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            Dedication

         
         
            Dedicated with love to every Black name lost to time, but whose presence is recorded by the ever-cycling Earth. You are in
               the rain, in the fields of green and gold, in the whisper of the wind, and the fire in our souls.
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            Year Twelve

         
         
            Wednesday 3rd of May
            

            Kenfield Grammar School Language Department: Classroom 203

         

         “Quite the promising bunch.”

         
         Professor Alexander Darnley walked into the room with a secret smile and mischief in his dark blue eyes. Before him, five
            Cambridge University hopefuls sat behind walnut secondary-school desks, gazes following his path to the dimple-backed leather
            chair at the front of the room.
         

         
         The monogrammed briefcase he carried was timeworn but clearly made from expensive hide, and after placing the bag on the table,
            he wheeled the chair out from behind it to settle comfortably before the students.
         

         
         He was unlike the tight-laced visual Derin Ayodele expected from an aged member of the landed gentry. She thought he looked
            like what would happen if Karl Marx and white Santa Claus had a baby, and the thought caused a tiny smile to pull at her own
            lips.
         

         
         “Even me, sir? Am I promising?”

         
         The cheeky question came from Nicky, who was lounging low in the chair on Derin’s left. The matching cobalt glimmer behind
            the boy’s wire-rimmed glasses betrayed his relation to the professor, and the older man’s smirk grew in response to his impertinent
            grandson.
         

         
         “Yes, I suppose you too.”

         
         This drew a laugh from the other four students, and Wren, the only other boy, nudged his best friend in the ribs.

         
         “So,” the professor said, scanning the students’ faces before settling on one in particular. “You must be Derin.”

         
         For a moment, she wondered how he was so sure, but then recalled that the man already knew the Moss cousins. Bryony was Nicky’s girlfriend, and Kara did Work Experience with his wife back in Year Ten. 

         
         “I am,” Derin responded. “Good to meet you, sir.”

         
         “And you.”

         
         Then the professor turned back to the rest of the group with a clap of his hands. The sound startled a miniscule jump from
            Bryony, who stuck her tongue out at a chuckling Derin.
         

         
         “So, you are all hoping to apply for English at Cambridge?”

         
         “Indeed, sir,” Wren said.

         
         Professor Darnley nodded. “Well, you must impress the admissions teams at each stage of this process. Are you all prepared
            for that?”
         

         
         “I’m not worried,” Kara responded, basking with wide arms at the other students’ responding boos.

         
         “Confidence, I like it,” Professor Darnley said. “But first you must impress me. I have mentored many students hoping to attend
            Oxford or Cambridge. Some of these Oxbridge hopefuls stood apart—they were destined to succeed in the uni application process
            because they had that spark. It lit a fire within them and made them refuse to settle for anything less than victory. But
            many were not. What makes you all special?”
         

         
         “Impress you, sir?” Wren asked, intrigued. “And why is that?”

         
         Professor Darnley smirked, holding the silence for a long moment. “Well, my darling wife, Cornelia, always says that special
            comes in many forms. And that was certainly the case for my success stories in the past.”
         

         
         Derin considered the words, tilting her head as she realized that the response wasn’t actually an answer to Wren’s question.
            But the professor simply continued.
         

         
         “During our sessions, we’ll be looking at the usual novel and poetry texts. And some of my dear Cornelia’s work too, like
            By the Season’s End.”
         

         
         This sparked excitement and curious glances around the room—Professor Darnley’s approach might seem unorthodox to some, but this group was thrilled to look outside the painfully white canon of literature typically taught for the exams. 

         
         “Now,” the professor started again. “What shall I call you five for the next year?”

         
         The students looked at each other in confusion as Professor Darnley walked toward the board.

         
         “This year at Kenfield Grammar School, I have two groups of gifted Year Twelve mentees. You all, and five of your peers applying
            for History at Oxford. I’ve given them their own moniker—it helps build a sense of comradery over the course of our sessions.”
         

         
         A round of back and forth erupted before Bryony spoke up with a grin.

         
         “How about ‘Bryony and the Others’?”

         
         Derin burst into another fit of giggles.

         
         “Oh, I love it,” Kara said blankly.

         
         “Truly inspired,” Wren continued.

         
         “A round of applause for the incomparable Miss Bryony Moss,” Nicky said, standing and bowing low. “Perhaps—”

         
         Nicky was interrupted by the professor writing Bryony’s suggestion on the board.

         
         A moment of silence followed before the group broke into sarcastic applause.

         
         “Wow, sir. Barely five minutes and you’re already picking favorites,” Derin said, to the agreement of the others.

         
         “I’m heartbroken,” Wren said, turning to Nicky.

         
         “Nicky, surely your grandad knows how brilliant we all are? We’re certain to impress him.”
         

         
         The mischief in the professor’s eyes increased and Derin felt a sudden spark in her chest. It was the same one she’d always
            had with her grandpa, and she welcomed the feeling she’d been missing for the last five months, since his passing.
         

         
         “I have to keep you all on your toes,” Professor Darnley responded, grinning. “Never let them know your next move and all that.” 

         
         For the next few minutes, the students continued to throw out suggestions. Things got so chaotic that at one point they acted
            out a scene from a play they studied in English class a few months prior, complete with stage directions.
         

         
         The professor laughed heartily. “I see that I’m going to have quite the handful with you all.” He considered for a moment.
            “After that stirring performance, one would think you were a theater troupe. I can see that you’re all very Bohemian.”
         

