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Crystal

I was three hundred miles from home, and the sky was glowing pink and gold.

The setting sun reflected off the glass buildings and transformed the skyline into a miracle of colour, skyscrapers like a row of upside-down icicles. It was as if the city had dressed up in its finery, all for me.

It was years since I’d been in an actual city, with cars and buses and people and buildings more than two storeys high. I hadn’t been in a city since—

I didn’t want to think about it.

University was supposed to be a fresh start. It had taken weeks to persuade my parents to let me study in London – so long, in fact, that I’d missed the course start date. I would be joining a month late, and I had an inkling that this would put me at a strong disadvantage. I could catch up on missed assignments easily enough, but I was more concerned about my social life. Would it ever recover?

I’d taken a taxi from the train station, simultaneously too tired and wired from my day of travelling to even consider navigating the complicated Underground system. Instead, I leaned back in the passenger seat and listened as the driver regaled me with stories from his many years as a cabbie, gazing out of the window at the glittering skyscrapers and blinking brake lights of rush hour.

It felt like an eternity before we reached the apartment block where I’d be living for the next ten months or so, and my eyelids were starting to droop. They shot open again when the driver popped his hazards on and got out to help me unload my bags. I did the same, and hovered somewhat awkwardly beside him.

The driver heaved my two ostentatiously brand-new suitcases and bulky, overstuffed backpack on to the pavement, and indicated with a gesture that I should take one of the suitcases. He threw my backpack over his shoulder with a grunt and took the other case, rolling it towards the main entrance.

I followed behind and, as I did, allowed myself to take in some more of the city around me. I’d never been to London before – not even for a university open day. Litter drifted past my ankles in the breeze, and the windows in the buildings around us appeared to have been weeping: damp streaks marked the stone, and moss grew around their edges.

I found myself wondering, for probably the hundredth time that day, whether I’d made a terrible mistake by moving so far from home. And it wasn’t just the distance; the city was the complete opposite of the island where I’d grown up, which had been mostly empty of both buildings and people.

I didn’t miss my parents – not yet, anyway – but I did miss Oliver and Opal, my twin younger siblings. I knew they’d be thrilled to be in the city with me, their mouths gaping open as they looked up at buildings taller than any we’d ever seen.

As I imagined this, one of my suitcase wheels got caught in a crack in the pavement. I stumbled, nearly losing my balance entirely, but was saved by the taxi driver – who helpfully righted the suitcase and then set my other one beside it. We were at the door.

‘All sorted?’ he asked. He patted the suitcase, once, as if it was an unruly wild animal and not just a top-heavy rectangle on flimsy plastic wheels.

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘Thank you so much.’

I reached into my pocket and handed him several notes, wadded together. I knew that tipping was important in the city, but I wasn’t entirely sure how much was appropriate. With a look of mild surprise, he counted the notes and peeled a couple off the top, then handed the rest back with a gruff nod.

Before I could ask if he might be able to help me carry my bags inside, he was already heading back to his taxi. I watched, somewhat longingly, as it merged slowly back into the city traffic. 

Inside, through a set of automatic doors which opened with a smooth swish, the reception area was warm and welcoming. It was dimly lit with glowing lamps; jungly potted plants filled the edges of the room, and light wooden panelling on the walls all gave the impression that I was in a fancy spa.

A pink neon sign above the unattended reception desk read Statue House. I was in the right place. I lugged my bags across to the lift, stepped inside and looked at the floors. The pool was located in LB, the lower basement. The gym was on B. Floor ten was the roof terrace. Already, I could picture myself sitting up there in the summer with a cocktail in hand, surrounded by a horde of new, glamorous friends.

I’d received my keys a week or so earlier in the post, and I slipped them out of my backpack to double-check which floor I’d be living on. Once I’d confirmed it was floor three, I hit the button and the doors slid closed.

In the mirror, I caught a glimpse of myself – my cheeks were flushed, my eyes sparkling with excitement. I was going to love living here.

