for that famous college brunch!). All welcome!!

3pm – Nature walk. If you need a bit of R and R or have found the experience of Freshers Week overwhelming or isolating, come along for a chat and a chance to explore the abundant nature we are lucky to have right here in the college grounds.



I had slept through the yoga. I didn’t sing. There was no lunch on Sundays, I’d been told, only brunch. I didn’t like eggs or the way they congealed across the plate like there was something still living about them. Movies and filming had been my escape before but here there wasn’t even a film night – and anyway, anything through that lens ran the risk of making me homesick. If it’s possible to feel that way about a place that doesn’t really exist anymore. Which left the nature walk. The sun was spilling through the unopened curtains, attention-seeking, flirting with the shadows on the floor. I didn’t feel I had much choice but to go.

A girl with an unravelling purple braid in her hair was waiting at the imposing arch at the front of the college. A few other first years stood nearby, too small and unacquainted a crowd to be comfortable together.

‘Hey there. You just made it, we’re about to head off,’ said the girl with the braid, who looked to be in charge and was holding a seemingly unnecessary clipboard.

Our small group straggled by the trees, the last leaves getting ready to hit the ground as we walked further away from the twisting turrets of the college. A couple of squirrels scurried in front of us, and the leader clapped her hands excitedly. ‘Oh, look, guys, there’s another fungus over here.’

The only other person on the walk willing to make eye contact was a girl with long blue and black twists and a dress that was too summery for the chill of the day, her bare legs peeking through slits that ran up to her thighs. Goosebumps adorned her flesh like sequins, each one adding texture to her shivering skin. ‘I just wanted to get some fresh air, wake myself up a bit. Kind of just wishing I’d done some mindfulness on my phone,’ she said.

‘I slept in so late, I really needed to get outside,’ I admitted. I recognized her high cheekbones and the soft angles of her face from the bar the night before, where she’d rested her body lightly against the exposed stone wall rather than join in the dancing.

‘I’m Primrose. Primrose Manu.’ Her smile was like a cup of tea with sugar – good for a shock. ‘It’s nice to get out though. This week is a little intense, isn’t it? I went to boarding school for a bit when I was younger so I thought I was used to being away from what I know but this is a funny mix of the new and the familiar.’

‘I feel like I’ve travelled thousands of miles, not hundreds,’ I said. My voice was scratchy with the possible beginnings of a cold, echoing the rasp of the wind that rattled the leaves.

‘I know what you mean. My parents are lawyers who travel a lot for work and they used to take me with them sometimes, so I’m used to a bit of culture shock. But this feels really close to home but different at the same time.’

The others were a way in front now, looking at rotten tree stumps and a plaque commemorating some historical event. A heron flew overhead. I’d seen one – maybe the same one – on the day of my interview, before I ascended a turret to be bombarded with questions by three elderly women. A charm bracelet jangled at Primrose’s narrow wrist, tiny silver pencils and miniature books knocking at her bones. Maybe this bird could be my good omen.

‘I feel like I’ve talked to so many people but barely got to know anyone. Apart from people I already knew from school and I’m not particularly interested in knowing them better. Still, it’s early days.’ Her nose ring glinted against the lowering sun. ‘Or is that just me?’

I nodded but didn’t elaborate on how, actually, I was getting to know Martha better than I knew anyone – maybe even myself. I’d been hollowed out when I came here, but she was starting to make me feel like I could be whole again. I thought the world had run out of gifts for me but then she turned up when I needed her most – though there was no way for her to know just how much she meant to me. ‘I’m Ivy, by the way.’

She smiled, glancing upwards, squinting into the sun. ‘Maybe your namesake can make you feel at home.’ And sure enough it was there, snaking over the thick trunks of the trees to turn them a shade darker, the glade which sprouted Martha visible through the branches.






Week 2


Leaves fall around us. We dance as they fall, knowing that we will see them in bud again soon enough. They die and then they return, their life is a repetition, not a full stop. Although we were in church but this morning, the woods are where our real worship lies.