         
         “Oh, definitely, sir,” Bryony said, pointing to the matching pleated skirts she and Nicky were wearing, high-fiving him. “Why
            conform?”
         

         
         “Speak for yourself.” Wren rolled his eyes, gesturing to his monogrammed navy sweater that could only be described as Wimbledon
            tennis chic.
         

         
         “La Vie Bohéme, for some of you, at least,” Professor Darnley said, acknowledging the gold initials and premium knitted wool
            before turning a more contemplative gaze to the broad-shouldered blazer and cravat of his grandson’s outfit.
         

         
         “Hmm, I’m pretty sure I wore a similar look back in the late seventies.”

         
         “It may or may not be from your closet, Gramps,” Nicky said slyly, lifting the hem of his skirt to show a label with “Alexander”
            stitched there from his school days.
         

         
         Professor Darnley chuckled; the pride in his expression made his blue eyes somehow brighter.

         
         The warmth in the feeling between them once again reminded Derin of her grandpa, and she had to fight back the emotions threatening
            to surface.
         

         
         “In that case, have any of you heard of ‘the Bloomsbury Set’? They were a group of British writers who all lived together
            in Bloomsbury, rejecting Victorian conventions.”
         

         
         Derin hummed. “Oh, those wealthy white folks? Virginia Woolf and that lot?”

         
         Professor Darnley nodded.

         
         Derin looked to the others. “They’re this old group of mostly queer British literary folk that studied at Cambridge . . .”
            She turned back to the professor. “Ah, I see what you did there.”
         

         
         The other four students chuckled, and that secret smile returned to the professor’s face.

         
         “Okay, ‘the Kenfield Set’ it is. Let us begin.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Present

            One Year and Three Months Later

         

         The last time the Moss cousins, the boys, and I were all together in the same place, Professor Darnley was still alive.

         
         It was three weeks ago—Year Thirteen long over and results day imminent—when Wren called a gathering of the Kenfield Set in
            the private garden outside the school’s Language Department; each of us still holding on to our Cambridge dreams.
         

         
         But as of this morning, Bryony, Nicky, and I have officially gotten in, while Wren and Kara did not. An aptly devastating
            bookend to a sorry fortnight suffused with the scent of death. A smell that hasn’t cut so deeply since Grandpa died nearly
            two years ago.
         

         
         At least Professor Darnley’s death wasn’t my fault . . . not that there’s much solace in it all being a terrible accident.

         
         That day in the garden three weeks ago, the five of us were happy. At least, I’d felt that way and was determined to hold
            on to that sense of uninterrupted joy that had become rarer and rarer since Grandpa’s death. But when I returned home that
            evening, Bryony texted the group chat about Cornelia Darnley’s tragic accident: You know how they’ve been renovating at Kenfield House? She fell down the stairs. Then the update about the professor came just twenty-four hours later: The doctor said it was broken heart syndrome. The stress and severe emotional reaction to Cornelia’s death weakened his heart
               so he had to be put into a coma. By the end of the week, he was gone too.
         

         
         Perhaps that’s why we all descended on the garden this morning to open our results together. It’s what Professor Darnley would have wanted. 

         
         But—if I’m being real—I think we also needed to be together to experience the weight of our years-long competition finally
            come to an end.
         

         
         Hours later, and the five of us now sit on the twenty-minute bus ride to Kenfield House for Professor Darnley’s will reading.

         
         I stare out at the rolling green hills as I twist Grandma’s ring around my left middle finger, swapping it to my right and
            back again for the millionth time today.
         

         
         Grandpa loved the Wyndlam Hills.

         
         A deep ache blooms in the space above my belly button.

         
         It’s a feeling I’ve learned to live alongside, long enough to forget what life was like before it made a home inside me.

         
         A stilted motion in my periphery draws my attention to Kara sitting across from me. She tucks and untucks one of her long
            boho braids behind her ear; it’s the only thing that betrays any of her emotions about the bad news from Cambridge. Her umber-brown
            face is otherwise perfectly still as she too watches the countryside beyond the window.
         

         
         By contrast, Wren’s swirling thoughts flash across his deep blue eyes. It makes them stand out starkly against his creamy
            white skin in a way that’s slightly unsettling.
         

         
         I twist the ring again, grateful for Grandma’s forethought to lend it to me this morning.

         
         Grandma’s fingers are always adorned with ornaments—everything from costume jewelry she finds at secondhand market stalls to old heirloom pieces. And she’s told me so many stories from my childhood about how I’d self-soothe by seeking her out to play with her rings, especially this piece with its delicate emerald stone. Apparently, I haven’t shaken the habit, because I did just that as we watched our usual game shows after dinner yesterday, so she let me borrow it—“That way I’ll be with you for results and the will reading.”
         

         
         Last night, both Mum and Dad were working late again at the community center where they volunteer. Their criminally low combined
            teacher’s salaries barely cover our expenses, especially when they sometimes have to pull from their own pockets to help their
            underfunded primary school. So we all pick up shifts at the local supermarket on weekdays. But they still always find time
            to give back.
         

         
         I wished they were home, what with the anticipation of results day, but it’s always nice being alone with Grandma, cuddled
            up on my bed.
         

         
         We don’t have much in our tiny two-bedroom flat. My bedroom is the lumpy living room couch and the three-foot radius around
            it, but I can’t bring myself to be upset about it. They’ve already sacrificed too much for me, and anything I can do to make
            their lives better will always be worth it.
         

