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            Dedication

         
         
            For all the bookish girls who thought they would never find their people or their place.

            You are exactly where you’re meant to be.
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Mia

         
         I’ve been waiting my whole life for this exact moment.

         
         Blinking at the beauty of everything in front of me, I grip the handle of one of my suitcases to help keep me upright. Hemden
            University looks more like a church than a school, which makes sense since I’ve been worshipping this place for as long as
            I can remember. The gothic arches and dreaming spires glow golden in the mid-September sun, and I’m breathless as I pass through
            the wrought-iron double gates, easily twice my height. I can’t believe I’m actually here. A long, long way from Valley Springs,
            South Carolina.
         

         
         Everything is exactly how I pictured it, from the old buttermilk-yellow walls of the buildings to the emerald-green grass
            of the quad, and even though everyone at home said it rains all the time in England, today the sun is shining in a brilliant
            sky. It’s like a dream, only better, because I’m pretty sure I’m awake. Not one hundred per cent certain because, wow, jetlag
            is real, but as sure as anyone as caffeinated as I am could be. The coffee was a necessity after waking up, crushed and drooling
            in the middle seat of the back row on the night flight from Charlotte to Heathrow. Not that I care. I’d have swum here if
            I had to.
         

         
         After all the hours I’ve spent studying the Hemden prospectus, I know the name of every building on campus by heart and recognize
            them all as soon as I set eyes on them. In front of me is the iconic Hazelwood Library, the Goldbeck Theatre stands off to
            the left, the Lawton building to the right, huge, imposing structures, built hundreds and hundreds of years ago. Hemden has
            seen thousands of students come and go, some of the brightest and most brilliant minds ever to have lived. But right now,
            in this moment, it’s all mine. And when I join the swarm of students flowing in through the gates, I can feel myself smiling.
            Stepping out of the shadow of my small Southern town and finally standing on my own two feet, I feel like I’ve come home.
         

         
         Hemden University is where I’m meant to be.

         
         

         Correction, Carpenter House is where I’m meant to be.

         
         As if choosing to bathe in cologne so strong I’m afraid I’ll still be able to smell it on my deathbed wasn’t bad enough, my
            generously scented Uber driver also dropped me off in the wrong damn place. According to the little paper map that came in
            my orientation packet, Carpenter House, my hall, is at least a ten-minute walk from where I am right now and I don’t know
            if the wheels on my overloaded suitcases are up to the challenge. While the ancient flagstones might be charming to look at,
            I can’t help but feel this is not the kind of terrain Target had in mind during their product development process. With a
            frown, I shrug off my favourite cardigan, sadly infected with Eau de Uber Driver, and tuck it through the straps of my backpack,
            hoping the scent will wash out and I won’t have to burn it on a pyre with a bunch of purifying herbs.
         

         
         Any other time, any other place, being dropped off in the wrong spot might’ve sent me spiralling but today is different. Today,
            I am cool, calm and collected. Today, I am Mia Meyers, twenty years old and ready for adventure, a mature woman who walks
            into her power with her head held high . . . and immediately trips over an unseen object the moment she takes her eyes off
            the ground.
         

         
         One second, I’m striding confidently alongside the quad, the next, I’m eating grass. The ground rushes towards me at lightning
            speed but I manage to fling out my hands just in time to break my fall instead of my face, suitcases crashing down beside
            me. Ow ow ow. All around I hear excited chatter, gasps of surprise and awkward laughter, and I lie still for a moment, wondering
            if it’s possible to spontaneously combust out of sheer humiliation. Nope, unfortunately not. Looks like I’m going to have
            to live through this.
         

         
         ‘For fuck’s sake, Bryn! I told you to move that bag. Are you trying to kill someone?’

         
         A sweet, high-pitched voice coloured with frustration sounds out above me and I roll onto my side, looking down to see something
            green looped around my ankles like a snare. What the hell? A face that matches the voice moves into sight, blocking out the
            sun, a girl about my age with an apologetic look on her face. She’s so pretty, copper-coloured bob, perfect eyeliner, at least
            one thousand times cooler than me—and that was before I ate shit right in front of her.
         

         
         ‘You all right?’ she asks, hands on her knees, bent over as she inspects me.

         
         I nod and try to speak.

         
         ‘I think so.’

         
         I do not think so. I am not all right. Thirty seconds. That’s how long my cool, calm and collected persona lasted before I
            fell on my ass. Trying my very best not to let the tears burning behind my eyes sneak down my cheeks, I carefully prod the
            grass stain on the knee of my brand-new, too expensive, these-are-the-pants-that-will-change-your-life jeans and wince.
         

         
         My first time wearing them and they’ve already failed the assignment.

         
         ‘We’re sorry,’ the girl says in a British accent. ‘You’re the third person to trip over that bag today. I bloody well told
            Bryn to move it.’
         

         
         The handles of a tote bag, almost the same shade of green as the lawn, unravel themselves from around my ankles and snake
            backwards across the grass, a sheepish looking guy with dark eyes and short brown hair dragging the bag away from the scene
            of the crime. Behind him sits a semi-circle of strangers, staring at me with a combination of concern and curiosity. This
            is not the first impression I dreamed of making.
         

         
         ‘Don’t worry about it, I’m totally okay,’ I lie fast, casually sitting upright as though my knee is not throbbing with excruciating
            pain. ‘It’s my fault, I wasn’t looking where I was going.’
         

         
         One thing about me, if I can blame myself for something going wrong, even if that thing is indisputably someone else’s fault,
            you can bet your ass I’ll find a way. Middle child and only daughter, reporting for duty.
         

         
         The copper-haired girl offers me a smile and even though all I want to do is hobble away to my room, ice my knee until I feels
            good enough to crawl into a hole and never climb out, I force myself to smile back. This is progress. This is growth.
         

         
         ‘I’m Alice,’ she says, dropping back to the ground and folding her long legs into a sitting position. ‘First day?’

         
         ‘What gave it away?’

         
         She hands me the map I didn’t realize I’d lost in all the drama.

         
         ‘Most returning students can find their way around without one of these. So, you’re a newbie. Fresher?’

         
         I shake my head, clutching the map.

         
         ‘New but not a fresher. Back home I’d be a junior, here I’m in the third year.’

         
         Looking delighted, she pats the ground beside her, an invitation to join the group.

         
         ‘Amazing, me too! And I just clocked the accent, you’re American? Come here, tell us everything . . . name, where are you
            from, what are you studying? Everything.’
         

         
         All of her friends turn my way, staring expectantly. Wow. Three minutes and one face-plant later, I’m already more popular
            at Hemden than I was after two whole years at Marshall College. It almost makes the mind-numbingly painful knee injury worth
            it. Almost.
         

         
         ‘There’s not that much to tell,’ I say with an uncomfortable half-laugh as I stretch out my injured leg. ‘My name’s Mia, I’m
            an exchange student from South Carolina and I’m preternaturally clumsy. Truly, Bella Swan before she becomes a vampire clumsy.’
         

         
         ‘God, spoiler alert.’

         
         Alice punches one of her friends in the arm, a tall guy with a mischievous smirk. Even lounging on the floor he’s huge, with
            the kind of tan that says he spent the summer outdoors and a set of broad shoulders that scream I play sports, ask me how!

         
         ‘Yes, Michael, because it’s only been twenty years since that book came out,’ she says drily before turning back to me. ‘Very
            cool. The exchange student bit, I mean, not the clumsy part. That’s probably less than ideal.’
         

         
         She amps up her megawatt grin until it’s almost blinding, then turns to the group of people beside her, pointing out each
            of them in turn. ‘This cultural vacuum is Michael, feel free to ignore everything he ever says. The idiot who tried to kill
            you with his bag is Bryn, next to him is Jenna,’ a beyond beautiful Black girl with glowing brown skin and waist length microbraids
            raises her hand in a small wave. ‘And last but not least, we have our resident troubadour, Oliver.’
         

