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I

The message reads wuup2 today?

She’s already bought the goat’s cheese, beetroot, watercress, pine nuts.

w u up 2 today?

She’s already shaved, plucked, waxed – including her arsehole. She’s even – and she hates herself for it – hoovered. 

What she was meant to be up2 was Ethan. She was, after cooking a supper that showed her casual sophistication, meant to be up, on, and about him in every which way she liked. She exhales, squinting against the sun, and types. 

Thought you were coming here today? x

She regrets the kiss as soon as it’s sent. He won’t reply straight away, that would be too courteous. She leans back against the bricks of the wall; Pembroke street busy with cyclists and students. She scrolls Instagram. Refreshes the messages. Closes them. Opens them. 

She regrets her outfit. This combination of denim and pale blue cashmere was meant for him because it makes her arse-to-waist ratio look amazing. The jeans do, however, ride up. She should change – she checks his last active time – Ethan’s hardly worth pine nuts. 

As she turns to go, he replies, like he can smell her course-correct.

Shit yeah, can’t make it. Thought I said?

[upside down smiley face emoji] Got the flu

An excuse, at least he’s granted her ego that grace.

Sorry to hear, get someone to bring you soup. 

She deliberately includes the full stop.

You could bring me soup [winky face, steaming bowl emoji]

The image of herself on a train down to London with a bag of chicken soup and uncomfortable trousers makes her, momentarily, want to scream.

Working all day. Hope you feel better soon x 

She doesn’t just regret the kiss but the whole message. Working all day – like she would have gone if she could. 

I’ll make it up to you [orange heart emoji]

He won’t. 

She should end it, but – Ethan Brady is older by eight years, has a mortgage, and works in commercial law (human rights would have been better but she’ll take it). He’s also not white, has read bell hooks, and knows what to do with the clitoris. Meaning, in a world of low bars, he was coming in strong before he’d whipped her up Eggs Benedict with homemade hollandaise. 

They’ve been seeing each other for three months and this was the first time he was coming to hers. They’re not exclusive, but a week ago she deleted Hinge and started to wonder about calling him her boyfriend.

An older woman with a wheeled shopping basket approaches. Yrsa flattens herself as best she can against the wall. Difficult with her – how did Ethan describe them? ‘Type of rack that made Jay-Z cheat.’ She offers the woman her best smile which is returned with a tut. Well, fuck you too.

She inhales. Exhales. Tries to remember what the Deliciously Ella app told her during her morning yoga: this practice is centred on gratitude. I would like you to think of three things you’re grateful for. 

1. Her rabbit, which she will now need tonight. 

2. – 

Yep, no, she’s in need of less wellness and more caffeine. The sun has triangulated the street in light. She crosses the road, walking towards the lecture halls. She’ll treat herself to an iced coffee. She’ll tell herself that spending too much on it is an act of self-love, wellness in practice, radical self-care. Lorde would be proud.







The desks in the department office have had a reshuffle. They’ve been reshuffled because Janice (likes to think of herself as head of department but isn’t) recently went on a management course and has since decided that it’s important to have ‘a more harmonious layout’. Yrsa doesn’t see what’s harmonious about her now having to sit in the corner by the recycling bin.

‘Coffee?’

At least she’s still sat next to the only two women she likes in the department. 

‘Got one, thanks.’ She lifts her takeaway cup. ‘You’re here early.’

‘I had rowing.’ Skye is still in her sports gear, her sky-blue braids tied in a ponytail. She’s writing reminders to herself on sticky notes. ‘There’s a meeting tomorrow at ten, by the way, to discuss changes to dissertation marking. Joy.’ Skye does sound quite joyful about this. ‘And they want exam questions from us by the end of the month.’

Also an undergraduate supervisor, Skye is everything that Yrsa is not. Rower, student union rep, heavily involved in the African and Caribbean society. She has 32k followers on an Instagram page where she details her uni life. She shares her breakfast every day and is the sort of person that Yrsa, typically, would hate. But there’s something so adorable about her and her tiny ears.

Skye frowns. ‘You look nice.’

‘Do I not normally look nice?’ Yrsa says. 

‘You’ve done your eyeliner.’ 

‘So.’ 

‘You only do your eyeliner when—’

Yrsa raises her eyebrows and Skye smiles. ‘Do you want anything from the kitchen?’ she asks, standing. ‘Hope they’ve fixed the coffee machine.’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ Yrsa switches on her laptop, annoyed. She should not have spent twenty minutes this morning perfecting her wings – a sharpening to her otherwise soft, open-eyed face. 