         
         I wonder for a moment what I’d have done if we’d ended up selling this ring alongside so many of the other heirlooms Grandma
            and Grandpa brought with them from Lagos.
         

         
         But with uni starting soon, we’ll probably end up selling it too.

         
         As I think it, my mind rejects the idea. The ring is the last thing Grandma has of their lives in Lagos; I’ll never let that
            happen. Even if it means picking up another part-time job. I’ll be okay.
         

         
         It’s hard to fight my smile at the image of Grandma that thought conjures: she’d wag her finger and say,  Aderinsola, you should aim for more than just “okay.”

         
         I understand what she means. My life doesn’t have to be perfect, but she wants me to feel like I deserve more than our current
            circumstances—like I’m allowed to want to prioritize myself.
         

         
         But I shoot for okay, because it means I’ve done everything I can to make sure everyone I care about is taken care of first,
            and I think that’s good enough.
         

         
         Grandpa would have gotten it, though.

         
         Without my permission, the memories flood through my mind.

         
         The achingly cold winter two years ago in the depths of the cost-of-living crisis, when the supposedly more efficient pay-as-you-go
            heating system in our low-income housing estate building left us with an impossible choice. As energy prices skyrocketed,
            we spent many weeks deciding between groceries or heating.
         

         
         That January night I was hungry, so we went with food. It’s something we’d done before and made it through with hot water
            bottles and a prayer.
         

         
         But Grandpa was too old, and that night was much too cold.

         
         The logical part of me knows it wasn’t really my fault, but I’ve never been able to shake the belief that if I’d only held
            firm until lunchtime at school the next day, he wouldn’t have died.
         

         
         And maybe it’s because Professor Darnley came into my life just a few months after that night, or maybe it’s just the suddenness
            of it all, but the loss of my favorite teacher cuts so deeply it makes my head spin.
         

         
         The bus jolts beneath me, the familiar turn signaling that we’re five minutes away from the Kenfield High Street stop. Nicky
            and Bryony rise to collect all our carry-on luggage from the compartment near the door.
         

         
         As a Grade I listed stately home, and one of the largest ones in England to boot, the Darnleys’ former home, Kenfield House,
            has many attractions. Chief among them is the annual summer ball, still set to proceed as planned on Saturday. Many months
            before they died, the professor and Cornelia invited the five of us to stay in the guest wing along with the other attendees
            through to Tuesday.
         

         
         Now, our long weekend will begin with a will reading.

         
         Nicky pulls down Bryony’s heavy bag and his ivory-white skin flushes red. She gives him a sweet smile, dimples visible in
            her warm brown cheeks, and he grins in response—a brightness reaching his gentle gaze.
         

         
         I welcome their happiness, heart calming and dispelling the melancholic memories.

         
         It’s always been easy to see how Bryony and Nicky fell in love, so it was a massive surprise when they broke up at the beginning
            of this school year to “focus on their studies.” But with exams long over, and by the looks in their eyes right now, I don’t
            see why they shouldn’t try again. They’ll both be at the same uni after all.
         

         
         And beyond the promise of their second chance, the expression is just really nice to see. Nicky’s eyes have been red-rimmed
            so often over the last fortnight, it’s almost hard to remember a time that they weren’t.
         

         
         When he turns to me, holding out my bag, we share a knowing nod.

         
         “Thanks, Nicky.”

         
         I watch as he and Bryony hand Wren and Kara their luggage next, oddly comforted by the sight of the same fraying canvas fabric
            on mine, Kara, and Bryony’s bags.
         

         
         The two cousins live in the flat across from me, but my relationship with each of them couldn’t be more different.

         
         I know where I stand with Kara. There’s a natural rivalry, frenemies more than anything else as the top spot cycled between
            me, her, and Nicky in all our shared classes. But while Bryony is just as intelligent—and so is Wren, though he often found
            himself in last place among our quintet—Bryony has always distanced herself from our academic competition. It’s like the rivalry
            meant nothing to her, and not in a condescending or self-aggrandizing way; Bryony is much too good and gentle for that. We’re
            friends, yes—all five of us are, I guess—but it’s just that without the competition, I often don’t know how to navigate mine
            and Bryony’s interactions. Especially because there’s this . . . discomfort I get around her sometimes.
         

         
         It’s like that feeling when someone is taking a picture of you, and you can’t figure out what to do with your hands. You eventually get through it, and maybe there’s one photo in there that’s nice, but you can’t shake how strange it felt to suddenly feel uncomfortable in your own skin. 

         
         It was a little easier when Bryony and I dated in Year Ten. Because she was my girlfriend, I knew what to do. There was a
            clear relationship dynamic around our expectations of, and boundaries with, one another. But even then, the feeling of being
            unmoored when I was around her never really went away.
         

         
         Things other than that off-balance sensation ended our relationship though, and we went back to being friends. But still the
            feeling persisted. One day I’ll figure it out.
         

         
         The bus turns the corner to the automated “Kenfield High Street/Wyndlam Hills Lane.”

         
         As we pull into the bay and file out the doors, I think about the professor taking this same service between his home and
            Kenfield Grammar School to mentor us.
         

         
         Every year, our headmistress invited several Oxbridge alumni to mentor promising Year Twelve students through the almost year-long
            application process for admittance at Oxford or Cambridge. Professor Darnley was always invited to prepare the English and
            History Oxbridge hopefuls—and he’d been doing it for decades.
         

         
         How many times had he made this journey? So many that it worked its way into his bones?