         
         Oh.

         
         My.

         
         God.

         
         Black leather blazer over a vintage-looking T-shirt. Worn-in jeans and a pair of beat-up Chuck Taylors. His hair is dark blond
            and wavy, curling over grey-blue eyes that steal my breath when he glances my way and, in his arms, he’s cradling an acoustic
            guitar. Never before in my entire life have I been so envious of an inanimate object.
         

         
         Oliver.

         
         Time slows down as a sleepy smile lifts his lips and he strums the guitar strings with one hand, effortlessly forming chords
            with the other. I can’t hear the tune over the noise in the quad, but it doesn’t matter. I know whatever he’s playing is beautiful
            because he’s beautiful. So self-conscious, I smooth out my dark brown braid, a futile attempt to tame the frizz and flyaways that have
            been flickering around my face since somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. My mouth is dry, tongue thick and my ability to speak
            nowhere to be found. None of my beloved books, not even Shakespeare’s sonnets or love songs, could have prepared me for this
            moment. This is love at first sight, it has to be. Shit. My most loathed of tropes, slapping me right in the face. At the
            very least it’s lust at first sight. Everyone else fades away, knocked back into shadows of themselves as Oliver is pulled
            into sharp relief.
         

         
         ‘What are you reading?’ asks one of the others. Michael, I think?

         
         ‘What am I reading?’ I’m flushing under Oliver’s unwavering gaze, painfully aware how gross and post-plane I must look compared
            to his cute, cool friends. ‘Oh, you mean what am I studying? English. English lit.’
         

         
         ‘Ah. Same as Oliver.’

         
         Of course. Of course he’s reading English. I bite my lip and somehow manage to tear my eyes away from him for maybe three
            seconds. Has anyone’s mouth ever been so perfect? Broad and full, one corner crooked upwards, it’s all I can do not to throw
            myself across the lawn and commit acts of public indecency that I assume are just as illegal in the UK as they are in the
            US.
         

         
         ‘Well, Mia, as your unofficial Hemden welcoming committee, we need to take you to the union with us,’ Alice says. ‘Bryn owes
            you a liquid apology for a start.’
         

         
         ‘Really, it was my fault,’ I insist when Bryn blushes. ‘But that sounds like fun. Are all of y’all going along?’

         
         They all confirm, all except for Oliver. He doesn’t say a word, just keeps on strumming his guitar. Maybe he’s shy. Musical,
            literary, beautiful and shy. Did I bang my head harder than I thought? If this is a dream, I’m more than okay with it.
         

         
         ‘Even if it wasn’t the only place we ever go, tonight’s the first night of Freshers’ Week,’ Jenna assures me. ‘Everyone on campus will be there.’
         

         
         It’s good enough for me.

         
         ‘I’m in,’ I tell them. ‘I just need to drop my bags off in my room first.’ Sucking the air in through my teeth as I rise to
            my feet, I pull my toppled-over suitcases upright and lean on the handles like crutches. ‘Do any of y’all know the quickest
            way to Carpenter House?’
         

         
         Alice raises a hand. ‘I should, I’ve lived there for two years. Which floor are you on?’

         
         ‘Third floor, flat A?’

         
         ‘Third floor, flat B. You’re right across the hall from me,’ she says, clapping happily. ‘Don’t bother with the map, it’s
            easy. Stay on this path all the way around that big building over there, that’s Goldbeck, then turn right and keep going until
            you get to the halls. You can’t miss them; there are loads of signposts and that for move-in day. They’ve literally put the
            flags out.’
         

         
         ‘But don’t take too long,’ Michael warns me with a wink. ‘I’ve been stone cold sober all day long and that’s unacceptable
            for the first day back. Members opens in fifteen minutes, consider your countdown clock started.’
         

         
         Everyone laughs except Oliver, who only smiles, still watching me so intently I can almost feel his close gaze underneath
            my clothes, lingering on my skin like a kiss.
         

         
         ‘Ignore them, we’ll wait,’ Alice says as I grip the handles of my suitcases tightly. ‘Take your time.’

         
         ‘Ten minutes max,’ I confirm, giving the handles a yank, my sore, skinned palms burning more than ever. But I’m not about
            to let a little thing like a shattered kneecap stop me from spending the evening with new friends and potential soulmate.
            It’s just like Shakespeare said, the path of true love never did run smooth. Love and these damn flagstones. Maybe this is
            where he got his inspiration.
         

         
         Leaving Alice, Oliver and the others behind, I limp away as fast as I can, which really isn’t very fast at all given my shiny
            new knee injury and complete lack of upper body strength. And even though I know it isn’t helpful, I can’t stop myself from
            replaying every word, every action, every breath, checking and rechecking for unforced errors as I go. As far as I can tell,
            their offer to hang out is genuine and even with my unmatched overthinking skills, the worst thing I can come up with is that
            this could be a one-off pity hang, an insincere apology to make up for me almost breaking my neck. But even if that’s what
            this is, there’s no a problem, I’m happy to take it. The old Mia would’ve been mortified, would have hobbled away, locked
            herself in her room and never spoken to any of them again but not the new and improved Mia. That’s why I wanted to come to
            Hemden after all. To change things up, do things differently. I worked so hard to get here, went through so much, but it already
            feels like all the sacrifices I made, every struggle, every single fight with my folks, was worth it.
         

         
         With the Goldbeck theatre behind me, I see the signposts and flags Alice mentioned as I make my way toward Carpenter House,
            more certain than ever.
         

         
         Hemden University is where I’m meant to be.
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Ethan

         
         Well, at least the weather doesn’t suck.

         
         My father weaves the rented SUV through crowds of kids and parents, his palm pressed flat against the horn, demanding they
            get out of his way. Ethan Taylor Sr does not understand the meaning of the word patience and a little thing like a pedestrian
            zone isn’t about to slow him down. In the back seat, I slump low, hiding my face under the hood of my sweatshirt. This probably
            isn’t the greatest first impression to make at a new school, rolling in, blasting the horn, ploughing through my classmates
            like tumbleweeds in some old western.
         

         
         ‘Isn’t England supposed to be wet and foggy all the time?’ my mom asks, peering out of the window with suspicion.

         
         ‘It is,’ Dad remarks, in spite of the fact the sun is shining so bright, I’m burning up in my long sleeves.

         
         But that’s him all over. Why trust your own eyes when you can believe what everyone else tells you instead? As he leans on
            the horn again, I see a signpost that reads Carpenter House and I know before the GPS can announce it. We have arrived at
            my final destination.
         

         
         ‘Hey, stop here, this is me.’

         
         Pushing against the restraints of my seatbelt, I point at the building dead ahead. It’s huge and old and looks more like a
            creepy old manor house than a college dorm. Even in my too-warm sweats, I fight off a shiver as the car slows to a stop, my
            mom nervously fingering the silk scarf tied around her neck
         

         
         ‘Darn place is ancient,’ she mutters. ‘You’re going to catch pneumonia, I just know it.’

         
         My father snorts in agreement. ‘For the number of zeros on the check I cut, I expected better.’

         
         ‘I’m sure it’s fine inside.’ I unclip my seatbelt, ready to bolt, before the engine can start to cool. ‘Besides, I’m not planning
            to be in my room all that much.’
         

         
         ‘You’ll be in your room plenty.’

         
         If it sounds like a warning, that’s because it is. My dad gives me a blast of his famous death stare and I freeze. The look
            on my mom’s face isn’t nearly so angry but the unshed tears shining in her eyes damn near break my heart.
         