My parents had agreed to let me attend university on two conditions. The first, which weighed heavily on my chest, was that I was still ‘part of the family’ and would act accordingly. The second was that I lived somewhere that suited me, i.e. somewhere clean, comfortable and expensive. We’d mutually decided on Statue House because it had recently been renovated, looked brand-new and luxurious inside, had cleaners and a laundry room, and had security staff on call twenty-four hours a day. The pool, gym and roof terrace were all just bonuses.

The lift let me out on the third floor. It was bright and there was a healthy-looking cheese plant in the corner, which made me smile. Apparently, the residents of Statue House liked their plants.

There were two doors on this floor, one to my left and one to my right. Each door was painted blue with a shiny silver number: 3.1 and 3.2. My keys told me that 3.1, the door to the left, was mine.

I put my key in, twisted it, and then stared as I opened the door. The place was enormous.

The door led straight into an open-plan living space with a tall, arched window surrounded by exposed brick. On one side was the kitchen, packed with dazzlingly shiny appliances and glossy counters, and in the corner right beside the window was a large bed. The floor underfoot was potentially actual wood, or otherwise very high-quality laminate.

My mum had been very firm about me living in my own apartment. She wanted to prevent any potential ‘distractions’ like fighting with flatmates, and although outwardly I’d agreed with a smile, inside I’d had to force down the flare of injustice, the childlike voice in my head that shrieked but it’s so unfair! I was good at silencing that voice. I’d had a lot of practice.

I was mostly worried because flatmates would have been built-in friends, people who could show me around the campus and whom I could spend time with on an evening before I made actual friends. Living in a studio cut me off quite effectively from other people whenever I wasn’t at university.

But there was something to be said, I supposed, for having your own space.

I left my suitcases beside the door and went to explore. In the main living space there was a flatscreen TV, a desk and chair, and even a fully stocked mini bar – like this was a hotel. Opposite the kitchenette was a door which I discovered led to an ensuite bathroom with a monsoon shower.

Less glamorous, but equally important, was the stack of cardboard boxes piled haphazardly in the middle of the room. It would’ve been impossible to get everything on the plane and then the train, so we’d sent some things ahead – pots and pans, toiletries, other essentials I’d need for the first few days. My parents had also paid extra to have my fridge stocked, something which I was desperately grateful for. I was so hungry.

However, there was something I had to do first. I eyed the queen-sized bed and took a running jump at it. It was already made up with the generic Statue House sheets, and I slowly sank into them, awed. My duvet cover and pillowcases were in the boxes we’d sent ahead, but the ones the building used were silky soft. I didn’t see myself changing them straight away.

I padded back across to the kitchenette to investigate the fridge and, as I did, there was a knock on the door. I froze, half-convinced I was hearing things, but then it came again – three taps, light but consistent.

I crept across to the peephole and peered through it. A girl around my age was standing on the other side of the door, her arms folded. ‘Hi,’ she said as soon as I opened the door a crack. ‘You’re my new neighbour, right? I’m Hayley.’

‘I am,’ I said. ‘I’m Crystal. Hi.’

‘I was wondering when you’d get here,’ Hayley continued. ‘They told me someone would be living next door, that I wouldn’t be totally on my own up here, but then you didn’t show up.’

‘I’m just starting a little bit late,’ I said. ‘Family stuff.’

I hoped she wouldn’t ask for details, and she didn’t. ‘Oh, right,’ she said. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll catch up. We’re, what, a month into the term? And the first two weeks are pretty pointless anyway, with everyone just going out and getting drunk or whatever.’ She hesitated, peering at me. ‘Have we met before?’

Before I could respond, she brightened with recognition. ‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘You’re on that channel, right? The family one? With the girl who died? That’s it – At Home with the Shaws!’

It wasn’t the bluntest way that somebody had addressed Lexie’s death to my face, but it stung all the same. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘The family one. With the girl who died.’

