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To my mum and dad – one of you adored Cambridge and the other was a voracious reader. While neither of you are here any longer, I couldn’t have done it without you.









My eyes feel like they’re about to burst out of their sockets. I can’t breathe. Fingers that were curled harmlessly around the stem of a wine glass at dinner earlier are now crushing my windpipe and I’m just standing here. Taking it. I used to read scare stories in magazines like Just Seventeen, of girls being preyed upon as they got off the last train or walked home from school. I’d imagine that in their place I would floor my attacker with a well-aimed kick and leg it. Instead, I’m doing nothing.


I’m freezing. My brain’s starting to fizz from the lack of oxygen. These old buildings retain no heat and this room probably hasn’t been opened in years. I no longer know how long I’ve been in here. I should be fighting back but my arms hang limply by my side. No kick, well aimed or otherwise. I haven’t even screamed. In all the scenarios I ran through as an anxious teen, I never imagined knowing my attacker.


The force of his grip has knocked the strap of my evening dress off my shoulder. I can feel the satin, cool against the skin on my arm. My body might be powering down but my brain is still pumping, latching on to every detail. Hands big enough to span my entire neck. Breath on my face, sour from hours of toasting. And the look in those eyes, like they’re finally getting what they wanted.


My head’s lolling like some macabre parody of the kind of drunkenness that occurs at these big-ticket reunions. I should have seen this coming. From the moment that stiff-backed, gold-embossed invitation dropped on to our doormat, this chain of events was inevitable. I was going to be a victim again.


I start clawing at the forearms, but my hands slide off the fabric. I can’t get a hold. I open my mouth to scream but his thumbs are embedded too deeply in my voice box for me to do anything but gurgle. I try to unpeel his hands from around my neck, gouging my nails into them, scraping and pinching. All I need is one flinch and I might be able to break the hold. His grip tightens.


The fizzing in my head is getting louder, like the static of an untuned television. Black clouds edge my vision. Just as I feel my focus slipping, I hear a thumping, then the scrape and creak of the heavy oak door. Hope sparks. Someone must have seen us together and realised something was wrong. I wait for the sound of footsteps pelting across the medieval flagstones. All I can hear is my own ragged breath. This room is tiny, an annex off the college’s main banqueting hall, stuffed with oil portraits of important people. Even by candlelight, there’s no way we can’t be seen. And that door’s too heavy to swing open on its own. My eyelids flicker like lights going out. My last realisation before consciousness slides away is that, whoever is at the door, they’re not going to rescue me.


After what I’ve done tonight, I can’t blame them.










One


Now


10 hours to go


My ten-year-old daughter is lying face down on the floor, refusing to look at me. I’ve tried cajoling, bribery, even bare-faced threats, but nothing will shift her. If I’m honest, I’m tempted to join her. How easy it would be to slip off my shoes, sink on to the soft-pile carpet next to her and forget about the reunion entirely. But for once in my life, I’m not going to lie down and submit. I look at the Cartier watch on my wrist. Nick should be home by now; he’s always better with the kids in these situations than I am. He’s got the whole ‘firm but fair’ thing nailed, whereas I tend to be a pushover who then explodes with resentment when they don’t listen. Because he spends less time at home, he’s also very much the fun parent, whereas I’m the one who moans about tidying their rooms and finishing their homework. It’s one of the curses of being a stay-at-home mum, the other being that people think I’m good at domesticity, rather than just doing it by default. I wish I was one of those mums who sewed and ironed, could produce perfectly iced cupcakes and really revelled in the role. But I’m not.


‘Do you want to talk about it?’ I pat ineffectually at Artie, but she shrugs me off.


‘No.’


My heart contracts. I wish Artie would confide in me. I desperately want us to be close, but I’m so worried she’ll absorb all the mistakes I’ve made that I’m more distant than I mean to be. It’s easier with Xander; I never worry I’m infecting him with my insecurity.


‘Are you sure?’ I try again. I wish there was something I could do to help her. I wasn’t always like this. Before I went to university, I was a problem-solver, a go-getter. Now the only problems I solve tend to be laundry related. Not quite the illustrious law career I dreamed of. I clench my fists. That’s why I need to go back. To reclaim the person I was – and the person I would have been. If it wasn’t for them.


‘Emily, are you ready to go?’ My husband’s voice drifts up the stairs.


I survey the child prostrate in front of me. She’s had a lot to deal with over the last few months. I wonder if I’m doing the right thing in leaving her, even though I know Nick would never consider staying behind. Why is it men who put themselves first are considered dynamic and driven, whereas when mothers do it we’re made to feel selfish?


‘You’re not having second thoughts about it, are you?’ Nick bounds into the master bedroom, his face already lit up by the prospect of the weekend ahead. His smile slips when he sees Artie spreadeagled at my feet.


‘What’s going on, my love?’ He drops into a crouch and strokes Artie’s hair away from her face. When she doesn’t respond, he raises an eyebrow at me.


‘Doesn’t want us to go,’ I mouth. I can’t allow myself to be sucked into staying home. I remind myself that no matter how much I think I don’t, I do want to go to this reunion. I need to do this. It’s been fifteen years. The shame I’ve worn like a cloak since I left Cambridge doesn’t feel so red raw any more, though the nagging guilt hasn’t faded. Neither has the sense of injustice. It’s time I evened the score.