         
         Was it the same for Cornelia? Making the same late-night journey down the stairs to her study to write out random bursts of
            ideas for her books? The path so ingrained into her subconscious that she forgot the stairwell was being renovated and fell
            on her way down?
         

         
         I sigh.

         
         The professor taught us so many things in preparation for our applications. But as an award-winning and worldwide bestselling novelist, Cornelia also attended sessions from time to time and shared excerpts of her work with us to analyze. By the time our admissions test came along, she and the professor had taught us practically everything we needed to know about the classic and modern texts required for budding Cambridge hopefuls, as well as her entire back catalog—with a particular emphasis on her most famous work, By the Season’s End.
         

         
         I let out another tired breath.

         
         Come on, Derin, stay in the present. The will reading is going to be sad enough.

         
         Before long, the five of us are trekking up the high street toward Kenfield House.

         
         With the sun beating down on our heads, the sound of rolling luggage on uneven stone is periodically interrupted by grumbling
            about the weather.
         

         
         “And I’m hungry,” Wren says. “I know it’s a will reading, but I really hope there’s food.”

         
         This earns mumbles of agreement from us girls, but Nicky shrugs as he wipes his brow.

         
         “I’m good actually. I had lunch with my aunt and uncle.”

         
         Bryony and I exchange a surprised look.

         
         Before either of us can inquire further, Wren grumpily mocks Nicky’s words. We all laugh when Nicky shoves him, seemingly
            overestimating his strength and causing Wren to drop his bag with a hiss.
         

         
         “Crap,” Nicky says, frowning as he pulls up Wren’s bag. “Sorry, I forgot about your arm.” Then he smirks cheekily. “You doing
            okay, old sport?”
         

         
         Wren rolls his eyes with a long-suffering sigh.

         
         The two of them couldn’t stand The Great Gatsby when we read it in Year Ten, and for the last few years it’s been a battle to see who could annoy the other more with the
            pet name.
         

         
         “I’m good,” Wren responds, rubbing at his shoulder. “It just won’t get better, and of course I tossed and turned last night, so I think I slept on it funny and made it worse.” He looks between me, Bryony, and Kara. “Perhaps one of you dears can kiss it better?” 

         
         In unison, we kiss our teeth instead and the boys laugh.

         
         Soon enough, the cobblestone streets shift into soft woodlands beneath my loafers, and the tall trees offer a reprieve from
            the sun.
         

         
         “So, lunch with Stuart and Eleanor?” I hear Bryony ask Nicky behind me.

         
         I glance over as he shrugs, not meeting Bryony’s eyes—unsurprising considering his avoidant personality.

         
         “Yeah, Mum and I have been having lunch with them more over the last couple weeks,” he mumbles.

         
         Ah.

         
         Aside from the professor, Cornelia, and maybe one or two others, Nicky’s family has never been good to him or his mum. Especially
            his Uncle Stuart and Aunt Eleanor.
         

         
         Affording them privacy for that conversation, I hasten to join Kara and Wren up ahead, but hesitate when I hear their topic of discussion: Cambridge.
         

         
         Don’t want to be here for this exchange either.

         
         After seeing their results this morning, Wren and Kara immediately called Cambridge admissions to join the university pool,
            a waitlist for those who just missed their grades to get in. It’s a long shot, but not impossible. They’ll both be in competition with so many people, but
            not everyone has four A-Levels like the five of us . . . so there’s hope.
         

         
         Wren says something with a soft chuckle, and I recognize the self-deprecating expression on his face. Making jokes about his
            intellect is something Wren does often. He’s a year older than us but was held back in Year Ten after failing his exams. He
            got into lots of fights and missed classes, tests, and homework that year. Turns out he had a family crisis after learning
            he was adopted.
         

         
         I suppose the self-deprecation is some kind of coping mechanism.

         
         “Hey, Wren!”

         
         We all turn around at Nicky’s sharp call. “Something you want to share with the class?”

         
         Wren’s flash of concern is automatic.

         
         Nicky continues. “I can sense you making fun of yourself from over here! That’s my job!”

         
         Wren chuckles at Nicky’s words, practically sagging with relief, and I roll my eyes.

         
         If Nicky is avoidant by nature, then Wren is a people pleaser to the same degree—he hates when anyone is upset at him, Nicky
            most of all. From the first day I met Wren, I quickly realized that there’s my friends, and then he’s just there too. It was
            clear that he idolized the aristocracy and landed gentry. And while the Darnleys are no longer titled, they still own Kenfield
            House. So, in order to be “posh by association,” he holds tight to three essential mores: 1) Do everything to keep Nicholas
            Dakin Darnley as his best friend, 2) Pronounce Kenya as Keenyah, à la colonizer-core, and 3) Study the ins and outs of his birth family’s lineage to trace a distant relation to the king (apparently
            217 people need to die for him to be crowned), and then tell everyone about it, often.
         

         
         I sometimes wish that I could track my family tree beyond the history book “highlights” and the few stories Grandpa was told
            by his grandparents. Mum knows basically nothing, orphaned in Lagos then adopted by a British-Nigerian family long before
            she was old enough to ask. Grandma, Dad’s mum, is fairly certain that her side has always been from Yòrùbá lands, but the
            specificities are lost to British colonization and enslavement. And on Grandpa’s side, an English enslavement ship sailed
            from the West African coast—probably the port in Badagry—to the Anglophone Caribbean with his ancestors as captives. At some
            point, they gained their freedom and must have made their way to England, because his grandparents returned to Lagos through
            a Liverpudlian port after a time working in Kenfield’s Old Town.
         