Hayley at least seemed embarrassed when I repeated her words back to her, the colour rising in her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘That came out totally wrong.’

I let her apology hover in the air between us for a moment before I relented. ‘It’s fine.’

It wasn’t. But I’d grown used to my sister’s death being a touchstone, a point of reference that strangers brought up in conversation with me as casually as if they were asking me my favourite colour or telling me what they’d had for breakfast that morning.

‘I used to watch your videos when I was younger,’ Hayley said, clearly trying to steer the conversation back to steadier shores. ‘I was so jealous you got to live on that island!’ She laughed. ‘I don’t know why you’d want to come here, when you’re from somewhere like that.’

How to explain it? The island was a paradise, yes – but it was also a prison. A warped, broken finger of land some miles from the mainland, the pale beaches studded with shells, the sea turquoise in the watery sunlight and the hills purple with heather. Our house: enormous, white, with a floor-to-ceiling glass window that overlooked the sea. How could I possibly explain what the island meant to me, how much I loved and loathed it? The island had made me who I was, but I knew instinctively that if I stayed, I would never become anybody else.

‘Anyway,’ Hayley said. ‘I know you’ve literally just got here, so I’ll leave you to it. I just wanted to introduce myself, since, you know, we’re neighbours.’ She pulled a face, making fun of herself. ‘I’m sure we’ll see each other around.’

‘Absolutely,’ I said.

She wiggled her fingers in a little wave, and retreated back inside her own studio. I closed my door, then slumped against it with a relieved sigh.

I’d wondered if anybody would recognise me, put together my name and my face. A few thousand of the vlog’s followers had grown up with me and were beginning to disengage, no longer interested in my family’s goings-on. But a far larger number – into the hundreds of thousands, even – still clicked on the latest video every week, religiously hit the like button on every photo one of us posted.

Maybe I had expected to be recognised, but I hadn’t expected it to happen quite so soon. And I hadn’t expected it to invoke such strong memories of Lexie, either. They were like a gut punch: the stale yellow air of the years she’d been sick, the ferry trips to the mainland for appointments at the children’s hospital, the jungle mural there with the scary tiger which had made me cry. The endless paper pots of chalky pills she swallowed down with orange juice, her face pale and set like a martyr’s.

Lexie’s illness, and her subsequent death, had been the catalyst for everything that had come later. Lexie was the reason that I was here. And I had to do her proud.

I sat on my bed and looked at the room around me. Outside, it had started to rain.
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Alyssa

It was a mild morning, the air fragrant with burnt coffee and fermenting rubbish and somebody’s pumpkin-spice vape, the cloud of vapour hanging eerily above the pavement like a left-behind ghost. I joined the queue at the bus stop, which was already three deep. I didn’t recognise any of the faces. Behind us, an empty shopfront yawned, dark and cavernous.

I’d really made an effort this morning. My ballet flats were the most demure pink velvet, my white blouse was crisp, and my hair was pulled back neatly from my face with a velvet Alice band. I’d thrown a carefully selected secondhand leather satchel over my shoulder, filled with pens and battered notebooks and loose change and ticket stubs – all the workings of a journalist.

When the bus arrived it was packed, and after I flashed my pass at the driver, I hovered in the aisle. I held one of the handles above my head, my face uncomfortably close to some middle-aged businessman’s armpit, and absentmindedly rocked on the balls of my feet as the bus sped up and slowed down in the morning traffic. I gazed out of the window at the glimpses of buildings and people flashing by, and let myself daydream. I liked to pretend that I was somebody important, somebody who mattered – a secret agent, a film star, the object of an attractive stranger’s desire. But, as with all of my fantasies, reality continued to be disappointing. The bus was filled with other commuters, everybody glued to their phone or their newspaper or their book, all of us trying to ignore the presence of one another in the cramped, swaying space. Once again, I had to face my mundane reality: nobody had taken a special interest in me. In fact, nobody was even looking at me.