         
         ‘Yes, sir.’

         
         Opening the car door, I shuffle out of the backseat, head down, shoulders slumped, and with a sigh of resignation, my feet
            touch Hemden University ground for the very first time.
         

         
         Welcome to your punishment, Ethan Taylor.

         
         

         I don’t have much in the way of luggage, only my backpack, one duffel full of clothes and another for my soccer gear, so we
            make it up three flights of stairs to my room in one trip.
         

         
         ‘We should complain on the way out.’ Mom curls her hand around her forehead as she drops onto the bare mattress of my bed,
            looking like she could faint clean away at any second. ‘No elevator? It’s just got to be against the law.’
         

         
         ‘Don’t worry, Mom, stairs make for good exercise,’ I reply, eyes flicking around the room as I take in my new cell, I mean,
            home.
         

         
         Aside from the bed, there’s just a desk, a dresser and a miniscule closet that looks like it’s one thousand years older than
            the supposedly antique furniture in my grandpa’s house. It’s basic. Spartan, my old coach would say, good for the mind. Not
            too comfortable, no distractions. But I don’t hate it. Aside from the world’s smallest twin bed and the fact I can practically
            touch the walls on each side of the room at the same time, I have to admit, the dorms are pretty sick, all dark wood and low
            lights I feel like I’m in a movie, as far away from my real life as it’s possible to be, which is a definite plus. And I have
            a single suite all to myself, not like at Marshall. Sure, it’s old, ancient even, but the place has a good vibe. It’s got
            character, something I’m sorely lacking according to my father.
         

         
         I catch a glimpse of the two of us in the mirror hanging over the dresser. Me and the old man, standing side by side. Whether
            I like it or not, there’s no denying we’re related. We’re about the same height, both a couple of inches over six feet, we
            have the same green eyes and black hair, but his has a weird tone since he started colouring the grey at his temples, even
            though he won’t admit it. My build is bigger though and my thighs strain against my jeans when I squat to shove my bags under
            the desk and out of the way. It’s a been a while since my dad hit the gym while I’ve been training every day. Nothing else
            for me to do since July. Naturally, he blames the accident, says he doesn’t have the time to work out these days, not now
            my brother needs so much more attention, but the truth is Ethan Sr, the former college quarterback, hasn’t been in any kind
            of shape for years. He just likes to blame everything on the accident. He just likes to blame everything on me.
         

         
         While Dad roams the room like a caged animal, testing the light switches, inspecting the bathroom, muttering to himself about
            how bad the school has ripped him off, I unload my laptop onto the desk. Besides my clothes, it’s basically the only personal
            item I brought with me. I might not hate this room, but I don’t want it to feel like mine either. This isn’t a vacation after
            all. It’s exile.
         

         
         ‘Here.’

         
         Dad reaches into his back pocket and pulls out two things. A credit card and an old-fashioned flip phone, the kind the bad
            guys always use as burners on TV and presses both into my hand. My iPhone was confiscated two months prior, along with my
            credit cards, car keys and any kind of freedom, so getting a phone back, even this brick of a thing, feels like coming up
            for air after spending too long underwater. A reward, maybe, for leaving the country without kicking up too much of a fuss.
         

         
         ‘Credit card is for essentials and emergencies only. The phone is to make sure you check in with your mother every day, you
            hear me?’
         

         
         Silent since she sat down on the bed, Mom stares around the plain room with wet eyes and I know what she’s thinking. It’s
            a long way from her beautiful home in Beaufort, with its fancy furnishings and wraparound porch and the jetty that stretches
            out over the water. I nod in agreement, slipping the card in my pocket and opening the phone to scroll up and down the LED
            screen. There are two numbers programmed into the contacts list, the home phone and my mom’s cell. He hasn’t even bothered
            to enter his own. Or my brother’s.
         

         
         ‘When do you meet with the coach?’ Dad asks.

         
         ‘Tomorrow morning,’ I reply, trying not to think about my daily run down the jetty, our two golden retrievers, Ralph and Biscuit,
            nipping at my heels. ‘Nine a.m.’
         

         
         ‘Good.’

         
         He pauses for a moment and his hand hovers over my shoulder. Is he going to touch me? It would be the first time in months.
            His green eyes meet mine and I hold my breath.
         

         
         ‘Ethan?’

         
         ‘Dad?’

         
         ‘Don’t let us down.’

         
         The breath I’m holding in escapes as a sigh when he snatches his hand away and I can tell from the look on his face he’s annoyed
            by my reaction.
         

         
         ‘I won’t,’ I say hurriedly, smoothing things over before he can explode. Mom doesn’t need that right now, neither of us do.
            ‘I won’t let either of you down.’
         

         
         He scoffs.

         
         ‘First time for everything.’

         
         ‘You want me to make up the bed?’

         
         Mom’s sweet gesture slices through the tension until my mind skips back to the unopened packet of sheets and pillowcases still
            on the top shelf of my closet at home. I forgot to pack them. What kind of idiot forgets his sheets? Times like these I think
            my dad could be right, maybe I am a total fuck-up.
         

         
         ‘Nah, I’m good. I’ll do it later,’ I tell her, still kicking myself. ‘Hey, why don’t we go check out the campus, get something
            to eat? I’m starving.’
         

         
         I slap my empty stomach, and she looks like she’s about to agree, but Ethan Sr opens his mouth before she can get a word out.

         
         ‘No time.’ He sticks his hands into the pockets of his pants, heavy brows drawn together. ‘We have to get back to the airport.’

         
         My head whips back to him but he simply stares past me.

         
         ‘You’re leaving already? You can’t stay for dinner?’

         
         I hate knowing I look as disappointed as I sound and the old man looks away, displeased by an unacceptable display of emotion
            from his eldest. We only landed a few hours ago and even though it hadn’t been discussed, I figured they would at least stick
            around for a day or so, wait for me to get settled in. I know being here is a punishment, not a vacation, but I’m still their
            son.
         

         
         ‘Couldn’t get a direct flight tonight so we’re connecting through New York,’ Dad replies, his mouth twisting into something
            ugly. Mom just drops her head and stares at her shoes. ‘We have to get back to your brother.’
         

         
         A familiar rush of guilt comes crashing in from out of nowhere and my appetite vanishes, something that never happened before
            the accident but it’s hard to think about food when you had to watch your brother being fed through a tube. I consider asking
            them to wait for the next direct flight, maybe appeal directly to my mom, but my dad won’t go for it, and I don’t want to
            make her life more difficult. So, I drop my head and nod. Accept it, think of Chris, let them go.
         

         
         Mom rises from the bed and rests a delicate hand on my solid shoulder, a conciliatory gesture.

         
         ‘This is going to be good for you, I can already tell,’ she says gently. ‘A new team to impress, new people to meet, and no
            one here knows about . . . your problems.’
         

         
         ‘And no one needs to know,’ my father adds. ‘So, straighten up, fly right and keep your mouth shut.’

         
         ‘Yes, sir.’

         
         They could be right. There are upsides to being here. No Dad breathing down my neck, no more conversations cut off whenever
            I walk into a room, no more nosy neighbours peering over the fence. And since no one has my UK number, maybe I won’t feel
            so fucking horrible about the fact Breanna and all my so-called friends are straight up pretending I don’t exist. That might
            be nice.
         

         
         ‘Ready, Jan?’

         
         My mom looks at me then nods. Shipping me off to another country wasn’t her idea, or mine. She doesn’t want to leave, and
            I don’t want her to go but we both know there’s no debate to be had. It wasn’t a question, not really. They might as well
            be in the car, halfway back to London.
         

         
         ‘Okay, son.’ He tosses up the keys to his rental and snatches them out of the air. ‘Have fun.’