Dear students,

I hope you have enjoyed your first few days at the college and have settled in somewhat during Freshers Week (although a week isn’t quite the right unit of time to delineate the few days you have before work kicks in, is it? But alas my fiancée tells me I need to stop being such a pedant!).

I will be supervising you for Introduction to Political Thought this term and look forward to hearing your thoughts (hah!) on Marx, Weber, Durkheim (strictly speaking a sociologist but I don’t make the rules) and Arendt among others. I am a third-year doctoral student writing my thesis on all things dialectic – although don’t tell my supervisor, she’d like it to be a bit more specific than that!

For our first session, I don’t want to prescribe anything too heavy but it would be great if you could read The Communist Manifesto and take a look at at least one or two of Marx’s other works (although even I will admit to never having read Grundisse, from cover to cover!). The CM is at least pretty light and I suspect that most of you may well have read it already, even if only in your spare time. You’ll need to get used to reading fast over the coming years!

Looking forward to meeting you all next week.

Best wishes,

Harold Bakewell

D Phil.



Anthropology was the study of humans – that much I knew. After a summer of being alone, university and the hope of being able to understand other people became the focus of my survival. The only way forward was to study the patterns of behaviour and societies – to know as much as possible, to leave nothing to fate, to make it so that I could never misunderstand someone else – or myself – again. But since I’d arrived at college, the idea of learning had floated to the back of my mind and I’d done hardly any reading. The hours had spent themselves in Martha’s room, as I sprawled across her bed, my legs stretching out across the quilt her grandmother had bought her in the college colours of navy and pink. I felt certain that if Grandma Olive was still alive, she’d have made me a better one with her own two hands, not purchased one from a shop.

Like every girl in the building, Martha had decorated her room with fairy lights, but somehow hers looked different, classier. In the subdued lighting, her white skin glowed in the dimness and I found it impossible to drag myself away from the warmth and the chatter, the people coming and going, orbiting around her. Martha’s room was always busy, no matter what time it was. Everybody wanted to be her best friend, and I was no exception. I sometimes caught myself as I washed my face at night making the kind of silly wishes that I’d made as a child about being bound to someone for ever. Then I’d snap myself out of it by splashing my cheeks with cold water. Still, you could just feel how she was the focal point of everything. Her dinky alarm clock would strike midnight, then one, and I’d still be in her bedroom discovering you could learn from a different altar.

I had never read The Communist Manifesto and never really thought or knew anything about Marx in any meaningful sense. I had applied for anthropology and politics because it was – to my mind – the perfect combination to help me become a documentary maker, the only job my imagination stretched to. From the moment I met Cara by the craft cupboard, where she was complaining that the glue wasn’t sticky enough, I’d loved listening to her talk about everything that was wrong with the world, followed by how she was going to fix it. As we got older, the topics grew more serious than Pritt Sticks and I learned to catch her best angles and thoughts with the camera. And it wasn’t just her – other people’s stories came naturally to me. At school, I’d been quiet but I’d listened carefully. Whenever I did speak to someone other than Cara, I had to pretend that I hadn’t already picked up on so many details in their life. I’d learned to act like I was hearing new information if someone in my French class mentioned they had a brother or a pet dog.

At the interview, the questions I was asked by those three professors high up in a round tower revolved around what my thoughts would be if I found a Roman coin in the college grounds and what a brightly coloured herbal teabag would tell someone from the future about this century. They clearly liked my answers about status and conspicuous consumption because three weeks later my acceptance letter landed on the doormat, the thick paper making an audible thud as my own future was spelled out on a wet Friday morning just before Christmas. I’d hidden that letter from Cara until January, when I couldn’t bear keeping it from her any longer, even if I knew she would see me choosing a different university as something close to betrayal. We’d long ago vowed to stick together and she wasn’t the kind of person who broke her word, being a firm believer in the sanctity of promises.

So that night I stayed up until three, reading the Wikipedia page on Marxism. At three thirty, as the black eyeliner Martha had applied for me was starting to itch, there was a creaking noise in the hallway coming from somewhere near the tiny shared kitchen. It wasn’t loud enough to wake me if I’d been asleep – there could have been a murderer right outside and I’d never have known. I’d slept through a fire drill the day before, only realizing when Agatha complained about it at lunch. Sleep weighed heavily on me, unwanted dreams of my old life following me into my new one.