As I stepped off the bus, the door closing behind me with a belch-like hiss, I allowed myself to stand on the pavement for a moment to catch my breath.

The newsroom was housed in a tall, glossy building across the road, and when I arrived early enough I liked to watch from the bus stop for a minute or two as people came and went. They always looked as if they were doing something really important – yelling into their phones, rushing into the building with takeaway paper cups from the coffee shop next door, all of their actions conducted with a keen sense of urgency.

I crossed the road and went inside, then nodded at the guy on Reception as I swiped my coveted access pass. The building had six lifts and there were rarely queues, so I was able to step straight into one and let it whisk me up several floors. The double doors to our office were on the left, all gleaming metal and frosted glass, with the newspaper’s logo stark in the window: Local Times.

Inside, on a busy day, the newsroom was all hustle and bustle. It energised me, hyped me up, made me commit to the part I’d signed up to play. I was a journalist.

On a quiet day like today, though, I was reminded that I was only a spare part. I wasn’t a Local Times journalist – I was a first-year university student, gaining experience in the industry by helping out with reporting one or two days a week, unpaid. I was the lowest in the newsroom’s hierarchy, and yet I was constantly reminded how lucky I was to be there.

One day, I was sure, my hard work would pay off.

It had to.

I’d always had books growing up. When my parents were busy working or socialising or otherwise being entirely uninterested in me, I’d immersed myself in fantasy worlds. Sometimes, I’d read for so long I’d forget who I was, where I was. I’d emerge from heady adventures and bursts of danger to find myself in my dimly lit bedroom, alone. And I’d wish I could sink inside the book itself, slip through the tiny, spiked letters on the page and be absorbed into the story.

As I grew older, I kept reading – anything I could get my hands on. I stole my parents’ magazines, their newspapers, and I became obsessed. There was something about them: the sheen on the magazine pages, the double-page spreads, the enormous, bold headlines. And the writing. It introduced me to a whole new world, one of celebrity gossip and natural disasters and exciting new technologies and family tragedies. It introduced me to lives I hadn’t known – or imagined – could exist.

I knew then that I wanted to be a journalist.

More than anything, though, I needed change. I was desperate for something to elevate me out of my disappointing life and into a shiny new one.

‘Morning, Alyssa,’ Bradley said as I slipped into the meeting room after everybody else. It was hard not to hear the shade of disappointment in his voice, the way it said, Seriously, you’re still here? He smiled as he spoke, though, and I was grateful at the way he kept his dislike for me just under the surface. That way, I could almost convince myself I was imagining it.

‘Morning, Bradley,’ I replied, perching on one of the plastic chairs pulled up to the conference table.

When I’d first started at Local Times at the beginning of the summer, I’d had an idea that Bradley might become a mentor figure to me. I’d pictured us poring over my copy together, him praising my eloquent turns of phrase and gently suggesting improvements. Fat chance; he’d seemed to like me at first, but the longer I stayed on, the more displeased he seemed with me, picking holes in everything I did. I wasn’t sure why. Part of me wondered if it was just projection, if he was pushing his unhappiness and insecurities on to me.

Although he was in his mid-thirties and was already Deputy News Editor, Bradley oozed dissatisfaction: with his job, with the staff, with his life. I’d heard murmurs that his dream was always to work in television news. Instead, Bradley was stuck watching his former colleagues and friends making it big, smiling with their bright white teeth from behind their desks at six o’clock covering the exact same news that we were, only – in Bradley’s opinion – better. And he hated it. God, he hated it.

‘So,’ he said, and his nasal voice made me want to grind my teeth together. ‘We’ve got a few options today. There’s a presser at one of the council offices, something to do with’ – he checked his scribbled notes – ‘a new green initiative they’ve got going on. There’s a protest about some bollards going up on Prospect Avenue to fully pedestrianise it – that’ll be decent. There’ll be signs, chanting, that sort of thing. Some good visuals for socials.’ He sighed. Bradley hated socials. ‘And, of course, there’s a hearing for that post office head thing.’