She’s got emails about late essays, blocked drains, and a sit-in to save the Seeley Library. She ignores them all, then looks out over the office. Unlike lots of Cambridge there is no charm to the Sociology department. The entrance feels like that of a sexual health clinic. At least it’s quiet at this time of the day. The other desk beside her, Nina’s, is empty.

Stapling some papers that don’t need stapling, Yrsa then replies to the student wanting an essay extension – saying that it’s fine so long as he doesn’t mind wasting his or his parents’ money.

Skye returns, looking dejected. ‘The machine was broken. Had to steal one of Oliver’s tea bags.’ Both women know how annoyed Oliver will be about this.

Yrsa opens her lecture slides but can’t be bothered to edit them. She wants to check Instagram, she shouldn’t check it, she checks it.

He hasn’t sent a follow-up message. 

‘Ethan?’ Skye is looking at her. 

‘Maybe.’ 

‘When are you gunna dump him?’

‘Yeah, I know.’ 

‘I don’t know why you let him give you this rubbish.’ 

Yrsa isn’t sure why either. Normally it’s two strikes and they’re out. It’s just, you date and you date, and at some point you’ve got to get realistic.

‘Have you seen Nina?’ Yrsa is deleting emails without reading them.

Skye shakes her head. She’s started marking a stack of essays – always printed off to make sure she doesn’t miss anything. Like most people here, she’s got a touch of the neurotic. She finishes writing her comment before saying, ‘Haven’t seen her for a few days actually.’

‘Strange.’

Polish, pretty; Nina studies genocides but is great fun. 

‘Nina will tell you to—’ 

Yrsa sees her supervisor on a path towards her.

‘Tell him I’m not here.’ She knocks her stapler onto the floor so she has to get down, almost under the desk, to retrieve it. 

‘I can see you.’

‘No, you can’t.’

‘Literally looking at you.’ 

Yrsa pulls herself back up onto her swivel chair. ‘Hi, Syed.’

‘I’ll take this to mean you don’t have the draft for me.’

She holds her hands up. ‘You know I’ll be good for it.’

‘This isn’t a drug deal.’ Syed laughs. He’s wearing yet another hand-knitted jumper; Yrsa doesn’t know how he keeps up the supply. 

‘Thanks for the invite, by the way,’ she says.

Syed looks confused, leaning slightly on her desk. 

‘For the book launch. I can come.’

‘Oh right, yeah, thanks.’ He always gets embarrassed when his book is brought up. Maybe because he’s looking at gang violence in London – ‘The publishers insisted on a launch’ – despite having grown up in the home counties. ‘You’re welcome to come along too, Skye, if you’re free.’ Now he’s even more embarrassed.

‘That would be great, thanks,’ says Skye.

‘Speaking of invites, my wife wants to know when you’re coming round for dinner again?’ Syed asks. 

Yrsa is slightly obsessed with his wife: a barrister with Ruth Ginsburg energy.

‘She still talks about the apple cake you made,’ he says.

‘Rum is the secret.’ Yrsa is always pleased when her baking is appreciated. ‘I’ll get the draft to you next week.’ 

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

‘I’ll keep this pen hostage until you do.’ And Syed does, indeed, take one of her pens. The four-way Biro.

‘Is his book good?’ Skye asks once he’s left.

‘It is actually. Pretty fucked up what gangs get up to.’

‘I don’t want to know.’ Skye likes to stick to studying white couples who adopt black babies and make it their social media career. ‘There’s Nina.’ She nods towards the door. ‘I keep forgetting to bring her jumper back.’

But today Nina isn’t dressed in her usual high-waisted trousers and cropped jumper; she’s in yoga pants and an oversized shirt. Her short black hair is pulled back and falling out its clip.

‘Hey.’

‘Oh, hi.’ Nina doesn’t look at her friends.

‘You okay?’ Skye asks first.

‘I’m just looking for … have you seen …’ Nina is going through her desk drawers. 

‘You sure you’re okay?’ Yrsa asks second.

‘Yes, sorry. I’ve just been sick, and now I’m late for a meeting and I can’t find …’ Her voice is too emotional. Nina is never emotional. She is calm and she is kind. The sort of person to hide a political fugitive.  

‘I’ll see you guys … later.’ And she leaves, in the same rushed wind she arrived.

Yrsa swivels in her chair. ‘Do you think she’s finally started dating again?’

‘I don’t think so.’

Yrsa swivels, thinks. ‘Maybe she’s pregnant.’