         
         You never heard someone say those words with less meaning.

         
         Mom follows Dad out of my room in silence, head down, as he marches away. Neither of them stops to look back and I don’t know
            if I want them to or not. The only thing worse than the silent treatment is the sobbing and we’ve all done enough of that
            to last a lifetime. When the door to the dorm slams shut, I flop backwards onto my unmade bed, still struggling to process
            the situation. It all happened so fast. One minute, everything was perfect, school, soccer, the best friends, the best girl,
            everything going according to my non-existent plan. The next, it was all stolen away. No, not stolen, surrendered. I gave
            that life up when I got into Bre’s car the night of the party. And now I’m here, banished to the UK with no friends, no girl,
            not even any goddamn sheets on my goddamn bed.
         

         
         But pouting on a bare mattress isn’t going to get me anywhere. I’m here now, it is what it is. When your opponent goes ahead,
            you don’t give up, you adapt your strategy and keep playing. No one ever won by quitting before the final whistle. I should
            get up, take my new credit card into town and find a store that sells sheets. I should unpack my clothes and buy groceries.
            I should shower, shave and get to bed early, ready for my first training session in the morning.
         

         
         That’s what I should do.
         

         
         Forcing myself to my feet, I lift an arm and give my pits a sniff. Gross. The alleged seventy-two-hour deodorant I paid a
            trillion dollars for at the airport has not lived up to its promises. Yanking my shirt off over my head, I hop into the tiny
            bathroom and rinse my underarms, banging my elbows on the wall as I dry off, using my shirt as a towel. A second sniff suggests
            an improvement. One quick swipe of the aforementioned overpriced deodorant, a rumpled but clean white T-shirt from my bag
            and I’m good to go. With the burner phone in one pocket, keys in the other, I throw open my door and stride out into the hallway,
            ready to find out what this place is all about and hopefully get out of my head for a while. At least long enough to forget
            the fact that Chris didn’t even acknowledge me when I knocked on his door to say goodbye yesterday.
         

         
         This is not where I’m meant to be, this is not how my life was supposed to play out, but it’s where I’ve ended up and I might
            as well try to make the best of it. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3
Mia

         
         Exactly seven minutes after I opened the door to my new room in Carpenter House, my hands are washed, grass-stained jeans,
            musty shirt and beat-up sneakers switched out for my new dress and new-to-me Doc Martens boots, and I’m staring at my anxious
            reflection in the mirror. I’m ready to go. But for some reason, I can’t move. And it’s not just because my knee is still throbbing.
         

         
         ‘This is what you came for,’ I remind mirror-me, stern and determined. ‘You’re smart and capable, you deserve to be here,
            and you’re going to go out tonight and make friends. These people don’t know you. They have no reason to dislike you. Everything
            is going to be great.’
         

         
         Almost halfway to kind-of convinced, I’m about to walk out the door when my phone starts to ring, an insistent chirping alert
            assigned to my mom’s cell.
         

         
         ‘Hello?’

         
         I answer right away, immediately panicky. Something must be wrong, we just spoke an hour ago when I got off the train at Hemden.
            And two hours before that at Paddington station in London. And an hour before that when I landed at Heathrow.
         

         
         ‘Honey, it’s me,’ Mom trills. ‘Are you at school? Did you find your room?’

         
         ‘Yes, Mom.’ I squeeze my eyes shut and step away from the door, perching on the edge of my bed. ‘Everything is fine.’

         
         ‘Just fine?’

         
         ‘Great,’ I correct myself. ‘Fantastic, incredible, could not be better.’

         
         ‘Well, I’m sorry, honey,’ her voice wavers down the line. ‘Please forgive your mother for worrying about her little girl when
            she’s a million miles away.’
         

         
         ‘It’s only four thousand,’ I say softly and Mom chokes back a pained laugh.

         
         ‘Right, you’re practically around the block.’

         
         I reach for the silver bracelet that never leaves my wrist, a sweet sixteen gift from Grandpa Meyers, rolling the links between
            my fingers. ‘I’m sorry, I’m just tired, I didn’t mean to snap.’
         

         
         ‘Sure you are, baby,’ she coos, all calm again, like I’m the one overreacting. ‘I know you have better things to do than check
            in with your mom right now. You found your room, okay?’
         

         
         ‘I did.’

         
         ‘And you got something to eat?’

         
         ‘I will.’ I stand and watch myself gnawing on my thumbnail. ‘I was just on my way when you called. I met this girl, Alice,
            and her friends? They invited me to hang out. I think we’re going to get dinner.’
         

         
         ‘Alice? Alice who?’

         
         ‘I don’t know, I didn’t get her last name,’ I say with a smile. ‘Even if I did, I really don’t think you know her. I’m a million
            miles away, remember?’
         

         
         ‘As if I could forget,’ she sniffs. ‘Okay, you’d better let me go. You don’t want to be late, Mia, you can’t be making a bad
            impression on your first day. Make sure you get something green on your plate at dinner, you hear?’
         

         
         ‘Yes, Mom.’

         
         ‘And your daddy says hi.’

         
         I frown at myself, wondering if that’s true.

         
         ‘Tell him I said hi back.’

         
         ‘Okay, baby, call me before you go to bed, I want to hear all about your evening. And honey, try to have fun.’
         

         
         Mom ends the call before I can tell her that’s exactly what I’m attempting to do, and the screen of my phone changes from
            a heavily filtered portrait of my mother, back to a photo of the whole family, me, Mom and Dad, my older brother, Kane, and
            our little brother, Hudson. A collage of strained smiles and Sunday best, taken last Christmas. I slip the phone into the
            pocket of my dress, fully anticipating another call within the hour, and check my reflection one more time. Just in case anything
            has changed in the last two minutes but nope, still the same. For better or worse, nothing about my appearance has altered
            since I was sixteen. Same five feet and five inches tall, same storm in a B cup, and the same boring blue eyes and brown fishtail
            braid and bangs. I shake my arm to bring the heart-shaped clasp of my bracelet to the inside of my wrist then wipe away a
            speck of crumbled mascara, practicing my personal pep talk one more time. I’m ready. It’s time to go.
         

         
         But when I open my door, instead of taking the first step into my new life, I slam face first into what feels like a refrigerator.
            Staggering backwards, hands cupped over my stinging nose, my teary eyes flutter open to see the immoveable object in the middle
            of the hallway is not a kitchen appliance. It is in fact a person. And not just any person.
         

         
         Ethan Taylor, captain of the Marshall College soccer team, is standing right in front of me.

         
         Only he can’t be. Ethan Taylor, captain of the Marshall College soccer team, is supposed to be at Marshall College, not Hemden
            University. I scrunch my eyes tightly shut then open them again and hope against hope that I’m either mistaken or lightly
            concussed. I don’t care which, as long as I’m wrong. But no, he’s still there.
         

         
         ‘What the hell?’ I exclaim, nose throbbing worse than my knee and my mind racing.

         
         ‘Yeah, apology accepted,’ Ethan grunts, dusting off his arm as though I could’ve caused him some kind of damage. Hardly. I
            bounced off his body like a butterfly off a bison and it’s a wonder I don’t have a broken nose to show for it. Two almost-injuries
            in one afternoon? Must be a day with a Y in it.
         

         
         After examining his crisp white T-shirt for possible damage, he turns his attention back to me and I suck in a sharp breath.
            Even if he wasn’t campus-famous for his skills with a soccer ball, Ethan would still be One Of Those Guys. Up this close,
            he’s gorgeous. Not beautiful like Oliver, but there’s no disputing the fact that he’s very handsome, in a more obvious, conventional
            kind of a way. Easily over six feet tall with broad shoulders and emerald-green eyes that zero in on me like I’m the only
            girl in the world, and when his full lips break into a broad and beaming grin, I damn near fall down on the spot.
         