‘Nonna’s going to be here any minute.’ Nick scratches at his shirt sleeve, trying to glance at the Rolex beneath it without Artie noticing. I know he’s keen to beat the traffic. He asked me to be ready to leave as soon as he got back from the gym.


‘Is there something you want to talk to Daddy about?’ He chucks her under the chin, tickling her to make her smile. ‘Is it Tamara and the girls at school again?’


Artie nods. I feel a wash of remorse. If I weren’t so distracted by my plans for this reunion, I’d have realised straight away it was the cold-shouldering Artie’s been experiencing from her friends that’s upsetting her. It’s triggering for me. Normally I’m all about letting the children fight their own battles (not to mention I’m terrible at confrontation) but Tamara’s such a piece of work and the way she’s treating Artie is so reminiscent of the way Lyla was with me at university that I could quite happily take Tamara and the rest of her cronies and drop them all from the nearest tall building. I step forwards to scoop Artie into a hug, but Nick holds up his hand to indicate he’s got it.


‘You know you can tell me anything, Art. I’m always on your side.’


I watch her shuffle her head towards Nick. Some of her long dark hair splays across the carpet. If I’d had a dad like him, it might have made me better equipped to deal with things. But if anything, it was my older sister Helen who parented me. My dad was too busy ‘earning a crust’ as he put it, then spending what he made down the pub. He left when I was eight and, if I’m honest, I scarcely noticed the difference. With Mum working two jobs to keep all the plates spinning, it was Helen who fought my corner. I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth to keep my expression neutral. Now’s not the time for me to give in to self-pity.


‘You know I had some trouble with my friends when I was younger, too,’ Nick says. ‘I expect they’re just jealous of you. It happens to everyone.’


‘Did it happen to Mummy?’ Artie’s voice is muffled by the hair in her mouth.


I tense. The million-dollar question. Of course, Nick doesn’t know how to respond. He thinks I was on my own, just the victim of one glass too many, the night it all happened. He has no idea what my ‘friends’ did. He pauses.


‘Mummy was different,’ he says carefully. ‘When we were at university, Mummy was the girl that all the boys wanted to go out with, and the girls wanted to be. She wouldn’t have even considered dating someone like Daddy.’


‘Why not?’ Artie sits up and stares at me, earlier upset wiped out by natural curiosity.


‘Because sometimes we don’t know what’s good for us.’ Nick shrugs good-naturedly. ‘Besides, Daddy was far too busy cracking the books so he could get a good job and live in a nice house. It’s important always to work hard and do your homework, isn’t it?’ He winks at me. ‘Here endeth the lesson.’


I manage the smile he’s expecting. He’s got it all wrong. It wasn’t that I wouldn’t have considered someone like Nick, it’s that I didn’t even see him. I was too busy being dazzled by Henry, and Will and Lyla alongside him.


‘She also happens to be eavesdropping on us right now when she should be getting ready,’ Nick chides. ‘Don’t you think Mummy needs to finish packing? We want her to look and feel her best for tonight.’


‘I can help.’ Artie leaps to her feet, worries forgotten. Oh, to be ten again. ‘I can choose what you should wear for the dinner.’


‘No, that’s fine.’ I start backing towards the walk-in wardrobe. Artie’s tastes run spanglier than mine. ‘I’m already packed.’


Actually, I’ve been packed for days. I’ve checked my suitcase so many times it’s like I’ve developed some sort of nervous tic. If I’m going to do what I’m planning, there’s stuff I can’t forget. A combination of fear and anticipation is driving me on, like when you’re applying for a job you want so badly you’re too scared to go to the interview. Or when you like a guy too much actually to talk to him. Funnily enough, I felt like that around Henry before we started dating. Will I was instantly at ease with, ironically, given what happened, but Henry made me stumble over my words and get flustered right up until he asked me out. Then I saw how sweet and caring he could be. Or at least I thought I did.


‘Well let’s give Mummy a minute, anyway.’ Nick puts his hands on Artie’s shoulders to shepherd her out of the room. ‘You can go and see what your brother’s up to.’


‘Xander’s on his switch. Again.’ Artie rolls her eyes. ‘He’s been on it all morning.’


‘Didn’t school set you some work to do?’ Nick frowns. ‘Given that it’s technically a school day.’


‘It’s an inset day, Dad.’ Artie’s eyes tilt skywards again. ‘Hardly the same.’


‘Ridiculous. An inset day when you’ve only—’


‘Why don’t you go and get some of the baking things out, then?’ I file yet another memory away and keep my voice even to head off Nick’s speech about how they’ve only just gone back to school after the summer holidays and the teachers are already getting a day off. I don’t disagree. I could have used a morning to steady my nerves instead of refereeing between two ten-year-olds. ‘I know Nonna was planning to make a cake with you this afternoon.’


‘That sounds like Nonna.’ Nick shoos Artie away.


I keep the smile pasted on my face. Nick’s mum is barely even Italian so insisting we all call her ‘Nonna’ is overkill, though I know better than to raise this with Nick. He’s very protective of her, even more so since his dad died. They say it’s a cliché to resent your mother-in-law but anyone who thinks that hasn’t met mine. Besides, the acrimony goes both ways. She doesn’t think I’m good enough for Nick. She’s probably right.