‘She was worried about her, um, funding, I hope it’s not that. I’ll message her.’ Skye already has her phone out. ‘Um, aren’t you meant to be in a lecture?’

‘Ah, shit.’







She hates them. 

She tries to tell herself that she was them once, but it makes no difference. She hates the mix of boredom, doubt, arrogance that stares back at her. The blond flops of hair, Macs covered in stickers, non-discreet texters. She’s explaining – like not all lecturers here will – how the world actually works. Its structures, histories, revolutions, defeats. She’s teaching them the words of change makers, which they regurgitate onto their laptops, not really hearing, not really listening. They’re scheming for their Firsts, or wondering if they belong here, or flicking Hinge. 

Second and third year wheedles out the ones who care, but for now she’s stuck with the runt of first years. She catches a yawn and wants to throw her board pen at the perpetrator. You only get two lectures on black thought, fucking concentrate. 

Next slide: an image of intersecting train tracks. 

‘Intersectionality. A buzz word I’m sure you’ve all heard. What does it mean?’ Her voice carries easily in the lecture hall.

Students cough, look at their shoes, pretend to write. She picks a girl with a Princess Diana haircut. 

‘It’s about looking at how different issues intersect for a person. Like how class and race and gender intersect.’

‘And do you know who popularised the term and why?’ Yrsa likes to click a pen as she teaches.

Princess Di shakes her head.

‘Intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw.’ She also likes to pace. ‘Crenshaw came across a case that was thrown out of court where a black woman believed herself to have been denied employment because of being a black woman. The company, the woman claimed, did not employ them. The judge, however, said that as the company did employ African Americans and did employ women, so it was not discriminating on the grounds of race or gender. What the law was, however, failing to appreciate was that this was a discrimination of both race and gender and the point at which they intersect.’ 

Yrsa changes her slides to a Venn diagram.

‘Expanding this theory, Crenshaw came to see that within an academic framing, class would be studied, or race, or gender, but not the points of their intersection. And as a tip, your essays will be marked down if you don’t consider such intersections.’ 

She changes slides to the words ‘Say Her Name’ but before she can continue she’s interrupted by a hand. A boy, wearing a dark green schoffel, is keen to speak. She gestures for him to go ahead.

‘I’ve just got one question,’ he says too confidently. ‘My supervisor recently complained about the overemphasis that’s placed on intersectionality. He said that unless you mention it you don’t get published. Just asking if you think the theory has gone too far?’

Yrsa nods – pretending to consider this – and sits on the desk opposite the boy. ‘What do you think?’

‘Um.’ He wasn’t expecting the question back; his hand taps his knee. ‘I see why it’s important, but I guess we could run the risk of, um, like being too PC in our academic work. It’s like you’re criticised for not thinking about everything. And maybe there’s a kind of policing of discourse going on; too much sensitivity and that stops the good critical thinking.’ 

‘What do you mean by “free discourse”?’ Yrsa stops clicking her pen.

‘Um, well, the ability to be able to debate things … freely, I guess.’ He has no trouble speaking in front of so many people. ‘Free discourse is being able to make arguments even if they may offend people. It’s not being told what you can and can’t say.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Yrsa smiles. ‘This is an important point that—’

‘Damien.’

‘Damien has made.’ She jumps off the desk, delighted. 

Damien looks pleased with himself.

‘Universities have become “too woke”.’ She throws her arms up. ‘Too “PC”; freedom of speech is in danger; what will become of academic rigour?’ She paces, she loves this bit. ‘Put your hands up if you take Politics.’ Most hands go up.

‘Pol 1: “The Modern State and Its Alternatives”.’ Yrsa’s pacing. ‘Set texts: Hobbes, Weber, Hayek, Arendt, Madison, Robinson, Doyle, MacKinnon, Constant, Runciman, Schmitt, Marx. Well done, they squeezed Fanon and Gandhi on there but you do not have a single set text written by a woman of colour. What do you reckon, Damien, has no woman of colour had anything worthwhile to say about the modern state and its alternatives?’ 

Damien is looking at his Mac.

‘That was a question for you.’

Damien is all but muttering. ‘No, they have.’

‘So, my next question to you is, on this topic of free discourse, who might we say is finding it difficult to speak? Who might we say has always found it difficult to speak?’ 

Damien looks at his shoes, clean white trainers, and mutters something else.

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’

‘Women of colour.’

‘So it’s interesting, is it not, that a theory comes along – intersectionality – that says – hey, maybe we can think about how identity is having an impact – and we want to shut it down as being too, as you say, “PC”.’

Damien removes his glasses. The students around are looking at him.