That post office head thing. It was an interesting way to describe a recent case in which a man had allegedly decapitated his brother, and then taken the head to his local branch of the Royal Mail to try and post it. By all accounts, it had been quite a shock for the poor woman behind the counter.

A couple of months earlier, I might have winced, quickly volunteered to go to the presser or the protest. But instead, I found myself piping up, ‘I’d be happy to go to the hearing.’

I’d come to prefer covering the crime stories, the tragedies, over anything else. They felt important – human – unlike the vaguely promotional content they asked me to churn out. I didn’t think I could survive another council presser, smiling mildly as I wrote down insipid quotes in my sloppy attempt at shorthand. I’d die on the spot. Of boredom.

Bradley eyed me. ‘I think we need a more experienced reporter there for this one.’

What he meant: an actual reporter, with actual qualifications and experience.

‘Oh, come on, Bradley,’ said Davina. A senior reporter, she had straight dyed-black hair, a signature red lipstick and a nose piercing, which was normally not allowed in the business-casual office. I got the impression that Bradley had asked her to remove it, she’d said no, and that had been the end of it. ‘How’s she going to get court experience if you never let her go to anything good?’

‘We need someone at the protest. And the council presser,’ Bradley said, but I could see him weakening. A presser would last an hour, tops – if he assigned me to the hearing, he could potentially get rid of me all day.

‘I’ll go to the bloody council thing,’ Davina continued. ‘Let Alyssa go to court. It’s only a hearing, anyway, not a big deal – they’ll just confirm a plea and a trial date, if he’s fit enough for that. Which I doubt, considering the circumstances.’

She had a point.

Bradley didn’t look at either of us when he spoke. ‘Fine. Alyssa, you’re going to the hearing. Davina, I want you at that council presser. Thomas, you’ll be at the protest. Davina, can you join him after you’re done?’

‘Of course,’ Davina said. She glanced at me, and winked.

I smiled back. I wanted Davina to like me – properly, as a friend. I wanted us to compare notes, to roll our eyes at each other when Bradley was being difficult, to go for drinks after work to wind down from a hectic day. A bond like that was still yet to materialise, but her sticking up for me was a start.

Bradley rattled through the rest of the agenda: the other content that was planned for the day, tomorrow’s potential headlines, what was in the calendar for the next few days. Eventually, he dismissed us all with a wave of his hand, lingering to dial into a conference call with the News Editor.

As I took a seat back at my desk – the hearing wasn’t due to start for another hour or so, and that was if it was on time? – I caught Bradley looking at me through the glass wall of the conference room. His expression was irritated and slightly bemused at the same time, like he couldn’t work out who exactly had decided to hire me in the first place. Spoiler: it was him.

‘Don’t mind Bradley,’ Davina said as she passed, stopping to rummage in the black leather tote she had hung over the back of her chair. Her fingernails were also painted black, sleek and glossy. ‘He’s always got a bee in his bonnet about something.’

The vision of Bradley in a bonnet was enough to make me smile. ‘Thanks for taking the presser.’

Davina laughed. ‘I fancy an easy day,’ she said. ‘Decapitations are not my idea of a good time. Besides, you need the experience. You’ve only been to court, what … twice?’

‘Once,’ I said. ‘Today will be the second.’

I didn’t add that the other case was attempted robbery, and had been decidedly less gory.

‘See, a good local news reporter needs to know the Courts,’ she said. ‘We’re lucky we have Magistrates and Crown here. More serious crimes. More interesting, generally. Anyway, are you coming for a coffee?’

Here it was. An opening.

‘Sure,’ I said. I reached into my bag for my card, and Davina tutted.

‘My treat,’ she said.

‘I’ll get them next time,’ I said.