         
         Again.

         
         ‘Wait a second,’ he says, those green eyes narrowing with recognition. ‘Don’t I know you?’

         
         Pinching the bridge of my smarting nose, I shake my head.

         
         ‘No, you don’t.’

         
         And it’s the truth. He doesn’t know me. I’m one hundred per cent certain he couldn’t guess the first letter of my first name,
            not even for one million dollars with a flame thrower pressed against his temple.
         

         
         ‘Pretty sure I do.’

         
         He’s still staring, biting his bottom lip like he’s trying to place me, and I feel heat rushing to my cheeks. What is happening?
            How is it possible that he’s here?
         

         
         ‘Shit! I do know you!’ Ethan declares cheerfully. ‘You’re the librarian!’

         
         And with that, all the blood drains out of my body.

         
         Besides arriving at Hemden and finding out the campus had been overrun with giant, man-eating alien capybaras, this is the
            worst thing that could’ve happened to me. The librarian is exactly why I’m here. I thought I’d put an entire ocean between
            myself and that nickname but here’s Ethan Taylor, come to hand deliver it to a whole new student body. Which makes sense since
            it was his girlfriend who came up with it in the first place. The memory of the moment still makes me shudder, when I walked
            into Renaissance Poetry 201, first day of sophomore year, wearing a cute new outfit I’d agonized over — a plaid mini skirt
            and oversized wool sweater combo I loved so much — only for Breanna Kershaw to ask if I was cosplaying as a librarian. And
            like all unwelcome nicknames, it spread like wildfire, stuck like glue, and I’ve been the librarian ever since.
         

         
         This cannot be happening.

         
         ‘You’re the librarian,’ Ethan says again with way too much enthusiasm. ‘From Marshall. You used to tutor my buddy, Gabe? In
            English?’
         

         
         ‘Nope, not me. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         
         He snaps his fingers and points at me, laughing.

         
         ‘Nah, if I wasn’t sure before, I am now I’ve clocked the accent. That’s pure South Cackalacky, baby.’

         
         He sticks his hands into the pockets of his jeans, still yapping at me like he isn’t the enemy. Or at least sleeping with
            the enemy.
         

         
         ‘So, what are you doing here?’ He leans against the wall, casual and comfortable, two concepts I haven’t experienced for at
            least the last seven years.
         

         
         ‘Talking to you?’ I press a hand against my forehead to test my temperature. No fever, I’m not delirious, this isn’t some
            horrifying hallucination. It’s actually happening. What is he doing here?
         

         
         ‘Well, yeah, I figured that much out on my own. I mean why are you in the guys’ dorms?’

         
         ‘They’re not dorms, they’re halls of residence,’ I correct, wincing at the priggishness of my own voice. Altogether too librarian-like.
            ‘And it’s not like Marshall, they’re co-ed.’
         

         
         ‘Fuck yeah!’

         
         To my horror, he holds up his hand for a high five.

         
         ‘Absolutely not.’

         
         Arms falling down by his side, he tuts. ‘Can’t believe you’d leave your roomie hanging. Wouldn’t have thought you were that
            kind of girl.’
         

         
         ‘Like I said, you don’t know me,’ I reply before the rest of his words filter through the fug that is my brain. ‘Wait, what
            do you mean roomie?’
         

         
         Ethan chuckles, a low, rumbling sound. ‘That’s right, neighbour. Looks like we’re sharing a dorm for the rest of the year.
            Sorry, a hall of residence.’
         

         
         No way.

         
         If Ethan Taylor had applied for the junior year abroad program, I would’ve heard about it. Admittedly, I wasn’t exactly the
            keeper of extracurricular activities at Marshall, but it’s a small enough school and word travels fast, especially when that
            word involves the captain of the soccer team leaving the country. Besides, there were meetings, interviews, endless applications.
            You couldn’t just decide to switch schools on a whim, there was a whole process that took up most of my sophomore year and
            half the summer, and Ethan had not been at a single in-person meeting or online orientation. If he had, I might not be staring
            at him now like I’d never seen a human being before in my life.
         

         
         ‘You’re studying here?’ I make myself say, even though I don’t want to hear the answer because what else could it be?

         
         ‘That’s right.’

         
         ‘At Hemden?’

         
         ‘For a librarian, you aren’t very smart.’

         
         ‘That’s because I’m not a librarian.’

         
         ‘Well, not to scare you but I heard the academic requirements here are kinda intense so that’s still something to think about.’

         
         It’s too much. I’m supposed to be in with Alice, soft launching my new life, not being patronized by someone who has probably
            had his GPA massaged by every soccer coach since kindergarten.
         

         
         A thoughtful look clouds his face, full lips pinching into something doubtful as his brows draw together.

         
         ‘You really didn’t hear I wasn’t back at Marshall this year?’

         
         ‘No,’ I reply, astounded by his arrogance. ‘Not all of us are subscribed to the Ethan Taylor daily newsletter.’

         
         He brightens. ‘There’s a newsletter?’

         
         ‘I have to go.’ I push past him, marching to the front door, my nose and knee still sore but not nearly as sore as my pride.
            I’ll figure this out later.
         

         
         Oblivious to my minor meltdown, Ethan follows, half a step behind me as I hit the stairs, like he’s automatically invited.

         
         ‘Where are we headed? You think they card around here? I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink. Hey, were we on the
            same flight over? I flew in from Charlotte last night, direct flight to Heathrow—’
         

         
         I can’t take it anymore, the close proximity, his cosy idle chat, acting like the whole world hasn’t been turned upside down.
            Because it hasn’t, not for him. This is just another day of Being Ethan Taylor, the universe bending to his will as usual.
            As soon my foot touches the ground floor, I spin around to face him, one hand still clinging to the warm wooden banister and
            Ethan towering over me from the second stair.
         

         
         ‘Look, Ethan . . .’ I begin and he grins back at me like a happy puppy dog.

         
         ‘Ha, you know my name. I knew it was you.’
         

         
         ‘Look, Ethan.’ I repeat myself, searching for the best way to handle this. Deadlines I can do but when it comes to talking
            to people, I’m not good on the spot and all I can come up with are worst case scenarios. If I’m too friendly, he’ll want to
            tag along. Too mean and he could easily ruin my year at Hemden before it begins. Either way, if Ethan comes with, Alice, Jenna,
            Oliver and the others will all meet the librarian instead of Mia, and I’ve travelled four thousand miles for nothing.
         

         
         There’s only one other option, I realize as I take in a deep, calming breath. Tell him the truth.

         
         ‘The thing is, I came to Hemden to get away from Marshall,’ I say slowly, watching his forehead furrow with confusion. ‘And
            I would appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone here about the whole librarian thing.’
         

         
         To his credit, he seems genuinely puzzled.

         
         ‘Why?’

         
         ‘Because!’ I throw up my hands as though that one word is a complete sentence, but his expression doesn’t alter. ‘I’m trying
            to start over,’ I say, choosing my words carefully. Don’t be so vague he blows you off, don’t be so vulnerable you give him ammunition. ‘I’m sure there are things you’d prefer to leave behind in the States, aren’t there?’
         

         
         As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I can hear myself laughing. What a dumb thing to say. He’s a spoiled little rich
            kid. What might he be happier to move on from, that enormous Range Rover he drives all over campus or his D1 sport star status?
            Maybe his super-hot girlfriend? But then an unexpected shadow passes over his face and the laughter dries in my throat like
            ashes. I’ve hit a nerve. Ethan’s easy smile meets a sudden death, replaced by something so obviously painful, I immediately
            want to ask what’s wrong. But I don’t. He isn’t my friend and I’m sure, whatever he has going on, he doesn’t want the librarian
            pitying him.
         