Yrsa turns back to her slides.

‘As I was saying—’ and the lecture rolls on – the outsider within, performativity, decolonisation – and her mind drifts to what she’s going to have for lunch. 

After a final flurry of slides and poor (nervous) answers to simple questions, she ties the lecture up. Her brain, body, mouth working on autopilot. As she goes to shut down the projector the volume of chatter in the hall increases. A young woman wearing bright green Docs and loose curls sheepishly smiles at her; it. Yrsa sends a friendly nod back. 

‘Excuse me, can I talk to you?’ It’s Damien. 

‘You may.’ 

‘I didn’t like how you spoke to me in the lecture.’ The boy looks both affronted and righteous. 

‘I spoke to you the same way I spoke to everyone else.’ Yrsa continues to pack away her notes and laptop. 

‘No, you embarrassed me.’

What Yrsa would like to say is ‘please, kindly, fuck off’, but instead she says, ‘I’m sorry if that’s how you felt. Us lecturers can be a little harsher than your school teachers, there’s nothing to feel embarrassed about.’ 

He removes his glasses and puts them back on. ‘Okay, thank you for apologising.’

Yrsa doesn’t remember apologising, but she smiles, because students like to make complaints. She keeps her smile until he walks away. 

And she waits. The lecture hall clears like a bath draining water; she watches the students go. Something about the smell of wood and suddenly empty air that suspends her. 

It’s the waiting: on something, to rush in.







This is her favourite place for a cigarette. On the river down from Queen’s college but not quite crossing into King’s. She likes to look at the cows as they munch on grass, and in on students as they do whatever it is students do in their rooms. The trees are ready and waiting for their leaves, the river flat. She has to sit hidden by the bushes and branches as the porters threatened to fine her once. The ground is sort of damp.

Smoking is a habit she hasn’t knocked from her teenage years. Although, she’s not the type to kick a habit. She’s coming to the end of the cigarette, which is a problem: sat here she doesn’t have to go and do anything she’s meant to do today. She tries to draw out the final breaths.

It must have happened gradually, subtly, her life becoming this tedious; but recently the monotony has taken on its own sort of technicolour. 

Two students are sat in the courtyard across the water. They’re leant back on a bench, one waving a book about and arguing for something enthusiastically. This university is a place so trapped in time that it’s become a cliché of itself. Most people are unhappy here.

She hears a rustle behind her and puts the cigarette out. The porters don’t mess around, but when she looks back it’s just a squirrel. 

The squirrel tilts its head and looks at her like it wants to have some kind of moment. Yrsa sits still, allows it to come closer, then throws a stone. It scampers and she laughs.







She’s decided to take the rest of the day for herself. Sure she’s got a whole load of work to do but why do it? She’s bought sushi and a diet Coke; later she’ll have a bath. Rounding the corner of St Andrew’s Street, Wasabi bag in hand, she decides that she will have a park lunch – en plein air! 

God, she really needs to kick Ethan’s habit of translating banal things into French. Waiting at the traffic lights to cross into Christ’s Pieces she checks her phone. Nina’s texted, asking if Yrsa can come over. She doesn’t know that she’s ever been to Nina’s room, but texts back to say that she could be at her college in a couple of minutes. She hopes that whatever’s up with her friend isn’t going to stop her eating her sushi.

Crossing the street and heading away from the park she navigates a dim group of tourists before arriving at Christ’s engraved entrance. Founded in 1437, it’s a college of geranium borders and Brazilian-waxed lawns.

‘We’re not open to visitors,’ the porter shouts as she enters, pointing at the sign which reads ‘Closed to Visitors’. 

‘I study here.’ Yrsa doesn’t stop to speak to him which makes him jump out from behind his desk. 

‘I’m going to need to see your Cam card.’ 

She then only stops when she’s an awkward distance from him, beyond the sign and its barrier. 

‘Of course.’ She smiles, sweetly, removing her ID and holding it out to him. She won’t come towards him – that’s the game. 

The porter squints at her. He’s got bushy sideburns that look glued on. He takes a step towards her, then back again. ‘Fine, but next time you need to check in with us.’ 

‘Absolutely, I will,’ she says in a sing-song voice.

Nina’s texted telling her to come to the back quad, then turn left. When Yrsa arrives her friend is already waiting for her, biting her thumbnail.

‘Thanks for coming,’ she says, letting Yrsa pass. The corridor smells like school. ‘I’m just here,’ Nina says, opening the door of one of the rooms. It’s small but with a courtyard view.