‘When they start paying you, then maybe.’

When they started paying me, not if. That was a compliment.

We buzzed out of the office together and waited for the lift, side by side. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Bradley watching us from the conference room, his arms folded in disapproval.





[image: Chapter 3.]

Crystal

I came to with a gasp, my heart pounding.

I couldn’t remember what I’d been dreaming about, exactly, but there’d been a blur of medical equipment and needles, and Lexie’s hand cold in mine. I’d had these dreams a lot after she died, but I hadn’t had one for a long time.

I rolled over and tapped my phone, squinting at the bright light of the screen. It was only five o’clock, the sky just beginning to lighten into a cool navy outside the window.

Lexie’s death had devastated my parents. It had torn the ground from beneath their feet and sent them rocketing into an unknown land: the land of losing a child. But I, too, had been left drifting. Was I still a sister when my sister wasn’t here any more, when she’d gone somewhere I couldn’t follow her?

And afterwards, once she was gone, when my parents were finally able to spend more time with me and give me the attention I’d always wanted, I was consumed with guilt – because the only reason they were able to do so was because Lexie was dead.

I knew I was never going to get over Lexie’s death. I just had to live with it, wrap my pain and grief in smooth layers of time, like the grit of sand inside an oyster shell. The oyster covers the irritant in swathes of material until it’s smooth and glossy, eventually creating a pearl. I didn’t expect my grief to result in anything beautiful, like a lesson taught or an experience shared. It just was.

I lay with my eyes closed for a while, but the tinge of panic from my dream had filtered into my bloodstream, and I was wide awake.

One good thing about having my own place, I supposed, was that I wouldn’t disturb anybody by getting up so early.

I padded across to the kitchen and opened a sealed jar of instant coffee, then filled the kettle. As it boiled, I gazed out of the enormous window at the buildings around Statue House, their lights slowly flickering on.

On the island, my bedroom had a view of both the land and the sea, and even then the only lights were from fishing trawlers passing by on their way to the deeper waters further off the coast. And, if it was a clear night, I could see the stars – an arrangement of constellations, and the pale stripe of the Milky Way stretching across the sky. I probably wouldn’t be able to see the stars here, only clouds tinted orange from the light pollution.

I poured the hot water into my mug and stirred, thinking about my plans for the day. I didn’t have any lectures or seminars – my first was the following day – but I did have one thing on my agenda. The Journalism Society was meeting up, and I was keen to join.

Their page on the Students’ Union website promised exciting opportunities, including work experience at newspapers and tours of the big television news studios on the other side of the river. But, as well as that, I wanted to bond with my course-mates outside of the lecture hall – and, since I’d arrived a month late, this was a golden opportunity.

Deciding that I wanted to study journalism at university hadn’t been difficult. It meant I could use the skills I’d developed from a lifetime of vlogging to actually make a difference. I didn’t think the childhood videos of me opening Christmas presents or, when I was older, reviewing beauty products, had had much of an impact on the world, no matter how much my parents assured me that they had. The only thing those videos had an impact on was my parents’ bank account.

The meeting wasn’t until four, so I puttered around the studio most of the day and ate half a packet of custard creams at lunchtime in lieu of a meal. Then, at 2.30, I dressed in what I hoped was a cute but approachable outfit: a rose-pink t-shirt I’d been sent from a brand that made everything organically, a hand-knitted chunky cardigan (from a different but just as environmentally conscious brand), jeans and a pair of white trainers. Then I pushed back my hair from my face with a faux pearl headband.

Beside me, my phone lit up and I saw that I had another text from Mum. That made today’s total four. So far. I hadn’t read them, but I knew what they’d say. I couldn’t delay it any longer.

I applied some lipstick in the mirror, propped up my phone, and opened up my usual app so that the camera was facing me. Then I forced my lips into a smile, and hit record.