I wish it were Helen babysitting. Last time she took them into the newsroom she used to work in so they could watch all the journalists pounding the phones and writing up stories. Xander talked about it for weeks. Even my friend Tiff, who laughingly refers to the twins as ‘the vermin’, would be better than Nick’s mother. All Luci does is bake or watch TV. I force myself to remember I wouldn’t be able to go to this reunion if she hadn’t jumped in. It’s ironic that regaining my sense of self-worth depends on a woman who thinks I have very little value.


‘It better be chocolate.’ Artie’s already at the bedroom door, hollering up the stairs to the next floor where their bedrooms and the playroom are. ‘Xander, we’re making a cake when Nonna gets here. And it’s gonna be chocolate.’


The whole house rattles as she thunders down the stairs, Xander hot on her heels.


‘Well done, team.’ Nick smiles at me.


I smile back, then start fidgeting. Although part of me doesn’t want to go to this reunion, I’m also dying to get going. I want to see what’s become of them, the three architects of my downfall. Will they wear their crimes on their faces, be shifty around me and unable to meet my eye? I bet they won’t. When it comes to keeping up, I’ve compulsively read anything I could find, but I’m not on Facebook so, other than the odd picture in the college magazine or the press, I haven’t seen them for fifteen years. From those snapshots and the trappings of wealth like expensive watches and nice cars, I can tell they’re all making millions. I can also see Lyla’s had her teeth capped, Will’s experimented with Botox around his eyes and Henry still plucks his chest hair. But not in a single shot do any of them look remorseful. Then again, each of the three could afford an attic full of Dorian Grays; I’m sure what they did to me won’t even have touched them. Especially given what they’ve gone on to do. I know a few things about them that haven’t made the press. I run my hands through my hair, reminding myself they can’t touch me now. I’m strong. ‘What time is Luci getting here?’


‘As soon as bridge finishes.’ Nick checks his watch again. ‘Good God, is that the time?’ His eyes bulge. ‘We really need to get moving.’


I run my hands down the front of my White Company cashmere jumper, smoothing away any pilling and wondering whether the ribbon of tension that’s been underscoring everything I do is rubbing off on him. ‘I’m ready when you are.’


Nick strides over to the walk-in and starts rifling through the drawers on his side of it. ‘Did you manage to—’


‘Yes, I packed for you.’


‘Did you put in my coll—’


‘I put in your college colours – socks, bow tie, the lot. You name it: you’ve got college stripes on it.’


‘You know me too well.’ Nick crosses back over and folds me into his arms. ‘I know you’re nervous about going back after all this time, but you’ll do great. Did you pack that satin dress you bought?’


‘I did.’


‘You’re going to smash it, then.’


I rest my face against him. The top of my head fits perfectly under his chin but even though he’s only a shade taller than me, he’s broad and strong. He tightens his arms around me, shutting the rest of the world out. I could stay in this moment for ever. I only wish he knew me as well as he thinks he does. He has no idea why I’m really so nervous.


‘We can skip it,’ Nick says. ‘If you really want…’


He leaves the sentence hanging and I feel a stab of guilt. Nick doesn’t know how much psychological trauma I still feel about what happened. We had a single conversation about that night, right when we first started dating, but I played it down. Like everyone else, he knows the surface details, that I was on the quad that morning, but he doesn’t know how I got there. As things got more serious – our relationship was uncharacteristically whirlwind for both of us – I kept it to myself because I didn’t want his opinion of me to change. Then it simply got too late to tell him. Even if, as every women’s magazine shouts from its cover, secrets aren’t good for a marriage. I nestle closer to him, taking comfort in his gym-honed biceps. I’ll make it up to him when it’s all over. The doorbell chimes. I try to hold on to him for one second longer, but he detaches himself gently.


‘That’ll be Mum.’ He kisses me on the top of the head and starts leading me towards the door, leaving me no choice but to follow. ‘Let’s hit the road.’










Two


Now 16.00



8 hours to go


I can’t bring myself to cross the threshold. Nick’s already three strides ahead, scaling the steps to the porters’ lodge on the left and yanking the door open to announce his arrival. He’s one of our Cambridge college’s most active alumni – he took the day off work for this and he comes back all the time. I never join him. Cambridge feels like a club I’m not a member of, even though I put in my three years here. Even now, I’m dawdling, picking moss off the head of one of the stone lions that squat on either side of the wrought-iron gates and eyeing up the Pizza Express a few doors down. You’d think being sandwiched between a popular chain restaurant and a chemist would make this place less intimidating but the sandstone buildings and cobbled walkways behind the gates make my gut twist. Despite how hard I’ve worked not to feel like a victim since I left, the sight of it makes me feel instantly smaller.


I’d forgotten how self-important everyone looks here. Mobile phones might have changed – getting smaller, then bigger (my current model is about the size of a small paperback) – but the clutch of students scurrying across the grounds still hold them up and scour the screens like they’re researching the cure for cancer. They’re probably all on Snapchat or TikTok but they’ve perfected the harried, rushed look that means you would never dare to ask. I can’t believe I ever looked like that.


I should have been bricking it when I stepped on to the polished cobbles as a freshly minted first year eighteen years ago. Neither of my parents had finished their A levels and more kids in my year at school were going to prison than university. But I’d been dreaming of these historic ivy-covered buildings and the ‘quad’ of perennially green grass stretched between them since Helen had been accepted five years before. It felt like stepping through the pages of a novel or on to a film set when Mum and I drove her past the ornate steeples of King’s College Chapel and the university’s other domes and spires in our battered old Vauxhall Corsa. I remember watching Helen in the front seat, her dark spiky head bent over her detailed ‘to-do’ list, no fear on her face. She looked so focused that I vowed one day that I’d come too.