‘Sorry for asking you to come over. I texted Skye but she’s got something on.’

Yrsa ignores being told she’s second choice as she’s distracted by all the half-packed boxes. ‘You moving?’ 

‘I, I don’t know what I’m doing.’ Nina sits on the edge of her unmade bed, staring vacantly at the blue carpet.

Yrsa sits down next to her, pushing a Taylor Swift T-shirt out the way. ‘Are you pregnant?’

‘Yrsa, I’ve done something awful.’ Nina starts to cry. The tears are quiet and quick.

‘I’m sure it can’t be worse than owning this T-shirt.’ 

Tears hiccup from Nina at increasing rates. 

Yrsa puts an arm around her, feels awkward, opts for a hand on the shoulder. ‘You can tell me anything, I won’t judge.’

‘I … I …’ Nina pulls some loo roll out of her shirt’s front pocket, tucking her hair back behind her ears. ‘Kurwa. Sorry. I’m a mess.’ She inhales sharply and then says abruptly, ‘I’ve been having an affair.’ 

Yrsa smiles. ‘That’s okay, people have affairs all the time.’ 

‘No, I’ve been seeing my supervisor.’

‘Richardson?’ Yrsa can’t hide her surprise.

‘Yes.’ And Nina is back to her crying.

‘You don’t need to cry about that. Remember when I slept with my supervisor in first year?’ That’s a one-night stand she likes to remember.

‘No, it’s not like that was. Nothing’s okay.’ 

Yrsa thinks Nina’s being dramatic, but she’s her friend so she’ll be patient. She wonders if all the crying is because – as professors go – Richardson is far from the most good-looking.

‘He said he’d leave his wife for me. He promised.’ Nina blows into her ball of tissues.

‘Oh.’ 

‘He told me he loved me.’ 

‘Are you, in love?’ Yrsa removes her hand.

Nina nods.

‘How long have you been seeing him?’

‘Like a year.’ 

‘Shit, why?’

‘Why?’ Nina looks at her with wild eyes.

‘I mean how did it start?’ 

Nina has to breathe in a few times to calm her crying. ‘You know we work on the same topic, the Roma genocide, and he’s writing a book on it, so he’s been really helping me as he knows so much. We started sharing a lot of research notes, a lot of my work about … And, you know, conversations turned into drinks, turned into dinner, turned into …’

‘Fucking?’

‘Yes.’ Another splutter of tears. ‘He’s really, I thought we were really … We just see the world in such a similar way, you know, and he was always telling me that he’d never met someone like me, that I was so smart and …’ Nina’s eyes fall back on the blue carpet.

‘And?’ Yrsa asks more softly.

‘We went on a research trip to Poland, at the end of the summer. He stayed with my mum, kurwa I’m so embarrassed, but it’s when he told me he was going to leave his wife for me. I was so happy. I told my mum this is the man I’m going to marry.’ And she starts to cry again. 

This time Yrsa gets up to look for a glass. Rinsing it out before filling it from the sink in the corner of the room and giving it to Nina who just looks at the water. 

‘And then what happened when you came back?’ Yrsa asks after some time.

‘I heard nothing from him, for weeks. He didn’t return any of my texts, my calls. He’d only respond to emails and only about work. I …’ Nina drinks the water. ‘Went to his house one time and he was there with his kids. I could hear his wife cooking, playing music. He said he was sorry; that he’d made a mistake; that he loved me but he couldn’t do it. And when I was at his door his wife asked who it was and he said I was an Amazon guy, he just closed the door on me, said he’d call.’

‘Did he?’

‘Yes, but only to say that we couldn’t see each other like that, that he had to think of his kids and it was better for me if I found a different supervisor. That it would be hard for him to be objective about my work now and he thinks I’m working on something really special.’

‘I’m sure.’ Yrsa is holding what she really wants to say. ‘But what about the joint research you guys did? That’s why you went to Poland, no?’

Nina drinks again. ‘Yeah, we were doing interviews together. I was researching the families, writing the questions, and he was conducting the interviews. And I’d help, I mean he speaks … but if he needed something translated. But then my PhD’s kind of changed direction and I don’t need as much of this research, but it makes up the bulk of his new book. So he, and I get it, I mean I said it was okay, it’s just this is why it’s gone so bad.’ She zones out again.

Yrsa has to prompt her. ‘What’s happened?’ 

‘He said that his wife didn’t know that we went to Poland together, and if he names me on the research, she’ll … He said he wanted to protect me.’ 

‘From what?’

‘He said if his wife finds out, he doesn’t know what she’ll do. She might go to the university.’ 