‘Hi, guys!’ I said. ‘Sorry I’ve been so quiet the last day or so. But guess where I am? That’s right. I’m checking in from my new place – at university!’

Even as I spoke, my tone falsely bright and cheerful, my mum’s hissed encouragements echoed in my mind. Smile, Crystal. Be more confident. Remember, you’re talking to friends.

The Students’ Union stood out on the Cradlewell University campus. Nestled between a quadrangle of grass and some older stone buildings, it was a startlingly modern arrangement of glass and metal. As I stepped through its doors I could see students lounging on colourful beanbags with laptops in front of them, reading books and comparing notes, sipping coffee from paper cups. I took the stairs up to the second floor as instructed over email, following the signs for the dance studio.

There were fifteen or so people inside when I cautiously pushed open the door, spread out in little groups across the smooth laminate flooring. A window the length of the room bathed the studio in afternoon light.

A tall boy approached me with a clipboard. ‘Name?’

‘Crystal Shaw.’

He scanned his sheet without any sign of recognition, and then crossed my name off the list. ‘Awesome,’ he said, flashing a smile that showed slightly crooked teeth. ‘Welcome! You didn’t come to the last session, did you?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m starting a bit late,’ I said.

‘No worries.’ He had a floppy fringe, chestnut brown, which he kept pushing out of his face. ‘It was mostly housekeeping, but I can fill you in. Basically, we meet up here every two weeks. Sometimes there’ll be a guest speaker or a training session, and we ask you to sign up for those in advance. Otherwise, like today, we’ll just mingle. You know, get to know each other a bit.’

‘Sounds good,’ I said, and smiled to show I mostly meant it.

‘Can I grab you anything to drink? There’s coffee, tea, water … or we probably have wine, somewhere. You look like you need it.’

Ouch. Did I really look that drained?

‘Coffee would be lovely,’ I said. ‘I’m fine getting it myself, though. Thanks so much.’

‘Sure,’ he said, and gestured towards a folding table by the wall. ‘It’s all over there.’

As I approached the table, I saw that it held two metal urns presumably filled with hot water, a jar of instant coffee and a basket holding a mixed selection of teabags, plastic spoons and tiny paper packets of sugar. I picked up a mug.

‘Did Jasper just offer to get your drink for you?’

On my left, a girl with shoulder-length dark hair was pouring herself a coffee. She tore open a sugar packet and stirred it in, and then added another. I wasn’t entirely sure she was speaking to me until she glanced my way, smiling.

‘He did,’ I said.

The girl picked up her cup. ‘You’ve made an impression, then,’ she said wryly. ‘I’ve heard he only offers to get drinks for the girls he fancies.’

I tried to ignore the heat rising in my cheeks. ‘Is that still the case if one of the drinks he offered me was wine, because I “look like I need it”?’

She tilted her head to one side, a gesture which emphasised her pointy chin and sharp jawline. ‘I guess we’ll have to wait and see,’ she said. ‘I’m Alyssa.’

‘Crystal.’

‘So, do you want to …’ Alyssa nodded, indicating the others who were starting to gather in a loose circle.

‘Sure,’ I said. I tried to sound casual, but secretly I was thrilled.

Together, we approached the group, Alyssa one step ahead.

Over the next two hours, I got to know the members of the Journalism Society.

Like most of the group, Alyssa was also studying journalism. She also volunteered two days a week, and lived in an off-campus flatshare. It seemed, to me, incredibly grown up. Alyssa was an eighteen-year-old with independence. Meanwhile, I was still living off the money my parents funnelled to me and staring at the adulthood instruction manual, utterly bemused.

As the group debated what the following term’s journalism trip should be, my phone started to vibrate in the pocket of my jeans. It was an intermittent buzzing, which I knew meant I was receiving multiple texts or notifications, and suddenly I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. Was it my mum again? No, I reasoned. It wouldn’t be. She would’ve checked my location by now, and seen that I was on campus. She’d leave her performative sadness at my lack of response till later, when she could guilt-trip me in private.