         
         ‘Just do me a favour,’ I say, backing away towards the front door. ‘Please don’t tell anyone about my old nickname.’

         
         He shrugs, shoulders pinched up around his ears, all traces of discomfort vanished.

         
         ‘Sure but . . . what am I supposed to call you?’

         
         And just like that, my empathy expires.

         
         ‘How about my name?’ I suggest.

         
         ‘Uh, yeah, no problem.’ He lets his shoulders drop, an awkward smile inching up one side of his annoying, handsome face. ‘Only,
            I don’t know what it is.’
         

         
         ‘Exactly,’ I reply, storming out through the door, leaving Ethan Taylor and the librarian behind.
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         By the time I make it back down to the quad, my ten-minute timer long since expired, I’m red-cheeked and breathless from running
            the whole way. Standing at the edge of the lawn, one hand pressing into my ribs to stave off a stitch that started almost
            as soon as I started running—because I haven’t run anywhere since my last phys ed class in high school—I scan the groups of students passing back and forth, looking for a familiar face.
            No trace of Alice or Oliver, not even Bryn and his treacherous tote.
         

         
         The passing crowds of students seem to swell, the happy conversation around me getting louder and louder. They’re all gone.
            I’m on my own. They said they’d wait but they didn’t.
         

         
         ‘Why should they?’ I whisper to myself, ignoring an embarrassing pang of hurt. It’s dumb to be disappointed in people I don’t
            even know, but I can’t help it. I wanted to believe them. I wanted them to want to wait. A knot begins to form in my stomach
            and the thought of walking into the student union alone fills me with the kind of dread usually reserved for dentist visits,
            midterms and visiting my ultra-religious uncle who thinks a woman showing her ankles is an affront to God. Today has already
            been a lot, with the travel and the Ethan of it all. Maybe I should go back to my room, regroup and—
         

         
         ‘Oh good, you’re still here!’

         
         Correction, they’re not all gone. Alice skips up behind me, sliding her arm through mine and pulling me along as though we’ve traipsed across this quad
            together a thousand times before.
         

         
         ‘I was going back to my room anyway, so I told the others to go on and I’d call for you,’ she says, tucking her coppery bob
            behind a heavily studded ear as I shake off my panic and paste on a smile. ‘I must’ve missed you by a millisecond.’
         

         
         ‘A millisecond,’ I agree, thrilled she didn’t catch me talking to Ethan. The relief is all-consuming and the knot that wrapped
            itself around my internal organs dissolves into butterflies. She’s wearing a different outfit, a bright blue slip dress with
            spaghetti straps like it’s the middle of summer even though it definitely is not.
         

         
         ‘You went back to get changed?’ I ask, panic flashing through me that my floor-length, button-through vintage dress is all
            wrong for where we’re going, but Alice shakes her head.
         

         
         ‘No. I mean, yes, I did change but I mostly went to use the loo. I know it’s the first day and the toilets in the union are
            probably fine but why use a public toilet when you can use your own, and wow look at your face, I am oversharing. You think
            I’m a total weirdo.’
         

         
         ‘I think you’re very smart,’ I correct her. ‘Between us, I must’ve been at least fourteen before I even realized they have
            bathrooms in public places. My mom is not a fan. You never met a toddler with better bladder control than this girl.’
         

         
         ‘Does she know my mum?’ Alice asks, laughing. ‘Jenna’s always ripped the piss out of me, but I can’t help it, it’s the way
            I was raised. My mother taught me two things, don’t take sweets from strangers and never sit on a public toilet seat.’
         

         
         I scrunch up my face. ‘Not even Swedish candy?’

         
         ‘Not even. Although I would risk it all for a Percy Pig.’ She stalls in the middle of the path without warning, forcing the
            two guys walking behind us to quickly divert. ‘Oh my God, Mia. Very serious question. Have you ever had a Percy Pig?
         

         
         When I shake my head, she sucks in a gasp so huge her entire body seems to double in size.

         
         ‘This is a violation of your human rights,’ she declares. ‘And something we must rectify immediately, if not sooner, except
            it’ll have to wait until tomorrow because M&S is closed by now, sorry. So that means this must be your first time in England?’
         

         
         I’m still hanging off her arm as she starts up again, leading me past the Lawton building, its buttercup walls turned to golden
            honey by the late afternoon sun.
         

         
         ‘It is,’ I confirm. ‘How did you know?’

         
         ‘Because you definitely would’ve tried one of our most famous delicacies if you’d been here before. Don’t worry, I’ve got
            your back. First free day you get, I’m going to take you on a culinary tour of England. The big Tesco won’t know what’s hit
            it.’
         

         
         Even though I’ve only ever heard terrible things about British food, I smile, appreciative of the gesture. My diet was one
            of the first issues my mom raised when I told my parents about the exchange programme. Along with the weather, driving on
            the wrong side of the road, whether or not the campus was safe, how I would cope with the time difference, the British pronunciation
            of the word schedule, and another five thousand or so other issues she brought up so often I could, and often did, recite
            them to myself when I woke up in the middle of the night. There have to be fifty protein bars in my suitcase, an entire Costco
            case of Barebells or Quest bars, whatever kick my mom is on at the moment. Either way, I’m not about to starve.
         

         
         ‘Well, I’m glad I found you,’ Alice says, squeezing my arm. ‘I hate walking into a busy bar on my own and hunting for friends,
            which is another deeply embarrassing confession. Americans are always so confident.’
         

         
         ‘Right, super confident.’

         
         I can’t think of a single reason why she would ever need to know that I was four seconds away from bailing back to my room
            if she hadn’t shown up.
         

         
         ‘Must be weird though, even if you’re the most confident person on the planet. Coming to a new university in third year, leaving
            all your mates back home? It has to be hard.’
         

         
         I nod but say nothing. Something else she doesn’t need to know about, my friends back home or rather the lack thereof. Alice
            carries on talking, happy to take the lead while I take in my new surroundings. Between the old buildings and the grand trees
            that dot the grounds, it’s impossibly beautiful, like a painting come to life.
         

         
         ‘Aside from seeing Jonathan Bailey in Selfridges last summer, meeting Jenna when I got here is the best thing that’s ever
            happened to me. She was basically the first person I spoke to when my mum dropped me off. We both had the same Eras tour jumper
            on, which was obviously basis enough for a lifelong friendship on its own, but then we went to the union, got absolutely hammered,
            and that was it. She’s never getting rid of me now. And yes, Jonathan Bailey is just as beautiful in real life. He was buying
            moisturizer. I nearly died.’
         

         
         I think of my own Eras tour sweatshirt, neatly folded in a drawer in my room at home. Why did I leave it behind? Because I
            convinced myself the cool kids at Hemden would consider it cringe. A twinge of anxiety tugs the corners of my mouth downwards.
         

         
         ‘And we’ve made it.’

         
         Alice releases my arm and gestures to a building absolutely swarming with students, dead ahead.

         
         ‘The student union motherhouse, more commonly known as Members,’ she says. ‘As in you have to be a member of the student union
            to get in, so no need to worry, what happens in Members, stays in Members.’
         

         
         Why does that sound so ominous?

         
         ‘It’s like a social club?’

         
         ‘You could say that. It’s a bar. A heavily, heavily subsidized bar. And if you’re ever looking for someone, anyone, there’s at least a fifty per cent chance you’ll find them here.’
         

         
         It doesn’t look like any kind of bar I’ve seen in South Carolina. Built from the same yellow stone as the other campus buildings
            but less worn with age and more added charm. Like maybe it’s only a couple of centuries old rather than a whole millennium.
         

         
         But it’s still a bar.