‘You put it through. You’re the one who insisted on her being invited.’ There was no mistaking that it was a masculine voice. Boys. Boys where they shouldn’t be, in the middle of the night. I’d only ever seen them in the college at sanctioned events, apart from the one time George had infiltrated the welcoming committee; maybe they had a secret way in? There were the muted sounds of a minor tussle in the corridor, flesh struggling with flesh, laughter badly hidden under hands.

‘Just get on with it, George.’

An envelope slid underneath the door. My desk was so close to the door that a body was now only inches away from mine. His body. I didn’t dare move in case the floor creaked and betrayed me.

‘Who’s next on the list?’ I heard one of them say as the footsteps and stifled giggles faded away. My chest rose quickly under my old sleepy T-shirt that used to be Dad’s gym gear. The envelope read Ivy Graveson, the ink lying thick with a heavily indented full stop after my name. My breath was shallow as I ripped open the thick, expensive-feeling paper.


The Red Dragons request the pleasure of your company at an exchange at 8pm on the 13th of October. Pre drinks held before dinner in Freddie and Eddy’s joint suite. (When you arrive at the college, please come up the back stairs to circumnavigate the porter’s lodge and avoid raising any suspicions!) We’ll end the night in Cave if you make it that far. Carriages at dawn. No plus ones as this is a select gathering.



Exchanging. That was the name for when equal numbers of boys and girls went to dinner together. I’d learned that much from Martha, who was desperate to get started yet patient in teaching me all the terminology that everyone else just seemed to know. But my only information was what she had passed on to me; I hadn’t heard of the Red Dragons beyond the bar’s speciality drink and Amina and Peter’s allusions.

My heart beat fast in my chest and I took in a big drink of air to calm my overstimulated brain, like the guidance counsellor at school had taught me. This agitation felt different though. It felt kind of good. No one had ever invited me to something exclusive before, something selective. The only secrets I’d had were sad and a little bit dirty. Even the pub trip with Erin and Jenny was a general invitation to pretty much all of the sixth form. I’m ready to be part of something bigger, I told myself, whispering the words over and over, visualizing myself at the centre of things, never alone again.

My noticeboard was bare, save for a couple of family photos taken on holiday in the countryside, one of Grandma Olive in the home on her eightieth birthday and one of me by myself, looking relieved on my last day of school. My braces had only just come off and I still had my teeth sucked into the seams of my smile. I’d packed more, dozens of selfies of me and Cara, but I hadn’t been able to put any of them up. Pictures of us looking arty on the beach with matching beige berets we’d bought as a joke. Pictures she’d taken of my side profile in black and white where I looked almost pretty, my nose and boobs forming little black hills against the white of an autumn sky. Pictures she’d taken of me as I filmed her, my mouth open to tell her off for disrupting the footage even though I knew she’d tell me it just made it more natural. All turned to rubbish. Mum had left some pins shaped like ladybirds as a room-warming gift for me, crawling garish and red over the cork. I stabbed one through the invite and placed it in the middle of the board.

There was no going back to Marx, his candyfloss beard staring out at me, knowing that I was thinking of only one kind of labour. Sleep wasn’t forthcoming either, so I reached my hands into my pants, and tried to think of only the right sort of forbidden things.



Harold was more handsome than I imagined. Or maybe I was more sexually frustrated than I’d thought. His room was halfway up a spiral staircase in a different college, a five-minute cycle away – I knew I’d have to get fitter to keep up with all the tucked-away offices. Faces of wizened old men stared down at me from portraits, instead of faces of wizened old women.

The space was full of books with the kind of musty smell that made me feel at home but put me to sleep nearly as fast. Agatha was there already, legs and arms folded around her tall body. She glanced at me, like me and Marx should be close just because I hadn’t brought my laptop to the supervision in a designer bag like she had. I struggled to open my mouth, afraid that I would yawn if I did.