‘Crystal?’ Jasper said, and I had the impression he’d said my name more than once.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘What was that?’

‘I was wondering what kind of journalism you’re into,’ he said. I must have looked lost, as he added, ‘Television, radio, newspapers, magazines? Online?’

‘I’m not sure,’ I admitted. ‘Online stuff, I think? Or magazines, maybe.’

He nodded sagely. ‘Not everyone has their mind made up by the time they come to uni,’ he said. ‘That’s why the syllabus here is so good, I think – you get to try a bit of everything.’

‘Jasper’s done a lot of volunteering,’ another girl, this one with a mass of blonde curls, said. ‘He’s done a bit of everything already, so if you need some advice he’s the one to go to.’

Jasper looked proud, but I wasn’t interested in flattering him with questions. I wanted to find out more about my new potential friend.

‘That’s cool,’ I said. ‘And Alyssa – you said before you’re volunteering somewhere too, right?’

It was Alyssa’s turn to preen. ‘I am, yeah.’ She said it off-handedly, but her eyes were sparkling. ‘I’m volunteering at Local Times.’

‘I didn’t know that!’ the blonde girl exclaimed. ‘How’d you get in there?’

‘I applied for a job there at the start of the summer. I didn’t get anywhere because I didn’t have any qualifications – obviously.’ Alyssa snorted. ‘But the guy who interviewed me, Bradley, said I could help out there while I’m at uni. You know, to try and get some experience. I was actually down at the Crown Court today, reporting on a murder case.’

There was a cacophony as the group expressed their shock and admiration.

‘A murder case?’ said an athletic-looking boy with dark hair. ‘Would we have heard of it?’

‘Oh, maybe,’ Alyssa said lightly, ‘if you’ve heard of the guy who took a decapitated head to the post office?’

There was another group-wide exclamation. Clearly, everybody had heard of this case, and I was surprised I hadn’t.

‘That’s been in the national papers,’ the blonde girl said with awe. Jealousy curled in my chest, sour and sticky. While the case itself seemed horrific, going to Crown Court to report on it must have been a fascinating experience. I’d never had the chance to do something like that – over the summer, I’d been too busy watching Oliver and Opal, or recording and editing videos. I’d spent hours taking part in mandatory family activities, repeating the same actions, the same words, over and over until we had the best possible – but still ‘natural’ – take.

Technically, maybe it was experience. I’d quite literally grown up on camera, and over the years I’d no doubt developed some skills that my peers perhaps wouldn’t have. But At Home with the Shaws didn’t belong to me. It wasn’t mine in the way that Local Times was Alyssa’s. I’d never have that same look on my face, that glow of elation, when I talked about my parents and their vlog. I’d participated because I’d been made to, not because it was my dream.

A voice broke into my thoughts. Jasper, again, who’d wandered across to the table. ‘We’re nearly out of hot water,’ he said. ‘Anyone fancy the pub instead?’

Around me, there were nods of assent.

‘I’m up for it,’ said Alyssa.

Jasper looked at me. ‘Crystal? Fancy it?’

I hesitated. Mum would be furious if she found out I’d been to a pub. She was a clean-living fanatic – everything we’d eaten at home was grown in the garden, on the island, or imported
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Chloe has always dreamed of becoming a bestselling writer. Then she meets enigmatic influencer Clara Holland, and at last, Chloe has something to write about. They bond instantly, and Chloe moves into Clara’s mansion. But as Clara’s fame skyrockets, she starts behaving strangely, hosting increasingly wild parties, complete with bonfire rituals and moonlit river baptisms.

Clara opens up her home to other girls desperate to live like her. The media call it a cult, and soon Chloe begins to hear unsettling rumours from Clara's past. After one spectacular party, a girl goes missing and the rumours take on a sinister new meaning. If Chloe can’t escape Clara’s influence, she may be next…
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