         
         ‘You all right?’ Alice asks. ‘You’ve gone very pale.’

         
         ‘I’m fine,’ I reply quickly. ‘Totally fine.’

         
         Back home, bars aren’t really my scene. Valley Springs is too small of a town to get away with underage drinking, everyone
            knows everyone, and if I came home even slightly buzzed, I doubt I’d see daylight again until I was sixty-five. But this is
            hardly some dark hole, full of all-day drunks and rickety cigarette machines, it’s the student union, it’s part of the university,
            and clearly a very essential part of student life. Paying a visit, even if it’s just this once, is practically part of orientation.
            Also, I don’t need to tell my parents about it.
         

         
         As we approach, I notice the windows are leaded, panes of glass separated into dozens of black-edged diamonds, conveniently
            too small to reveal whatever might be happening inside. But there’s music, a thudding bass at odds with the elegant exterior,
            and underneath the music, I can hear laughter. The people inside are happy. I want to be the people inside.
         

         
         Alice tilts her head to one side and smiles.

         
         ‘Come on, first round’s on me.’

         
         She beckons me onwards into the darkness and after only a second of hesitation, I follow her inside.

         
         

         This place is packed and the vibe is electric. I find Alice’s hand as she leads me through the sea of people who have already
            filled the dance floor, some moving to the beat, others leaning into their friends, lips against ears, to be heard over the
            music. Everyone is high on first night fever and even though it’s cool outside, the air inside Members is hot and humid, bodies
            pressed close to willing bodies. The subdued lighting turns the room into a liminal space, existing outside the regular rules
            of time, like it could be anywhere between four p.m. and three a.m. My world is beginning to feel soft at the edges, slightly
            dreamy. Jet lag, sweat and the overall overwhelm of the scene in front of me pushes me backwards through the looking glass.
         

         
         ‘There they are!’

         
         Alice tugs on my arm as I play Where’s Waldo with her friends, eventually spotting Jenna and Bryn lined up at the bar, Jenna
            dressed up in tight jeans and silky shirt, Bryn dressed down in jeans and a plain black tee. We shimmy through the crowd,
            my body squeezed in a human vice, and by the time we reach them, I’ve already gotten more intimate with everyone in the bar
            than I did with my senior prom date.
         

         
         ‘What are you drinking?’ Jenna yells. ‘Bryn’s buying.’

         
         ‘I am?’

         
         ‘You tried to kill the woman, buy her a bloody drink.’

         
         ‘You don’t have to, I don’t really—’ I start to say, one hand pressed against my stomach, but before I can finish my sentence,
            both Jenna and Bryn have already turned back to the bartender to order something called a ‘double first’. I watch, speechless,
            as assorted bottles are tipped upside down, multi-coloured liquids poured into a huge plastic pitcher then mixed together
            with a spritz of soda.
         

         
         ‘You’ll love it. Eventually’ Jenna assures me, handing an empty glass to me and another to Alice. Bryn picks up four at once
            in practiced hands, and we all follow him across the room to a cosy corner where Michael is guarding an empty table, scowling
            at anyone who comes too close. No sign of Oliver but it’s so crowded in here, he could’ve been standing right next to me at
            the bar, and I wouldn’t have seen him.
         

         
         ‘Here we go.’ Jenna pours the drinks as we all choose a chair, then distributes them around the table. ‘Double firsts all
            round, cheers to the third year.’
         

         
         ‘And to new friends,’ Alice adds.

         
         They all turn to look my way, drinks raised. The sweating glass is slippery in my hot, clammy palm and every second I don’t
            lift it to my lips drags out into an hour. After too long of an awkward moment, Jenna is the one to break the silence.
         

         
         ‘I know a pint of squadka isn’t exactly the classiest cocktail on the planet but it’s a tradition. The first one can be a
            challenge but by the time you’re on your second, you’ll be golden.’
         

         
         ‘I thought it was a double first,’ I say, staring at it.

         
         ‘It is. A double first is a double squadka.’

         
         Which clears up nothing.

         
         ‘And what is in a squadka exactly?’

         
         ‘Traditionally, it’s orange squash and vodka but every student union has their own take on it,’ Alice explains, the remaining
            bright orange liquid in the pitcher swirling ominously. ‘Ours still has vodka and orange juice but we add some cranberry juice
            and lemonade, a bit of triple sec and depending on what we’ve got the most of, some elderflower or blackcurrant liqueur. To
            make it a double first, you do a double shot of vodka.’
         

         
         ‘Wow, I’m sure it’s great,’ I say, sure of nothing. ‘It’s just that, I don’t drink.’

         
         ‘You don’t?’ Jenna’s eyes open wide as Bryn and Michael exchange a guilty look.

         
         ‘I’m not anti-drinking, I just don’t.’

         
         I wish I had a better line prepared, but I haven’t worked out a way to say it without sounding like a Sunday school teacher
            who’s trying too hard.
         

         
         ‘It’s not a big thing with me,’ I go on, unable to stop talking. ‘You should all drink, please, get totally wasted, please.
            I’m not weird about it.’
         

         
         Exactly what someone who is weird about it would say.

         
         ‘Oh, we will, don’t worry.’ Michael says. ‘Maybe you just haven’t found the right beverage.’

         
         Jenna clacks her hot pink manicure against her traffic cone-coloured drink. ‘And you think squadka is the place for her to
            start?’
         

         
         Before he can answer, Alice takes the glass out of my hand and pushes it away across the table like it’s radioactive. Which,
            from the way it’s glowing in the dark, I fear it might be. Then she stands, pulling a slipping spaghetti strap back onto her
            shoulder.
         

         
         ‘We should’ve asked, I’m sorry. I was going back up for a bag of crisps anyway, what can I get you?’

         
         ‘No, you don’t have to, I’ll go—’ I shoot up to my feet, but Alice shakes her head and gently but firmly pushes me back into
            my seat.
         

         
         ‘I’ll get served faster than you, my elbows are sharper. What’ll it be?’

         
         ‘A Coke would be so good,’ I reply, grateful. ‘Thank you.’

         
         She smiles like it’s nothing then melts away into the crowd, and when I look back at her friends, no one looks annoyed. Either
            it truly is no big deal, or they utterly despise me, and this is that British reserve I’ve heard so much about.
         

         
         ‘Honestly ought to be off the booze myself.’ Michael’s actions contradict his words as he tips back his sparkling cocktail
            and drains half the glass in one gulp. ‘I’ve got training first thing in the morning.’
         

         
         I cock my head to one side. ‘Training?’

         
         He leans back in his chair with a modest shrug. ‘I just so happen to be the best goalie Hemden has seen in a decade.’

         
         ‘You guys play hockey here?’ I ask, surprised.

         
         Jenna howls as Michael rakes his light brown hair back from his face.

         
         ‘Thankfully, no. The last time I put on ice skates, I made Bambi look elegant. I’m talking about football.’

         
         ‘Soccer to you, but don’t say that word out loud to anyone in this room if you want to make friends,’ Jenna whispers in my
            ear before raising her voice. ‘Whatever, Michael. Mia doesn’t want to hear about eleven men kicking a surrogate sperm around
            a field in search of an egg.’
         

         
         ‘She doesn’t want to hear your junior psychoanalysis either,’ he volleys back. ‘Psychology students are the worst.’

         
         ‘And chemical engineering students are a barrel of laughs?’ she returns, and I wonder if they’re dating or just hooking up
            because it has to be one or the other, the way they’re eyeing each other while they argue. ‘Now will you please let Mia speak?
            I’m trying to get a life story here.’
         

         
         Something I am hardly desperate to give.

         
         ‘Do you all live on campus?’ I ask, lobbing out a question to dodge her interrogation.