         
         I look back through the trees where we came from the high street.

         
         In some ways, the sadness of all that’s been lost to history and circumstance is eased by the hope that when I walk those
            streets, maybe my twice-great-grandparents walked the same path.
         

         
         I’m yanked from my thoughts by Nicky hurrying past, still pulling Wren’s luggage, to walk with the older boy, as Bryony and
            Kara naturally flank either side of me.
         

         
         “The girlies reunited,” Bryony says.

         
         I bump shoulders with her, and she chuckles.

         
         As cousins on their fathers’ side, the Moss girls look similar, with the same dark eyes and long lithe limbs. But between
            their distinct personalities and the fact that I’ve known them since we were eight, I notice the ways they differ that other
            people don’t necessarily see.
         

         
         Kara has always looked up to wealth. She’s never said it in as many words, but it’s clear in the way she dresses, in the way
            she needs to go to Oxbridge, and in the way she has a plan to meet a wealthy husband at uni and just generally become more than she is now.
         

         
         I hate it because there’s nothing wrong with what she is now, but I also understand it.

         
         By contrast, Bryony is the patron saint of loving everything about “the now.”

         
         Life is just a series of nows; try and make each one beautiful.

         
         I glance over at Bryony, at her warm smile directed at Nicky’s curly head, and wonder what Kara thinks of that: Bryony and
            her wealthy ex-boyfriend, who will likely become her future husband.
         

         
         I for one will be happy for them. Beyond Bryony’s goodness, there’s a kindredness I’ve always felt with Nicky. He was my first
            new friend when I stepped into the halls of Kenfield Grammar. I can still see it now: Nicky’s perfectly styled, dark brown
            waves, the striped school tie knotted right up to his neck, and how our academic competition began immediately following our
            first class.
         

         
         After Wren and Kara left the garden this morning to call Cambridge admissions, Nicky said what we were all thinking since my two A*’s and two A’s were the best results between the five of us: “I guess you’re the winner.” 

         
         I laughed at his grand bow. Because though the words were tongue in cheek and our playful rivalry has never really been playful,
            he did mean it.
         

         
         “Here we are,” Kara whispers, and I look up as we step out of the trees.

         
         Bathed in sunlight, Kenfield House cuts a stunning silhouette against the distant Wyndlam Hills. The west front façade is
            a classic English Baroque style with ionic pilasters and an intricately carved centerpiece. Around it, the expansive gardens
            seem to go on forever, and atop a smaller hill, beyond the giant lake, sits the crown of Kenfield House—the garden’s iconic
            bejeweled gazebo.
         

         
         Kara and the boys start up the long path to the house, but Bryony grabs my left hand to hold me back.

         
         She stares vacantly at our hands, the concern in her eyes palpable. I glance at the others before turning back to her.

         
         “You okay?” I ask, squeezing her palm.

         
         Bryony was the only one who seemed calm throughout the entire bus ride to Kenfield House. But maybe I misread her expressions,
            my usually sharp deductive skills dulled by the events of the morning.
         

         
         She shakes out of her daze. “Yeah, I’m good, just thinking about . . . Well, I can’t place it.”

         
         And I know what she means. This day is just so heavy.
         

         
         She bites her bottom lip, brown eyes pensive as she looks after her cousin’s retreating back.

         
         “Did something happen this morning with Kara? Or when you got home from results?”

         
         Kara lost her parents when she was fourteen, so she’d been taken in by Bryony’s parents, who already loved her like their own. But after interning with Cornelia for Year Ten Work Experience, Kara told me that yes, she loved her aunt and uncle, but Cornelia reminded her so much of her mother. The older Black woman had the same buoyant personality and hopeful way of looking at life that her mother did, and she latched on to Cornelia like a lost duckling. 

         
         The prospect of coming here must be even worse for Kara.

         
         Bryony tucks a loose piece of hair behind her ear. Her thick coils are blown out with the sides pinned back, leaving it to
            fall in fluffy waves to the bottom of her shoulder blades. The style makes her big eyes stand out even more.
         

         
         “She was moody when we got back to the flat,” Bryony starts. “Normal, I guess, considering. But I think coming back to Kenfield
            with Cornelia gone, on top of all the results stuff . . .”
         

         
         I sigh. Kara can be really mean when she wants to be, but Bryony is even more than a cousin to her. They’re best friends.
            Sisters.
         

         
         “Sorry, Bee.”

         
         Bryony nods with a gentle smile. I lightly tug her forward before releasing her hand, and we quickly catch up to the others.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         It’s hard to believe that just three weeks ago, I was excited by the prospect of staying at Kenfield House.

         
         Cornelia Darnley’s most famous novel, By the Season’s End, was inspired by the estate’s many inheritance scandals, dating back to the late sixteenth century when Kenfield House and
            the “Duke of Homelshire” title were first bequeathed to the patriarch of the Darnley family. Superfans of BTSE love to dissect the various scandals that Cornelia drew from for the novel—everything from rumors of an heir’s anti-royalist
            sentiment following the French Revolution to a pretender impersonating another heir that died during the Battle of Waterloo.
         