‘So?’

‘So, I get what he was saying, she could tell everyone that we’d been having an affair?’ Nina’s voice is struggling. ‘I didn’t want people to lose respect for me, for the rest of my work. He said he’s seen it happen before.’

‘Fuck that, he was protecting himself. You know that, right?’

‘I know, but he was also … kind of right.’

‘This is so fucked.’ Yrsa can’t keep her voice straight. ‘And now what, you’re just leaving?’

 ‘I don’t know what to do.’ Nina won’t look at her.

‘You report him, that’s what you do.’ 

‘I’ve tried. I … I told Skye everything and she made me report it, abuse of power.’ 

‘Okay, and?’

‘When they got in touch with me. When they asked me what happened, I just didn’t know what to say.’

Yrsa is struggling with Nina. ‘You say the relationship was not consensual, that he’s your supervisor, that he used you, and is now using your work uncredited.’ 

‘But it wasn’t non-consensual.’

‘Nina, he’s what, like twenty years older than you? He fucks you, lies about being in love with you, and steals your work.’

‘The supervisor you slept with was older than you?’

‘Yeah, but that was different?’

‘Why?’

‘I pursued him. I wasn’t doing a PhD, plus he was hot and like … from Australia.’

‘But I kissed Richard— Erick – first. I knew what I was doing.’

‘And I’m sure he knew what he was doing. Maybe he’s done it before.’

‘No, it’s not like that.’ Nina’s wild eyes again. ‘It was love. I know it was. He said he was sure that I was the one, that he’d just met me at the wrong time.’ The tears resurge. 

Yrsa wants to slap the silliness out of her. ‘Nina, I’m sorry, but he doesn’t love you. They always say they’re going to leave their wives.’

‘I think he was just scared, you know, because of his kids.’ 

‘Yeah. I’m sure he was terrified. I’m guessing you never went through with the complaint?’

‘I couldn’t do that to him. He’s not a predator.’

‘So now you’re just going to what – leave?’ Yrsa looks at the boxes.

‘I can finish my research from home. And my mum needs me, so it’s—’

‘This is a joke.’ 

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have texted you. I was just having a panic. I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.’

‘I don’t think you are doing the right thing.’ 

‘It’s impossible, it’s all impossible.’ This time, when Nina cries, Yrsa moves closer to her friend.

She looks at the box in front of her. There’s a frying pan, some knickers, a plant on its side, spilling soil. She looks to the window; a milky light has settled in the courtyard.

‘You don’t have to leave,’ she says.

‘I know.’

‘So don’t.’







It’s one of the worst things that’s happened in recent times. Her £13 box of sushi, left in Nina’s room. Yrsa doesn’t know how long she’s been sitting in the park. The afternoon’s turned cold with the cloudless blue. At least she had a granola bar in her bag.

‘Yrsa. Yrsa. Yohoo.’

Why can she not just mourn the terrible awful thing that’s happened and eat her snack in peace? Why must the world be filled with such pathologically annoying people as Dr Barnett – approaching now – waving like a woman about to go overboard. 

‘Oh it’s good to have caught up with you.’ She’s puffing, despite only having crossed the park. ‘Do you mind?’ She sits without waiting for a reply. 

Yrsa hates sharing benches with people, especially Doctors by the name of Barnett. On the college staff the woman heads up, amongst other things, outreach, and always has large acrylic earrings clanging about her face. 

‘How are you? Beautiful day, isn’t it? Aren’t those blossoms gorgeous, out of season, mind. How’s the PhD going?’

Yrsa bites into her granola bar. ‘Good.’

‘Remind me, what’s the title again?’

‘How Afropessimism is shaping black women’s discourses on their liberation.’

‘Gosh, yes.’ 

Yrsa crunches on an almond.

Dr Barnett smooths down her orange culottes. ‘Well, anyway, yes it’s really such chance that I’ve just bumped into you as I was just talking with Finn, you know Finn,’ (she does not know Finn), ‘at Corpus who’s working on a new project? He wanted to pass it by some good eyes and I was telling him that I know just the girl and look at that – you appear!’

Dr Barnett’s perpetual optimism is so, deeply, draining.  

‘What’s the project?’

‘He wants to make a video of students, black students here,’ she always says the B word like it may explode. ‘But talking positively about their experience. I think to counter the video just put out by the BBC. And as you’re always saying how important it is to change the narrative, plus with the work you did at the film festival, I thought you’d be just perfect.’ 

‘Perfect to?’

‘Talk with Finn about it. He needs help wording the questions. And maybe offer any advice.’