         
         ‘Mmm-hmm. Dorchester House. We’re one over from Carpenter. Me and Bryn are both in 3A, Michael lives on the floor below. Hemden’s
            good like that, everyone lives in halls or student housing the whole time they’re here.’ She nods then scoffs into her glass.
            ‘That is unless they live at home like a total weirdo.’
         

         
         There’s no distracting them this time, not when my flame red cheeks do the talking for me. Awesome. Roll up, roll up, and
            meet the lived-at-home, doesn’t-drink, wide-eyed hick, Mia Meyers!
         

         
         ‘Although, I’m sure that’s really common in the US,’ she adds when she realizes her error, desperately looking around the
            table for help, but her friends let her flounder, hiding behind their drinks. ‘In fact, I imagine it’s loads better. More
            convenient.’
         

         
         I force a laugh and shake my head. ‘Not at all. Super inconvenient actually.’

         
         ‘Then why live at home?’ Michael asks.

         
         His head tilts to the side and he sounds genuine enough; the question doesn’t come off loaded or judgemental.

         
         ‘I skipped a grade when I was younger, so I graduated early. I was only seventeen when I started college. My parents are kind
            of protective.’ Putting it lightly. A hundred different arguments I wish I could forget bubble up in the back of my mind.
            ‘They didn’t want me to live away from home until I turned eighteen, so I figured okay, I’ll wait until sophomore year then
            move into the dorms, but there was a break-in on campus right before the end of freshman year and they decided it wasn’t safe.’
         

         
         ‘Living at home probably makes sense if you’re local,’ Bryn says. ‘I bet living at home has its perks.’

         
         Michael nods. ‘Home-cooked food. A bed big enough for an adult human unlike the cots they give us here.’

         
         ‘A washing machine that doesn’t smell like a rat died inside it in 1956,’ Jenna adds longingly and suddenly I am not looking
            forward to laundry day.
         

         
         ‘It wasn’t so bad,’ I lie, because it was, but I don’t want them to know that. ‘And it was only like a sixty-minute drive
            each way.’
         

         
         Jenna looks at me like I just said the most unhinged thing she has ever heard. ‘As in one whole hour? Every day?’

         
         ‘Maybe more like fifty if I left early or late?’

         
         ‘Yeah, sorry, that is fucking madness.’ Michael pats Jenna’s back as though she’s suffered a shock. ‘That’s further than driving
            from London to Hemden and back every single day.’
         

         
         ‘Gave me lots of time to listen to audiobooks.’ I look over to the bar, willing Alice to return with my Coke just so I have
            something to do with my hands. ‘Anything good is at least an hour away from where I live. We’re kind of out in the middle
            of nowhere.’
         

         
         ‘I bet you were popular with your car though,’ Jenna says. ‘It’s the only reason we tolerate Michael.’

         
         ‘Tolerate me? You love me.’ He leans across the table towards me. ‘I’m extremely popular.’

         
         She bats her eyelashes at him, hands clasped to her heart.

         
         ‘Thank you, o beneficent one, but if that’s the case, maybe you should piss off over there with the rest of your football
            cronies?’
         

         
         She points across the room to a group of guys clustered on the corner of the dancefloor. Every single one of them stands tall,
            shoulders pulled back, perfectly comfortable with taking up more than a reasonable amount space in the crowded room. An unmistakeable
            aura emanates from them, drawing people to them from all over the bar. Athletes are athletes wherever you go, I’d recognize
            them anywhere.
         

         
         ‘They can manage without me for now,’ Michael says, barely able to suppress his glee. They are definitely hooking up. ‘Hanging out with you is charitable outreach.’
         

         
         Jenna snorts into her glass as Alice re-emerges from the crowd, several bags of chips in one hand, a tall glass of Coke in
            the other, and drops into open chair next to me.
         

         
         ‘Thank you,’ I say as she raises her own drink to mine in a toast. ‘I appreciate it.’

         
         ‘Don’t even, it’s nothing.’ She waves away my gratitude then nods at her friends. ‘Are they behaving?’

         
         ‘Yes,’ Michael and Jenna say in unison.

         
         ‘No,’ Bryn says. ‘But Mia hasn’t abandoned us yet, so they get a pass for now.’

         
         ‘I swear, I can’t leave you alone for one minute,’ Alice says, rolling her eyes. ‘Apologies. Aside from these monsters, how
            do you like Members so far?’
         

         
         I scan the room as I sip my soda. The air is full of possibility, every kind of social interaction happening all at once under
            the low lights. Awkward pleased-to-meet-you handshakes, I-haven’t-seen-you-all-summer bear hugs, intense make-out sessions
            in dark corners. Every sense is stimulated, I’m drowning in the scent of a dozen different perfumes, tuning into our conversation
            and out of the music, hot and sweaty, bangs stuck to my forehead. It’s all so much, but for once in my life, I don’t feel
            out of my depth. I feel like I’m part of it.
         

         
         ‘I love it,’ I tell her and it’s the truth. In this cramped corner of an old bar, I feel like I’m in the middle of something
            instead of watching from the outside. ‘It’s so nice of y’all to invite me along.’
         

         
         ‘Well, we Brits are famously very polite.’ She reaches across the table to move Jenna’s sleeve away from a pool of spilled
            squadka on the table. ‘Also, every time you say y’all, I die. In a good way.’
         

         
         ‘Better get used to being deceased, I say it all the time.’

         
         ‘Death by Southern charm.’ Alice laughs. ‘You’re going to be a menace, I can tell.’

         
         ‘Anyone sitting here?’

         
         A tallish girl with black-framed glasses rests a hand on the back of the one empty chair at our table and everyone looks up.

         
         ‘No, you can have it.’ Michael rises out of his seat to help move the chair and I can’t help but notice when Jenna’s eyes
            narrow at the girl who is absolutely checking out his goalkeeper’s ass as she follows.
         

         
         ‘Shouldn’t we save that seat for your friend?’ I ask Alice, watching the chair travel across the room, held high over Michael’s
            head.
         

         
         ‘For who?’

         
         ‘Um, wasn’t there someone else with y’all before? Another guy?’

         
         ‘Hmm?’ She looks confused, checking who is sitting at the table. ‘Oh, you mean Oliver. Right, yes, he went back to halls when
            I did. Had to put his precious guitar away. He’ll be down soon if he’s not lurking somewhere here already.’
         

         
         Of course he went to put his guitar away. It would not have done well in this packed, sweaty room, and I definitely don’t
            immediately picture him lying on a narrow twin bed, practised fingers working the strings and coaxing sweet music from each
            carefully tuned vibration . . .
         

         
         ‘Is he in Carpenter too?’

         
         ‘Nope, Devonshire. Right next door.’

         
         ‘He’s on my course, right, you said he’s reading English?’

         
         ‘Yep.’

         
         Pursing my lips, I twist in my seat to check the bar for him one more time.

         
         ‘If he’s coming to meet y’all, shouldn’t we save him a seat?’

         
         From the sly smile that slowly spreads across Alice’s face, my super casual questions didn’t come off nearly as casual as
            I’d hoped.
         

         
         ‘Maybe you can sit on his knee,’ she suggests.

         
         And before I can defend myself, Jenna grabs my chair, turns it towards her and stares at me with a laser-focused intensity.

         
         ‘Okay, time for your interview,’ she says as Alice settles back in her seat. ‘I want to know everything there is to know about
            Mia Meyers and if you’re not going to offer the information freely, I’m going to have to grill you.’
         

         
         ‘There—there’s really nothing to know,’ I stammer, panic rising. ‘I’m way more interested in y’all.’

         
         ‘It’ll be faster if you go along with it.’ Bryn pours himself another glass of squadka, shaking his head. ‘This one is
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