         
         The Darnleys of old used to host prolific members of the ton at Kenfield during the London Season for a weekend hunt and ball
            due to the country house’s close proximity to the city. After the professor and Cornelia married, she revived the tradition.
            The ball’s revival, coupled with the success of the novel and its subsequent big-screen adaptation filmed on the estate itself,
            put Kenfield House back on the map—and grew the Darnley fortune substantially. Under Cornelia’s keen eye, the house became
            a travel destination for fans and history buffs around the globe; all of them excited to visit the estate and dress in BTSE’s early-1840s finery just like the staff who worked there.
         

         
         But now, as we approach the building and the last of the builders leaving the grounds with their equipment, I can barely look
            at them.
         

         
         They’d been hired to renovate parts of the building for the tenth anniversary of the summer ball’s revival.

         
         If this was the ninth or eleventh year, they wouldn’t have been remodeling those stairs . . .

         
         I shake the useless thought away.

         
         They’re still gone. Both of them. And nothing can ever bring them back.

         
         We start up the ramp on the side of the stairs leading to the massive double doors, and I pull out my phone to text the family
            group chat that I’ve arrived safely.
         

         
         As soon as I press Send, my phone starts to ring with a video call from Grandma.

         
         I pause, looking to the others. “I’ll meet you inside. My grandma’s calling.”

         
         With varying noises of assent, the other four head inside, escorted by two footmen in scarlet-and-gold livery.

         
         Letting out a sigh, I move to perch on the stone steps with my luggage and answer the phone.

         
         “Two A*’s, two A’s!!!”

         
         Grandma’s face pops up on the screen—way too close—as she cheers my “new name” with a wide grin, bright against her weathered
            dark brown skin.
         

         
         A matching smile splits my face, and I switch to my Yòrùbá accent. “How are you still celebrating?”
         

         
         “Olórun tóbi!” she exclaims.

         
         I laugh. “I just wanted to let you know we’re here . . .”

         
         But Grandma is no longer listening. She places the phone down and continues dancing to the radio playing a popular Nigerian
            artist’s new song.
         

         
         I watch as she praises God, going on about how she’s been calling her friends and how she’s going to make my favorite breakfast—spiced
            plantain and eggs—when I’m back home next Wednesday.
         

         
         “Thank you, Ma,” I say, as she approaches the phone again. “I have to go now though, so I’ll talk to you later when Mummy and Daddy are back home from work.” 

         
         “Okay. Ómó mì, I’m so proud of you. Grandpa would be so proud of you too.”

         
         That aching spot in my belly twists again.

         
         Mum always says that me and Grandpa were basically the same person. The same brilliant mind and drive to learn. We did almost everything together: reading, studying, music, documentaries, trips to art galleries, and our absolute favorite—chess.
            He taught me how to play, and I only ever beat him once, the evening before he died.
         

         
         Grandpa had studied architecture in Pembroke College at Cambridge, so it was a no-brainer when I was deciding which Cambridge
            college to apply to—though I’ll be getting my BA in English. He was my cheerleader, comforted me on stormy nights, raised
            me up when I didn’t do as well as I wanted on one essay or another . . . I’ll never stop missing him.
         

         
         I nod in response, my smile a little wobbly as the ache rises to my throat.

         
         “You’ve done so well. I knew you would.”

         
         And the way she nods, so sure of her wisdom and judgment, I believe her.

         
         At eighty-one years old, Grandma has lived so much life and seen many people leave this world. Her parents passed when she
            was young, so she ended up living with her aunt and uncle. But she’d spent more time hanging out with the neighbors—Grandpa,
            who was being raised by his grandparents—and the elderly couple had a huge impact on them both. Many decades later, when I
            was born and it was Grandpa’s turn to give me a middle name, he’d chosen his grandma’s: Ada. They would always joke that it
            was almost prophetic, as I’d grown up to look so much like her.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I whisper wetly.

         
         After some more prayers and congratulations, we end the call.

         
         With a deep breath, I rise from the steps and head into the building, wheeling my bag behind me.

         
         The only time I’ve ever visited Kenfield House was for a dinner with the rest of the Kenfield Set. But that was in the autumn.
            So today, with the sunlight streaming through the large windows on the balcony level across the gilded furnishings, the entrance
            hall is even more of a work of art. The massive space runs a quarter of the building’s length, with landscape frescos on the
            walls and thirty-foot ceilings above.
         

         
         A footman approaches from the bottom of the staircase on the right; steps light on the black-and-white marble floor.

         
         “May I take your bag to the guest wing?”

         
         “Thank you,” I say, handing over the suitcase. It’s a funny sight, the man dressed in early-Victorian red-and-gold livery
            with a modern black canvas luggage bag on wheels.
         

         
         “Please make your way to the central drawing room for the reading.” He gestures to one of the hallways on the left. “It’ll
            be easy to find, just up that corridor and take three rights.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I repeat, starting down the path, stifling my giggles at the sight of him struggling down another hall with my
            faulty luggage wheels.
         

         
         But perhaps I should have controlled my laughter better; maybe then karma wouldn’t have struck.

         
         If there’s one thing I’m not good at, it’s my sense of direction. At some point, I must have taken the wrong “right,” because
            it’s three rights later and I still haven’t arrived at the drawing room.
         

         
         Huffing out a breath, I look back around the corner to see where I went wrong.

         
         The hall I just walked down was particularly long, but as I pout at the thought of retracing my steps, someone arrives at
            the far end.
         

         
         From this distance, all I can tell is that they’re dressed in an emerald Victorian day dress.

         
         Kenfield staff.

         
         “Excuse me—”

         
         A sudden swell of music starts up behind me, interrupting the words and drawing my gaze in the direction of the sound.