‘What do you think?’ Harold asked, turning to me after a whistle-stop tour of Marx’s works. Dust motes fell in what was to be one of the last true sunbeams of the year. Here it was; the moment I had waited for after Cara stopped wanting to hang out with me as much, knowing I was leaving, when I spent endless hours on the beach with no one but the screeching gulls and my camera for company. The moment that had caused me to scream when I opened my acceptance letter. The moment that divided my life into a before and after, like some crappy makeover show – even if I hadn’t understood the irreversibility of that division at the time.

‘Um. I think that you can really see the differences between the audiences he is writing for in each of the texts. The Communist Manifesto feels like something that could go viral. I mean, it speaks to the masses. If I was a worker fed up with my life this would appeal to me,’ I said. Harold pressed his pen against his lips and, seeming satisfied enough, moved on. I didn’t speak again for the rest of the supervision.

‘So there we have it. Ivy and Agatha, you’re going to be supervision partners for all of this term seeing as you’re the only two taking both anthropology and politics from your college. Two is the ideal number for intellectual enquiry and I never have supervision groups bigger than three at an absolute maximum. I might swap you around after Christmas, but let’s see how that goes, shall we?’ He jabbed the lid of his pen down. That was that. First supervision over and it hadn’t been so bad. I started to pack up, only to see that ink had leaked onto my hand, leaving blue marks like some kind of fungal infection. I was glad that Agatha had already left the room as soon as we’d finished so that she didn’t witness my clumsy mess. Harold handed me a tissue from a box resting on a shelf stacked with tomes on medieval witchcraft and persecution. I couldn’t help pausing to look at them, gold leaf peeling from the spines.

‘Ah, yes. Those are some of my favourite books. I keep getting distracted by gruesome tales of sixteenth-century executions, much to my supervisor’s chagrin. But seriously, there’s some absolutely fascinating stuff in there. Pertinent to modern scholarship too.’

‘I know, I wrote my dissertation in school about witches.’

‘Did you really?’

‘Yes.’ My cheeks flushed, worried I was saying too much. ‘There were some witch trials in my home town. I started to write a documentary script about it actually.’

‘How interesting. You could carry that on here if you wanted, I’m sure – there’s all kinds of myth and magic weaved through this place. I believe there was even a rather grisly case to do with witches linked to your college.’

‘Maybe. I haven’t filmed anything since I got here though, or written anything other than essays. It’s hard to find the time, especially when I’m trying to make friends and do the reading and the work.’ My hand fell from the book I’d been stroking absent-mindedly.

‘Oh, I remember that feeling like it was yesterday. In many ways, an undergraduate degree is the most stressful of them all. But you made some good points in there, you know? If you continue like that without getting distracted you might just be in danger of nabbing yourself a first.’ A picture on the desk glinted in the light, the only thing in the room that was free from dust. A woman with gappy teeth and a discreet cross around her neck smiled back at me.

Harold held the door open for me and smiled. ‘It’s worth remembering, Ivy, that those who speak the loudest don’t necessarily have the most to say.’



‘I knew I recognized your face from somewhere.’

‘Right? Me too. It must have been Harry’s New Year party back in sixth form. You came with those twins with the big hair,’ Prim said.

‘Oh, gosh, I remember. Helena and Mattie. I never speak to them now. Aggie and Nat are the only two girls I still hang out with from school.’ Martha lit the candles on her mantelpiece with a lighter, the line of flames casting a soft glow over Primrose’s face.

‘How come?’ Prim asked.

‘Oh, we just fell out over something silly. I can hardly remember now. Something boy-related, I think. Helena thought I was flirting with her boyfriend or something stupid when I totally wasn’t.’

‘Did you guys actually speak before or were you just in the same place at the same time?’ I chipped in, wanting to be a part of the conversation.

‘No, Prim and I didn’t get a chance to chitchat before. So thank you for introducing us formally,’ Martha said. Primrose turned to Martha to do a silly bow before topping up our wine glasses. Even though I was acutely aware of how I was the newest member of their social circle, I couldn’t help but feel a slight thrill run through my body at the thought they might not have become friends without me. I noticed that Martha’s hair was a little static – everything around us seemed to crackle with energy, like this was the start of something special.