Dr Barnett specialises in the study of medieval dream poetry; Yrsa can’t see the point. She also can’t see the point of this Finn, nor his video.

‘I don’t know if you’re free now, but I just came from Corpus and know he’s working on it this afternoon. If you were free, I might message him that you could pop by?’ 

Yrsa could so easily not be free. She could go now and feed some ducks, eat an entire cheesecake, go to Twitter with the news about Richardson; but the thought of this Finn encroaching on the peace of students causes her to say, ‘Yes, I can go and talk to him.’

‘Thank you, thank you. He’ll be so chuffed.’

Maybe Finn will be fit. Maybe the universe will reward her for her good consciousness and kind work. Maybe she’ll get her Friday fuck after all. 

‘He says he’s in the courtyard by the library. Do you know the one?’

‘I’ll find my way.’ Yrsa stands.

‘You’re really a star.’

Shove it up your arse. She smiles and walks away. 







Corpus Christi College sits on Trumpington Street, a brick road of cafés and souvenir shops. The college is made up of a number of interconnecting grass courts. Students pass by her, laughing.

Yrsa’s phone buzzes and she slides it from her bag. Below, a message from her mum that she missed: 

It would not be difficult to come. You are being difficult. Candice

Her mother signs off every text she sends because, Yrsa presumes, she’s a sadist. She deletes the message. And a text from Ethan:

Wish you were here [a grainy image of Ethan’s bare chest, bed sheets, and cock]

It’s the first dick pic she’s been sent by him. She zooms in, tilts her phone for the best angle. Poor image quality, poor lighting, and poor form. She sighs.

Leaving him on read she opens her chat with Ida, her flatmate. 

Drink tonight?

Thought you were seeing lover man tonight. I bought ear plugs

[egg plant emoji, egg plant emoji, water splash emoji]

Not seeing him

Why?????

Will explain later did you hear what happened to Nina?

No? What??

Will also explain later

I can do the Punter at 6?

See you then x

Excited for the goss!!

Sliding her phone back into her bag, she passes through the stone archway. In the courtyard just before the library sits a man wearing an ill-chosen corduroy jacket who, Yrsa presumes by the way he is cautiously waving at her, is Finn. Not fuckable then.

‘Hi.’ She sits, shaking his hand as briefly as possible. 

‘Thanks so much for coming, sorry if it’s a pain.’ He’s Irish. His accent has the lovely Dublin lilt which, irritatingly, endears him to her. 

‘That’s okay. What is it you wanted?’

As Finn describes his project, Yrsa nods along while thinking about what to do with the dick pic. If it had been a good one, then maybe she could have stayed with Ethan, but she can’t be self-respecting and masturbate to such pathetic attempts. 

‘So looking at involving maybe seven students. Or do you think that’s too many? You think that’s too many …’ 

But it’s more than just the dick pic. She can’t be self-respecting and stay with a man just because he knows how to whip butter into eggs. 

‘I feel students should feel comfortable in applying here …’ 

She considers the list of Ethan’s good points and compares it to the list of his bad. The bad is more substantial than the good, but the good is better than she’s come across in a long while. 

‘So, yes, anyway, I’m rambling. But these are the questions.’ Finn opens his satchel and starts rummaging. ‘Feck, I must have—’

‘Have you been ignoring my emails or am I having problems with Outlook again?’ Finn is getting a large slap on the back by a man who – Yrsa realises – she knows. 

‘No, they’re coming through. Sorry, busy week.’

The man sits at a chair that no one’s offered him, scraping it across the gravel. He sips a Sanpellegrino, lemon, and doesn’t acknowledge Yrsa’s existence.

Richardson.

‘I’m only messing with you,’ Richardson says to Finn. Happy. Too happy.

He’s also, she can’t help but think it, better looking than she thought. In a Steve Carrell better-with-age kind of way. 

Richardson, sip, sip, sipping his Sanpellegrino.

She tries to imagine him and Nina fucking. She can’t see it. She reckons he gets sweaty before he comes. Reckons he always tells Nina he loves her right after.

‘… And then he said, you just gotta let ’em dangle lower next time.’ He’s come to the end of a joke which has him laughing – Finn laughing too – laughs like static. 

‘Anyway, you a student here?’ Richardson turns abruptly to Yrsa.

The sudden attention knocks her off balance.

‘PhD.’ 

‘You don’t look old enough.’ He laughs, again. 

Nina doesn’t look old enough either. 

‘What field?’ he asks.

‘Sociology.’