         
         Focus, Derin.

         
         But when I turn back a half second later, the person in the dress has disappeared.

         
         I frown.

         
         I guess they doubled back? Just my luck!

         
         I head toward the music instead. Whomever it is, they’re familiar enough with the house to be playing what sounds like a grand
            piano. Surely they’ll know how to get to the drawing room.
         

         
         The first thing I register as I step through the doorway is sunlight, but my eyes quickly adjust to the brightness pouring
            in from the floor-to-ceiling windows.
         

         
         It appears to be a music room or perhaps a performance space, judging by the stacks of chairs along the back wall. Aside from
            those, the sprawling room with its pretty lightwood flooring is empty save for a large shiny grand piano, behind which sits
            a pianist.
         

         
         The piece is calming, like what I imagine it feels like to watch a hummingbird fly in slow motion, so I stand still for a
            moment and just breathe in the gentle melody.
         

         
         Then the piece stops abruptly, and the sound of scratching—a pencil against paper—replaces it.

         
         I take a small step into the room. “Excuse me—”

         
         For the second time in as many minutes, my words are interrupted. This time by a yelp as the guy—startled by my sudden appearance—topples
            off the bench in a flurry of sheet music.
         

         
         “Oh my God.” I cross the room to help. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry.”

         
         His startled eyes linger on my face for a moment too long, then switches to a smile as his cheeks flush.

         
         I hold out a hand to pull him to his feet, and warmth is my first thought as our hands clasp.
         

         
         Well.

         
         “It’s okay, I’m good.” He stares at his feet as he rights himself, clearly unable to make eye contact after the embarrassment
            of falling in front of someone. But it’s just as well, because his eyes are a stunning shade of autumn brown that already
            has me breathless. His face is also familiar somehow, but it’s difficult to place why.
         

         
         He isn’t dressed in the footmen’s livery, but he is wearing 1840s clothing and clearly of the view that clothes don’t have
            to be gendered. Because he’s coupled a navy suit jacket and white shirt with a flowing dark gray chiffon skirt pulled up to
            his waist on one side with a skirt hike, revealing the matching navy trousers below.
         

         
         It’s perfectly imperfect; I love it.

         
         “Sorry I startled you. I was trying to get to the will reading, but I can’t find the room.” Realizing I’m still holding his
            hand, I quickly let go. “I’m Derin, one of Professor Darnley’s mentees.” I frown. “Well, I was.”
         

         
         “Oh, of course, I’m Theodore. Teddy, to my friends,” he says.

         
         His voice is deep and grounded, yet somehow still soft. Like a steady oak with gently swaying leaves.

         
         Before I do something ridiculous like, God forbid, swoon, I gesture to his clothes. “Do you work here?”

         
         He stares at me for another second too long before snapping out of it.

         
         “Yeah, I’m an intern learning the ropes of stately homes. Part of my work is also researching for Mrs. Cornelia.” It’s Teddy’s
            turn to frown at the mistake in tense, but he continues on. “Well, I will be until the end of the summer when my internship
            placement is over.”
         

         
         I consider his words. Teddy . . . Ah.
         

         
         Bryony visited Kenfield House three times when she was dating Nicky, but she mentioned hitting it off with someone named Teddy Harris on her first visit and said they stayed friends. Being a year above us, after Teddy got into Cambridge, he helped Bryony navigate the process when it was her turn to apply. I caught glimpses of Teddy once or twice when he came to pick up Bryony in the thick of application season last year, but we’ve never been introduced. 

         
         Bryony also mentioned that he was beautiful, and she was very right.

         
         Teddy’s skin is like the sunlight currently bathing it, a golden sepia brown and spattered with freckles along his nose and
            cheeks.
         

         
         “The professor was always so kind,” Teddy continues. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

         
         His gaze is sure and gentle, and I hearten at the sincerity in it. He probably knew the late Darnleys better than I did, and
            here he is wishing me well.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I say, hoping my eyes convey the same. “And for your loss too, Teddy.”

         
         He smiles, and I’m glad I took the chance and called him as a friend would.

         
         “Okay, just one moment. I’ll take you to the drawing room. I actually have to be there as well.” He drops to his knees to
            gather up the scattered sheet music. I join him and soon the work is done.
         

         
         “There.” I hand him the pages. Our fingers brush and my stomach flutters.

         
         Bloody hell, Derin, calm down.

         
         “Thanks,” he replies, tucking a pencil behind his right ear.

         
         “ ’Course. That song was beautiful, by the way.” I gesture to the sheet music’s handwritten notes. “Did you compose it?”

         
         Teddy’s cheeks flush again.

         
         Can someone really be this cute?

         
         “I did,” he responds. “Thank you.”

         
         I watch as he arranges the sheets back onto the music rack then nods to himself, satisfied, before turning to me.

         
         “Shall we?”

         
         We start down the long hallway.

         
         “So, you interned for Cornelia?” I ask after a few moments of silence.

         
         “Yeah,” he says, tucking one of his dark fluffy curls behind his ear. He doesn’t even notice the way he disturbs the pencil
            he placed there, and it endears him to me even more. “I’m reading Architecture at Cambridge, but I want to work in the heritage
            industry when I’m done with uni. I’ve interned here over the summer for the last couple of years. There are a few of us interns
            on the staff.”
         

         
         My mind sticks on one of those words, chest constricting. “Architecture. Which college?”

         
         “Selwyn.”