I memorised everything Helen said about college life, from the strange vernacular she took on – ‘sets’ for the bedrooms they were balloted into, ‘bedders’ for the cleaners who helped keep them tidy, ‘bops’ for parties and ‘slops’ for the canteen food. By the time I marched down the stony central avenue myself five years later, Cambridge was the only future I wanted. I had sun-kissed blonde hair, long legs encased in tiny denim shorts and a rucksack Helen had crammed full of Yorkshire tea bags, bottles of Sainsbury’s Pinot Grigio and a crate of duty-free Marlboro Lights she had brought me back from a press trip to Eastern Europe. The perfect social currency. I ditched it all as soon as I got to my room and went straight to the library. I’d got into the habit of putting my work first at school. I don’t think I went to a single party during the whole of my A levels – why change now?


I loved everything about Cambridge, from the smell of polished wood and old books in the library to cycling down to the river on Saturday mornings to watch the rowers, their long oars turning over the water in unison. Unlike many of my fellow students, I went to every lecture on my course. I couldn’t get over being taught by the people who’d written the textbooks I’d crammed from to get in here. I would have been a total bluestocking if I hadn’t started dating Henry.


I actually met him in the library. Such a Cambridge cliché. I’d noticed him around, of course – he and Will were about a foot taller than everyone else in college and louder and braver too – but I never thought he’d look at me. I didn’t need him to; I was perfectly happy flying under the radar. Until he exploded on to the scene and transformed my bookish existence. He told me he needed the same book as me (I didn’t find out until later that he was studying Classics, not Law) and that if I let him have it, he’d buy me dinner. Helen had said I should say yes to every new experience, so I agreed. His broad shoulders and Abercrombie & Fitch good looks might have had something to do with it, too. He took me to this tiny restaurant set deep into the vaults near Trinity College, with candles in bottles and wax spatters up the walls – a far cry from the ‘surf and turf’ and two-for-one alcopops at Wetherspoons that passed for splashing out where I was from. I remember his golden hair glowing in the candlelight and the way he had this knack of asking the right questions and really seeming to listen to the answers. I fell for him on the spot. As his girlfriend, my life opened up. I still worked hard but the entire university was stuffed full of people he’d been to school with who owed him a favour or wanted his approval. It brought me out of my shell. I’d always treated everyone as an equal (another life hack from Helen) but now when I walked across the quad, people actually noticed. I felt like a poster child for having it all. I was invited to every party, every ‘bop’. Until…


My grip tightens around the stone lion. I look down at my hands. They’re shaking, and there’s moss under my fingernails. I remind myself I’m an adult now; nobody can force me into anything any more. And, as Helen would say, do or die, babe. It’s been eighteen years since we started college, fifteen since I left. If I’m not going to settle the score now, then when?


I carefully scrape the nails clean of grime – no point ruining a good manicure – and force myself to step off the street and into the grounds. Objectively, it is beautiful here; the red-brick porters’ lodge, square as a children’s drawing, offset by the carpet of brushed gravel leading back to the blocks of sandstone behind it. I can see why so many undergrads are wowed on arrival; I was. Now, all I see are ugly memories.


My Samsonite suitcase bangs every step of the porters’ lodge on the way in. I’d rather have gone straight to the hotel, but Nick wants to see if anyone’s around for a drink before dinner. He doesn’t understand that I’d cross the street to avoid half the people who will be here tonight. How can he when I’ve sheltered him from the truth?


I think I’m holding up quite well. It helps that the grounds are relatively deserted. Apart from the handful of students with their phones out on the way in, there’s only a squad of Asian tourists with cameras on the far side of the quad. They’re taking pictures of the Great Hall’s medieval archway and its Doric columns. It was in contention as a set for the Harry Potter films back in the day, so it sometimes draws a crowd. But the academic year doesn’t start for another month so there are no students stretched out under the willows by the library and the bike racks opposite the college bar are empty. Only those who’ve come back early for sports or have some other special dispensation are allowed in college. Henry rowed in the college eight and was captain of the rugby team. Some holidays, he didn’t leave at all. I corral my thoughts back to the present. Thinking about any of them won’t make me feel better.


Nick is talking to the college porter, a round-faced guy with crooked teeth and a wispy beard that looks as though it can’t quite commit to settling on his chin. The badge on his black waistcoat tells us his name is Chris. The late autumn sun is blazing outside. He must be boiling in his three-piece suit. I watch as Nick grills him. The porters are not only the gatekeepers of the college but also the biggest source of gossip. I knew them all by name when we were here (one of them even used to leave chocolates in my pigeonhole), but those guys must have retired a long time ago. Chris seems so young. As my thirties recede, I find myself thinking that more and more – at the doctor’s, in restaurants, meeting my children’s teachers. The reality is that I’m getting older.