‘Is there anyone else from your school or town here, Ivy?’ Prim sipped her wine. I wasn’t exactly an expert, but even I could tell that everything I’d drunk so far in college was a cut above the £5 bottles Cara and I used to neck.

‘Oh, not that I know of,’ I said, trying to hide that this wasn’t the first time I’d been asked that question.

‘Well, that’s okay. You’ve got us now.’ Martha slung her arms around my shoulders, pulling me in for a hug.

‘I do. And now you’ve properly met each other, I’m happy,’ I said. ‘The nature walk was really nice though, Martha, you should have come.’

‘I prefer walking in the grounds on my own, to be honest, for the peace and quiet. And I was still sleeping off a hangover.’

‘We’re so lucky to have so much green space around us, aren’t we?’ Prim opened the window to let a gust of fresh air into the room. ‘Except – did you notice that plaque in the woods, Ivy? About remembering women who suffered there or something?’

The hairs on my arms stood on end as the cold blew in from outside. ‘No, I was looking at the light and the squirrels. I didn’t stop to read it.’

‘Oh, that plaque.’ Martha moved her hands away from my body. ‘I wasn’t listening properly but Mum told me about that when we were here for the open day and said we have a family connection to the women or something. I think it’s highly unlikely but she’s a real sucker for pouring money into that kind of thing. They must give her some juicy stuff to keep her coming back.’

‘Your mum came to pick you up from that party, remember?’ Prim said. ‘She looked very glam, wouldn’t have guessed she’d be interested in all the ancestry stuff.’

‘God, did she?’ Martha scrunched up her face. ‘How embarrassing. But yeah, it’s been an obsession of hers since – well, for the past couple of years.’

Martha had started picking the orange varnish off her nails and I wanted to give her an out. ‘So, are we all going on this exchange?’ I didn’t even ask whether they’d been invited. I just assumed.

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world, darling.’ Up on her feet, Martha was already rifling through her wardrobe, full of silks and velvets in a whole rainbow of colours.

‘I’m not sure how I feel about it,’ Primrose said.

‘Really? I thought it would be fun for us all to go together.’ I tried not to let a wobble enter my voice as I turned to face Primrose.

‘I just don’t know if it’s massively my thing. I’m a bit of a homebody. It’s got to be something really good to tempt me out these days.’

‘What about the party you two met at?’ I demanded.

‘Ah, my misspent youth,’ Prim chuckled. ‘I’ve already clocked a lot of hours at parties with men who like the sound of their own voice.’

‘Not everyone gets invited to this exchange,’ Martha said. ‘It’s select. The Dragons operate on a semi-secret basis. Loads of people could do their whole degree here and never even hear of them, let alone become friends with them. How else will we get to know the boys?’ Martha had moved onto shoes now, looking through row upon row of heels and trainers.

‘Please come?’ I reached out to grip Primrose’s hand and bit down the ‘for me’ that I’d almost added. ‘I don’t know the other girls going like I know you both.’

‘I promise I’ll consider it.’ Prim placed her hand on top of mine.

‘Okay, I can take that,’ I said, not wanting to push her any further than I thought she might bend.

‘I’ll take it for now.’ Martha grinned. She had selected a blood-red dress and was holding it up to her body as she stared into the mirror.

‘What do you mean, the Dragons are semi-secret?’ I asked, trying to keep the disbelief that I could be invited to something so selective out of my voice.

‘Well, you know, those who know know and those who don’t don’t,’ Martha replied. ‘Some of the senior tutors and professors from the mixed colleges used to be Dragons so they have their tacit support but they keep their activities select, on a need-to-know basis. We shouldn’t talk about it beyond our group. I only know because my older cousin was a Dragon and his lips get loose after a few drinks at Christmas.’

The words ‘our group’ made my heart beat faster. I loved my new friends already, but to realize that they were part of an exclusive group, and that I was too, made me almost breathless. For so long, I’d spent my nights wishing that I would find my person – or my people – again and now I was where I was supposed to be, I was certain of it. Growing up on the outside of things gives you a sixth sense for the feeling of belonging.