         
         I force a smile. “Cool.” His sweet grin in response makes it easy for mine to become happier, so I take the feeling and run
            with it. “I’ll be at Pembroke this autumn. English. Maybe I’ll see you around Cambridge.”
         

         
         Teddy’s eyes flash with realization. “Of course! Today is results day. Congratulations.”

         
         And I giggle, because life is pretty boo right now (read: we’re currently walking to a will reading), and Teddy is darling,
            so I’ll take the little joys where I can.
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         We arrive at the drawing room shortly after that; I try not to be too embarrassed at how lost I managed to get myself.

         
         “Well, thanks for saving me,” I say, enjoying the way his cheeks flush like clockwork.

         
         “Happy to help.”

         
         With that, Teddy crosses to the other side of the room, where red-liveried staff and other interns in Victorian day clothing
            are waiting.
         

         
         I glance around the space for the rest of the Kenfield Set.

         
         The Victorian-style drawing room is sizeable, but every single perch from the sofas and chaise lounges to the ottomans and
            footstools is occupied. Among the assembled crowd, I recognize the five Oxford History hopefuls and Nicky’s mum, Pippa Darnley,
            who sits daintily on one of the armchairs.
         

         
         After a moment I spot Nicky himself; he’s squished together with Wren on an ottoman next to Kara and Bryony, each leaning
            against the empty fireplace’s mantel.
         

         
         I quickly join them.

         
         “You good? What took so long?” Kara asks, direct as always but not unkind.

         
         The carved stone surface of the mantel against my back is a grounding force as the heaviness slowly creeps back into my bones.
            I needed to get to this room, but now that I’m in this place for this thing that’ll close the chapter on the Darnleys’ lives,
            I just want to leave.
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m okay,” I say. “I got turned around, but Teddy helped.”

         
         At this, Bryony smirks teasingly. “Mm-hmm, I saw.”

         
         I roll my eyes, keeping my smile tempered. She raises an eyebrow and nudges me in the side.

         
         “Okay, fine. He’s bloody beautiful, isn’t he?”

         
         “Right?” she responds, chuckling. “And I thought that after only like five minutes of talking to him when we first met. Dude
            must have magic powers of endearment.”
         

         
         I giggle. Bryony and I are both bi, but she’s also demi on the ace spec, which makes it rare for her to find people that she
            doesn’t know well attractive. But once she crosses her individual threshold and establishes her boundaries, Bryony’s intimacy
            is the softest gift.
         

         
         I think of the natural ease I felt with Teddy and can’t help but agree he must be that special.

         
         “Anyway,” she continues, “Jade said that we’ll be getting started once the lawyer arrives, which hopefully shouldn’t be too long now.” 

         
         “Jade?”

         
         Bryony gestures to the writing desk by the window, where a middle-aged woman stands. “The Filipino woman over there. Jade
            Bayani. She was Cornelia’s assistant.”
         

         
         That explains the weary eyes and perhaps also the strange expression.

         
         Still, Jade looks put together in her 1840s garb. A dark gray Newmarket jacket and stone-colored trousers make up her ensemble;
            the deep burgundy cravat is perfect against her tawny beige skin.
         

         
         There are about ten other Year Thirteens in the area around her; some chatting away, others simply perched on the Louis chairs
            by the desk, but they all seem to know each other really well.
         

         
         I scan the rest of the room.

         
         Three people sit on the embroidered couch next to Pippa Darnley, and four others stand behind them. Judging by the confident
            yet relaxed way they all occupy the space, and on occasion order the staff around, they must all be Darnleys as well.
         

         
         “Is that the professor’s son?” I gesture subtly to the older man on the couch.

         
         Kara snorts. “Yeah, Stuart. Next to him is his wife, Eleanor.”

         
         So that’s the famous Stuart and Eleanor.

         
         “Hmm,” I say, and Kara nods in understanding.

         
         “And that’s their son, Lewes. He’s entering his final year at Cambridge.”

         
         There’s a glint to Kara’s eyes as she juts her chin toward the young, bored-looking guy sitting next to his parents. He’s
            the spitting image of his mother: the same creamy white skin, chestnut brown hair, and slightly upturned button nose. Though
            where her eyes shine hazel, his are dark blue like his father’s.
         

         
         I look from Eleanor to Pippa and then back again. They’re dressed the same, just in different palettes. Eleanor’s expensive-looking modern pant suit is a deep plum color that complements her graying hair, which is parted to the side in fluffy 1940s waves. In contrast, Pippa Darnley looks worn, despite her younger age and the happy powder pink of her pant suit—it’s a little strange because Eleanor is clearly the original. 

         
         “Pippa looks a mess,” Kara whispers.

         
         Bryony frowns at her. “She just lost her dead husband’s father and stepmother.”

         
         But Kara simply shrugs. “Well, she’s about to be super rich again. Trips to Bali and the Bahamas instead of ‘only having enough’ for semi-regular holidays to the Continent. At least put some effort into looking presentable.”
         

         
         “Okay, harsh,” I say. “It’s not that simple.”

         
         “Exactly,” Bryony agrees.

         
         Cornelia and the professor had no children together, but he had two sons from his previous marriage, the younger of whom was
            Nicky’s dad.
         

         
         I glance over at Stuart Darnley. His mother had clearly done a Ctrl + C and Ctrl + V with his father, because Stuart looks
            like the less jolly Santa Claus version of Professor Darnley, the only real difference being Stuart’s pinched, long
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