Chris aside, the porters’ lodge is like stepping into a time warp. It looks exactly the same – a narrow rectangular room with the long counter Chris is standing behind at the front and the entire back wall divided into pigeonholes for student mail. I half expect to see my maiden name pasted on to one of them. Some of the notices on the twin magenta noticeboards on either side of the door look as though they’ve been up since we studied here. I wonder if I peer underneath the faded pages whether I’ll see the flier for the charity calendar some of us put together when I was in my second year. It might have been dog-eared but it was still up when I was doing my finals – eleven of the most popular girls looking sultry and wistful in various beauty spots around the college. Lyla was January and December – the girl set to be January got glandular fever and Lyla was cock-a-hoop about taking out two spots – but my photograph was the front cover. I binned my copy when I left.


The claret-coloured leather on the counter Chris is leaning across has been redone but the row of beige-encased CCTV screens is the same. It only covers the front and back entrances to college. My breath catches at the back of my throat as I think of one of the many blind spots the cameras don’t cover. I can almost feel the cold of the pillar seeping into my bones; the gravel scraping against my face. I run my hands through my hair, straightening my already perfect ponytail. You’re safe now, I intone silently as I let my breath out slowly, yoga style. But I’ve always been rubbish at yoga; I can’t switch my brain off. I force the shutters closed on the image. I need to stay focused.


As if he can sense my tension, Nick reaches for my hand, running his fingers up the curve on the inside of my wrist and playing with the chunky silver Tiffany cuff Helen gave me a couple of months after graduation. He jokes it’s like a shackle but I like the solidity of it. Some days I need something to weigh me down and remind me that I did choose the life I’ve got. And how much good there is in it.


‘So are we all registered?’ I struggle to keep my voice light. I thought enough time had passed that being back wouldn’t affect me. But standing here in the college grounds themselves, Gothic buildings looming on every corner, my skin feels itchy, like I’ve been rolling in sand.


‘We are and I must stop banging on. Sorry about that, pal.’ Nick reaches out and pumps the porter’s hand. ‘Couldn’t resist the chance to take a walk down memory lane. I imagine you’ll have a lot of people bending your ear back today.’


‘You’re not the first.’ Chris is clearly from the West Country, though he’s making an effort to iron the rounded vowels out of his voice. It reminds me of how hard I had to work to smooth my own flat accent into something plummier – for all the good it did me. I want to tell him not to bother. ‘A lot of people want to wish Will Jenkin well.’


I fight back a shudder. Will is sponsoring a champagne reception before the fifteen-year reunion dinner tonight. He invented some kind of portable flatscreen and made a fortune in tech. Now he’s lobbing some of it at the college. Nick says rumour has it he’s planning to get into politics and be Cambridge’s answer to Boris Johnson and this is how he’s kicking off his campaign. Not if I can help it.


‘It’s nice how many of us want to come out and support one of their own. I know he’ll be pleased, whether or not he decides to run.’ Nick’s tone sets my teeth on edge.


‘Did you know him?’ Chris sounds impressed.


‘On and off.’ Nick chooses his words carefully. ‘More since we left, if I’m honest.’


I shudder again. Yes, I knew him. But the porter’s too preoccupied with Nick to ask.


‘Were you a member of those Odysseans like him, then? They say there was a few of them here at this college.’


‘Not my scene, really.’ Nick drums his fingers on the desk. I look out of the window until I can master my expression. The Odysseans’ drinking society was out of control long before the university forced them to disband. Made up of the richest, best-connected male students across Cambridge, they spent their time scaling college walls and climbing buildings late at night, going on benders, smashing up restaurants and paying them off. Each of them had a revolting drunken party trick, which ranged from the lanky one who could snort condoms up his nose and through his mouth to the fat one who downed drinks out of a top hat. Yet, because most of them hailed from legacy families with parents known for making extravagant donations and they threw a magnificent garden party at the end of every year, any misdeeds were swept under the carpet. One year they had caviar shots and the Brit band of the day performing. I remember I wore a skintight yellow dress in honour of the hit song ‘Yellow’ and Henry pulled me on stage at the end. A few people griped that the Odies were throwing their money around, but it didn’t stop them wanting to come. It’s one of my abiding memories – watching members of the college faculty swaying to an acapella version of ‘Trouble’ while half a dozen Odies vomited champagne and caviar into the bushes a few feet away. College calibrated into a single moment.


‘Of course, that was all disbanded long before my time,’ Chris probes. He obviously thinks Nick’s being cagey. ‘But they say the Bullingdon Club had nothing on you guys.’


Nick’s Adam’s apple bobs as he looks for the words to answer Chris’s question. ‘We moved in different circles, but I always enjoy seeing him at these things. Clearly, I’m not the only one who feels that way.’


‘Of course, it’s nothing to do with all the free booze,’ I say, the memory of Henry buying me that yellow dress souring my tone.


‘I hardly think our cohort has to worry about getting their money’s worth on champers,’ Nick says, but Chris chuckles.


‘It’s certainly one of the more popular reunions. The bedrooms on every staircase are sold out.’


I feel a renewed sense of relief that Nick suggested staying in a five-star hotel a few minutes away. When he comes up for other alumni events, he usually stays in college. He says it’s all double beds and en-suites now, whereas in our day you were lucky to get a sink and a mattress with springs.


‘And there he is: the man himself. Will Jenkin.’ Nick pulls open the door to the porters’ lodge and my heart free-falls through to my stomach. Think of the devil and he shall appear, as my mum used to say, though she was usually talking about my dad. The sentiment just as readily applies to Will Jenkin ‘no S, there’s only one of me, sweetheart, haha’. I force myself to take another deep inhale, holding the breath in my diaphragm. When my pulse has stopped racing, I turn slowly, the way they do in horror movies when they’re told, ‘It’s behind you.’