‘What else are we up to this week?’ I asked, keeping my tone casual, trying to hide my giddiness at the thought that this town might be ours for the taking. ‘There’s that formal hall in a few days.’ The phrase tripped out of my mouth like I’d been saying it for years and not like I’d only recently learned the term for the later dinner service that happened twice a week where formalwear was required.

‘Yep, can’t wait,’ Martha nodded. ‘And I was thinking that at some point we should do lunch or brunch or something.’ My breath caught, willing it to be just the three of us, waiting for her to mention inviting Natasha and Agatha, but she didn’t add anything else.

‘Sounds fun,’ Prim agreed and I felt a flood of relief. ‘It’s so nice to have two people to do things with already. You’re beginning to make me feel at home.’

‘Same here.’ I grinned at Prim, my cheeks flushed from the warm room and the feeling of finding a cosy nook in the fabric of the city and slotting right into it.

‘Maybe you’ll even convince me to come on the exchange.’

‘I hope so,’ Martha said. ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’



Once a week, at the only formal hall where they were permitted, boys could come to dinner in our college and sit under the dark portraits of old Mistresses and the intricate stained glass depicting miracles committed by female saints. The hall was always noisy with the chatter of hundreds of students, but on those days it had a particular buzz and energy that only young men can bring. Even the smell was different. If you breathed in, you could tell that there were boys underneath the vaulted ceilings – the usual scents of cooking, incense and perfume were tinged with sweat and excitement.

Primrose, Martha and I tried to arrive for the start of the dinner service, when the heavy oak doors swung open to reveal the long wooden tables and low benches. Those two girls were becoming my routine. I almost resented Harold and cycling to lectures in the morning drizzle because it meant less time sprawling on Martha’s bed. But dinners were gems to look forward to at the end of the day. At those tables, we had no past and no future. Freshers live in the eternal, glorious present. It was too early for talk of spring weeks, internships, vac schemes – even exams. Too heady and new for discussion of parents, siblings, previous lives, boring hometown boyfriends. We were helium balloons with no pasts to pull us down.

Two weeks to the day since I had arrived in my new life, George Svenson sat next to me at formal hall, his thigh brushing against mine. Even that brief contact between our bodies felt like a spark of something, reminding me with a jolt that he’d chosen to sit next to me out of all the possible options. I opened my mouth to talk to him but Martha’s voice was crystal clear above the din, cutting through all other conversation.

‘We can’t possibly go to a chain pub for pre-drinks before the exchange,’ she declared.

‘What’s wrong with that?’ It was meant to be a question but somehow it came out defiant as I spoke. The smile froze on Martha’s face. Her impeccable lipstick was the colour of ketchup – even when there was nowhere to go, there was someone to impress.

‘It’s just a bit grimy, don’t you think?’ Martha said.

‘If it’s the one I think you mean, I like it there,’ I shrugged, thinking of nights back home with sticky floors and cheap, garish drinks, Cara dancing next to me.

‘I like it there too.’ George turned the full force of his attention towards me. I felt like a cat, basking in a warm pool of sunshine.

‘I just want to be able to get chips on my night out, I don’t think that’s too much to ask,’ I muttered, surprised but pleased that me and George could connect over carbs and cloying carpets.

‘Me too. I’ll be there. At the exchange, I mean,’ he said.

‘So you’re a part of the society?’ My voice didn’t falter as I acted as if I hadn’t heard him outside my room in the middle of the night.

‘Yes. Well, I haven’t been initiated fully yet but I’m invited to all their events. They know how to put on a good show. You’ll enjoy it. Though we probably shouldn’t talk about it so loudly.’ He scanned the room. ‘I know everyone here is invited, but you never know who might be listening. Sometimes I think even the walls have ears in this place.’

‘I’m excited,’ I whispered. It wasn’t a lie. I wanted to dance. I wanted to drink fancy cocktails. I wanted to exist in the same room as Martha and George, their easy confidence filling the space with warmth and golden light.

‘I’m pleased you’ll be there.’ He smiled and it had all the quiet force of a sunrise on a clear summer’s morning.

‘What do the initiations involve?’ I tried to keep the conversation going to cover my blushes, my voice still low.
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