It’s not him. At least not in the flesh. My internal organs rearrange themselves. One of the kitchen staff is planting a life-size model of Will in the middle of the path, holding up a tray of champagne with details of where in the college the reception is being held (in the Great Hall, just like the dinner, rendering the entire sign totally superfluous). Will’s teeth twinkle and his dimples flash.


If anybody else tried to pull this off, it would be beyond tacky, but the graphics on the figure are so retro and the whole thing is so irreverent that it works. It’s got the hallmarks of Will’s tech company all over it. He’s been described as the next Elon Musk. He was integral in organising the government’s last three elections and there’s talk of a knighthood for all the work he’s done with technology in children’s schools. As a grammar school-educated child himself, he never misses the opportunity to tell everyone he’s ‘paying it forward’. The college can’t get enough of him. My eyes catch on his tanned hands, strong, tapered fingers tucked on either side of the tray. I could tell them a very different story.


‘Do you mind if we go back to the room now?’ I touch Nick’s arm. ‘We don’t have that long until dinner.’


‘And some people take longer to get ready than others.’ Nick rolls his eyes affectionately, but I can tell he’s distracted. He’s looking at the sign and running his hand through his short curls, trying to work out how it was done. He works in oil and gas now, directing operations and flying to summits in exotic locations. But at times like this, the long-haired engineer that he’s papered over with a golf habit and an encyclopaedic knowledge of wine appears. My heart softens. It’s when he’s vulnerable like this that I feel most affection for him.


We start walking back, tracking across the gravel path to a stone one that rounds the side of the Old Court to the tiny car park behind the library. I half expect to see Will’s old MGB parked up. You weren’t allowed cars when we were at university because of congestion in the city centre. But people like Will and Henry got away with it. The Odies used to hightail it through town and out along the river up to Grantchester, college scarves flapping in the wind as they revved the engine. Rumour has it they nearly ran Stephen Hawking down once. I remember there was a cafe a few miles away that served its own cider that the four of us used to go to, Lyla in the front next to Will because she didn’t want to get her clothes wrinkled, Henry and I squashed into the bench seat along the back, heads low until we hit the back roads. If I wanted to, I could still conjure up the smell of petrol and old tyres and feel the weight of Henry pressed against me, the sound of our laughter over the engine.


Today the car park is almost empty. Our Range Rover dominates the space, alloy wheels gleaming in the September sun. I let the leaves crunch under my feet. Autumn’s always been my favourite time of year – the smell of bonfires in the air, the way the trees shed their leaves, ready for renewal.


Nick flips on the radio as I buckle myself in. It’s a slow news day; they’re still talking about an unsolved hit-and-run from six weeks ago. I breathe in, reminding myself why I’m here, what I’ve come to do. The leather seats have that new car smell; I took it to the car wash to rid it of the stench of spilled snacks and stray PE kit earlier this week. I felt stupid; nobody was going to be judging me on the smell of my car. But I did it anyway. We pass Will’s cutout again on the way back down the drive. This time, I stare right at it, taking in the overconfident grin, dimples and eyes the colour of midnight. His whole face lit up in glorious technicolour. I square my shoulders. I half expect to see Henry and Lyla propping him up on either side – faces I thought I knew as well as my own but didn’t really know at all. I steel my nerves. Earlier, I let Nick give Artie the majority of the pep talk about how when people do mean things to you, you have to forgive them because they might not have meant to hurt you. But when he’d ducked into the kitchen to get Luci a coffee, I told her she needs to stand up for herself and not let them get away with it. It’s the advice Helen gave me fifteen years ago. I didn’t listen then. But I’m listening now.










Three


Then


‘I’m not coming back for the summer holidays.’ We’re in the Old Court and the wind is whipping off the ancient buildings so I have to holler to make myself heard. Lyla squealing while the boys pelt her with grass in the background isn’t helping.


‘What? I can’t hear you. The connection’s bad.’ Helen’s voice sounds tinny.


‘I’m going to Europe.’ Even though the wind twists my hair around my face so I end up talking through a mouthful of it, I can’t keep the smile off my face. This is going to be the first holiday Henry and I go on together, even if we do have Will and Lyla in tow. We were planning to do a week somewhere last summer, but Henry’s family took him to South America. He asked if I wanted to go with him, but I had to make up an excuse. There was no way I could afford it.


This trip will be pretty much the first time I’ve been abroad (aside from one cheap package holiday to Rhodes before my dad left), though of course I haven’t shared that with the other three. Unlike them, I couldn’t afford to take a gap year and see the world. I’ll save my travelling for after college, when I’ve got law school tucked under my belt.


‘You’re what?’ Despite the bad connection, the concern in Helen’s voice comes through clear as a bell.


‘Henry’s parents have got a place in Tuscany.’ I bite my lip. I was so caught up in the excitement of the plan, I didn’t really stop to think about Helen’s reaction. Or the fact that I’m abandoning our plans to spend the summer together. ‘We’re going to Interrail our way there.’


Now it’s my turn to shriek as Henry abandons Lyla and scoops me up and throws me over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. ‘Put me down, you idiot. I’m going to drop the phone.’


I can see a couple of girls further towards the library looking over at me enviously. Henry’s hair is even blonder in the sun and he’s tanned already, even though we haven’t been away yet. When they see me notice them, they look away.


‘You better not drop that phone,’ Lyla warns, picking tufts of grass out of her tight vest top. ‘Or you’ll be buying me a new one.’


I grip the phone tighter. This model is the very latest Nokia; it’s even got a camera that takes decent pictures on it. There’s no way I’ve got the budget to replace it.


‘What’s going on over there, babe?’ Helen’s voice is still in my ear. ‘I can’t really hear you. It sounds mental. I would have thought you’d be at King’s Cross by now.’


‘Yeah, about that…’ I look down at the ground. I was looking forward to spending the summer at Helen’s new place in Canary Wharf. She’s been up to visit a couple of times, but this would have been the first time we’d have spent any length of time together since Mum died. And I know she’d made plans for us. I feel guilty about letting her down.


‘Look, why don’t you just give me a call when you arrive, and we’ll do lunch? The newsroom’s pretty crazy today but I can sneak out for a sandwich. This line’s bad. Two seconds ago, it sounded like you said you were going to Europe.’


‘I am.’ I raise my voice so I’m practically shouting again. I beat my fists against Henry’s back to make him put me down. When he does, they all frown as though I’m the one disturbing the peace. I stick my tongue out at them and turn away.


‘Now, I’m confused. Give me a sec. I’ll close my office door.’ I hear the squeak of Helen getting out of her chair and the clink of a glass door shutting. ‘Okay, shoot. You’re doing what?’


‘I’m going to Europe with some friends from uni. We’re going to Interrail.’ Something stops me adding that we’re going to stay at Henry’s parents’ house. If she didn’t hear it the first time, I don’t need to tell her about it now. Helen’s a bit funny about inherited wealth; she thinks it’s part of the patriarchy.


‘Who’s we?’


‘Me and Henry. And Lyla and Will are going to come along as well.’


‘Quite the double date.’


‘It’s not like that.’ Am I imagining the disapproval in Helen’s voice because I feel guilty? ‘Lyla and Will aren’t a couple…’


‘She wishes,’ Will calls from where he’s now balancing on a low wall. The porters should be telling him to get off it, but I can see them laughing at him through the windows of the porters’ lodge. Lyla makes vomiting faces and then immediately pulls her face back into line as a group of rowers walking past wave at her from across the quad. Henry starts running his hand up and down my bare arm. ‘Everything okay?’ he asks, sotto voce. I lean against him and mouth, ‘It will be.’


‘We got last-minute tickets to leave today. Is that okay?’ I telegraph his concern to Helen. I know she’s not my parent; I don’t need her permission. But it is just the two of us now and I don’t want to upset her. ‘I’m sorry I’m not coming to see you.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Helen scoffs. ‘You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got loads on. Have you got the cash to cover it? I don’t want you to run through your student loan. Do you need me to sub you?’


Typical Helen. Even when I’m blowing her off, she’s offering to cover my costs. I tell myself I’ll make it up to her by going to visit her as soon as I get back.


‘Don’t worry, I’m fine. We got a really good deal,’ I say quickly. I don’t want her to know that Henry’s covering my tickets with the money his parents gave him for getting a first in his summer exams. Or that we’re staying rent-free at his parents’ place. To be honest, I wasn’t that comfortable with it myself. Being shouted drinks in the bar and cinema tickets is one thing; having a holiday is quite another. But without Henry paying for me, there was no way I could go. And he was really sweet about it.


‘And it’s just the four of you?’


‘Yeah. What’s wrong with that?’


‘Nothing.’ She hesitates. ‘It’s just… quite an intense grouping.’


‘How do you mean?’ I take a step away from Henry and the others. I have a feeling I’m not going to like what Helen says and I don’t want them overhearing. They already tease me about how much I report back to her. Will gave me a copy of the book My Sister’s Keeper for Christmas and he does a Nazi salute and calls ‘Hel Hitler’ every time she comes up to visit. Luckily, she thinks he’s funny.


‘You just want to be a bit careful.’


‘Careful how?’


‘Look, I know you’re infatuated with this guy, babe, but you’ve got to remember that makes you vulnerable. They’re a fast crowd, they don’t have the same concerns that we do. I don’t want to see you get hurt.’


‘I’m not going to get hurt.’ I scowl like a toddler getting a telling off. Henry and I have been dating for almost two years. As far as I know, Helen’s never had even a sniff of a serious relationship. And she’s hated men ever since Dad left. She doesn’t get it.


‘Fine.’ For someone who swears they don’t want kids, Helen’s got the martyred maternal sigh down to a tee. ‘I’m only saying it because I care.’


‘I know.’ I look back across the grass at where the other three are standing. Will is tapping his foot exaggeratedly and pointing at his wrist as if there’s not a second to waste. Lyla’s playing with her hair, pulling wavy sections of it over her shoulder and tugging them until they’re straight. Henry’s throwing cashew nuts in the air. The salt on them makes them sparkle in the sunlight as he catches them in his mouth. He doesn’t miss a single one. Without this phone conversation, I’d be standing over there in the sunshine with them. I feel suddenly resentful of Helen and then ashamed for feeling that way. ‘Look, I’ll be fine.’


‘I’m sure you will be.’ Helen sounds a bit more placatory now she’s offloaded all her concerns on to me. ‘But it’s my job to worry about you.’


‘There’s nothing to worry about. Anyway, you’re always telling me I need to be more decisive.’


She ignores the dig. ‘How about I lob a bit of money into your account anyway, just to see you through? Make sure you’ve got enough to bring me back a present.’


‘You don’t have to.’ Already I’m breathing a sigh of relief. Money from Helen means I won’t be quite so dependent on the others.


‘I want to.’


‘I promise I’ll pay you back when I’m a hot-shot lawyer.’


‘You better. So, whereabouts are you going?’


‘Loads of places,’ I fudge. Again, I don’t want to admit that we’re going to Henry’s place. Or that I haven’t a clue where we’re stopping on the way. This plan only sprung up a couple of nights ago, after Henry and Will had got back from a particularly epic Odysseans bender. All I had to do was say yes and Henry was making calls and booking tickets. I didn’t even realise the other two were coming until Lyla mentioned it at slops yesterday. I thought it was a romantic getaway. But the four of us makes it an adventure. One last hurrah before our final year. I can already tell that Will’s exuberance is going to get us into scrapes that Henry’s wallet and his charm will have to get us out of. And that Lyla’s going to flirt with every man in sight, single or otherwise. We’ll be making memories. ‘Look, I should probably get going.’


‘Sure. Don’t let me keep you. Just remember you can call me any time. Use a payphone and reverse the charges if you’re worried about your phone bill.’


I look at the bright pink handset in my hand guiltily. My phone doesn’t have any credit – that’s why I’m using Lyla’s. I’ll have to top it up on the way to the station.


‘I’ll top your phone up for you if you like,’ Helen volunteers. I can hear the smile in her voice. Sometimes it’s scary how well she knows me.


‘Thanks, Hels.’ I look back at the group. Will’s doing handstands, his rugby shirt rucked up over his tanned torso, while Henry and Lyla applaud. One of the first-year Odysseans has brought over a bottle of Moët for them and they’re drinking straight from it. The crowd of students sitting outside the porters’ lodge can’t take their eyes off them. I don’t know whether it’s the champagne or the aura around them. They all look so sure life’s going to go their way. If I wasn’t a part of their group, I’d want to be. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to…’


‘I know, I know. You’ve got to go. Just remember what I said and be careful, babe. Take care of yourself.’


‘I will.’ I hang up with a frown.


I know she only worries because she cares but some of what she said has dented my good mood a bit. She came out of Cambridge with a first; her university experience was very different to mine. If I hadn’t met Henry, I might have followed her path. But with them in my life, it’s so much more. I’m still maintaining the good grades and the bright future I’ve promised myself but I’m wringing joy out of every moment. Just because they don’t have to worry about money doesn’t mean I can’t trust them. Will’s got an overdraft, too. He’s not that different to me. I jam Lyla’s phone into the pocket of my shorts and rejoin the group, grabbing the Moët from Henry. I take a big swig, relaxing as the bubbles hit the back of my throat.


‘All sorted?’ Lyla smiles at me sympathetically. She called home about half an hour ago and although her mum’s concerns were different from Helen’s – where would she sleep, did she have enough luggage, was she travelling first class – she copped an earful too.


‘Sorted.’


Will flips himself into standing position.


‘I think I liked you better before, when I couldn’t see your face,’ I tease.


He gives me the finger.


‘This is going to be so fun.’ Lyla links arms with me. ‘Think of all the shopping potential.’


‘You better put your dad’s Amex on standby,’ I joke. ‘Italy doesn’t know what’s going to hit it.’


‘It’s not just the fashion,’ she says dreamily. ‘Think of the bars and the restaurants. The food… I heard Florence’s got like thirty Michelin-star restaurants. Is that near where your place is, Henry?’


He nods while necking champagne and ends up having to spit a mouthful on to the floor. ‘This is going flat,’ he says. ‘We should get another before we go.’


‘And we can stay home and cook too,’ I add hastily, thinking of my overdraft. I’d planned to do some temping while I stayed at Helen’s but that’s obviously not going to happen now. ‘I bet the ingredients will be amazing.’


‘I’m not going on holiday to cook,’ Lyla sneers.


‘Who cares?’ Will interrupts. ‘We’re going to Europe!’


‘Yeah!’ Henry gets to his feet and smacks his hands against his chinos. He puts on a fake ‘frat boy’ American accent. ‘We’re going to Europe, baby.’


He and Will high-five and then he slings an arm around me, tucking me into his chest. His hand’s the size of my entire bicep. I detach from Lyla and snuggle closer into him, into the nook between his bicep and his pec that he calls my ‘safe space’. I breathe in the familiar scent of Allure aftershave. Sometimes being this close to him feels like a drug. I’m sure we’ll get plenty of time to ourselves; Henry’s pictures make the villa look huge. Tennis court, swimming pool; we may as well be staying in a five-star hotel. I make myself look out at Will and Lyla, giving them each a wide grin to include them.


‘The big question is…’ I let the words linger. ‘Will we have time to get smashed before we go?’


I take the champagne bottle back from Henry and put it to my lips like I’m raising a salute. There’s more than half left. I don’t stop swallowing until I’ve finished the entire thing.


‘Now we can get another,’ I say, the sounds of their laughter ringing in my ears. This trip’s going to be perfect. Helen doesn’t know what she’s talking about.
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