‘Oh yes, my apologies, we have met. You’re looking at the impact of aid in Western Africa.’

‘Not me.’ 

‘Apologies again then.’ 

Finn coughs, he seems unsure how to proceed with this social interaction. Yrsa wants Richardson alone.

She looks to Finn, keeping her tone sweet. ‘I’ve got to get going soon, if you wanted to give me those questions to look over?’ 

‘I could email them to you?’ he suggests.

‘I don’t have a computer.’ A blatant lie, but one she figures Finn will be too awkward to confront. ‘If you did have a printout?’ A smile.

‘Right, yes, I do actually. Just in my room. It’s not far, I can just grab them for you.’ He stands while trying to get out a number of sorrys and thank-yous. She waits for Finn to turn the corner, looks back at Richardson.

She thinks of Nina’s knickers next to the frying pan. ‘You should know that I kno—’

‘’Scuse me, I think that’ll be the wife.’ His phone. 

His fucking phone. Before Yrsa can get a word out he’s up, iPhone on speaker, pacing by the flowers, all darling this and darling that. 

How dare he. She lost expensive sushi – and one of the few people she likes in the department today – because of him. Yrsa looks away from him, watches a bee collect pollen, stem to stem.

She’ll bet he’s taken Nina’s best research. She’ll bet he’ll stand up there at lectures, conferences, presenting it as his own. Not only did he get the girl, but he got her brightest thoughts too.

The bee, smelling for sugar, flies to the edge of the Sanpellegrino.

‘Alright, darling, see you then.’ Richardson heads back to the table. ‘Yep, got that, yep.’ He rolls his eyes at Yrsa and turns away. ‘No, I can pick up the wine.’

Well, if nothing else, she could give him a sting. 

She knocks the bee into his lemonade. 







‘But Mum.’

‘Come away, sweetheart.’ 

‘But Mum, she’s got it all down her jumper.’ 

‘Leave the lady alone. Come on.’ The woman firmly redirects her child. 

Because, would you look at that, she does have it down her jumper: small rolling dollops of strawberry ice cream. It’s delicious. A shame to waste it on cashmere. 

The child, against her mother’s pull, looks back at Yrsa. 

Because, would you look at that, it’s not only dripping down her jumper but running down her wrists, pink and sweet, patterning the pavement. 

It really is the most sensational sunset. Orange popcorn clouds perch atop King’s Chapel. The parade dashed in cherry light. 

She bought the ice cream because she wasn’t sure what to do after. Walking back along Trumpington Street she wasn’t sure what was an appropriate next action, when she saw the ice cream line. It felt wrong for the coldness of the evening and, therefore, perfectly, wonderfully, right.  

But she’s forgotten to eat it because she can’t stop replaying over

—and over—

His choking.

It had reminded her of something. 

Was it—

Orange peel? Puckered, putrefying. 

Like squeezing the fruit between your fingers. 

It had taken her by surprise at first, as he sat there and took that sip sip sip of his Sanpellegrino. She wasn’t sure if she’d drowned the bee. If its stinger would still be intact to 

sting! 

When out flailed a tongue and a dead bee and the rasping. The lips blubbering for air or words or both. Like wind. Electrifying. 

He’d thrown his phone at her to – she imagined – call an ambulance. Seek out an EpiPen.

For he was baby-like, helpless and needing help – but grotesque. So grotesque it was hard to look away. Like an animal eating itself. A swollen half-face. 

She’d stared at the phone, peaceful on the grass, and then looked around at the garden, the windows, was anyone coming? Was anyone watching the inflating, inflated man scratching at his neck?

No one.

Oh, she’d wanted to sing to him then because it was over. 

No adrenaline. 

No resurrection. 

Arteries, veins, capillaries. Popping! An orchestra of justice.

He’d lunged at her – that had been shocking. Exciting. The theatrics of the wheezing man. The red-hot raspberry of his face.

She takes a large mouthful of ice cream. Pulls the sweetness between her teeth

replaying over—

—and over—

his collapse. The heavy thud of flesh on grass – of eyes marbling – and her getting down on her knees to join him there. A hand on his head. She’d stroked his hair and watched. Listened. For the symphony to end. 

For stillness. 

She cracks her teeth through the cone. Licking ice cream off her thumb. 

Because only when she was sure did she roll him over and – placing her hands over his chest – cry for help. Playing the stupid, silly, distraught woman.

The little girl now holds her mother’s hand and steps, tight-rope like, down the wall. She looks back at Yrsa.




II

Restless spirits like goat – this is what her Grandmother would say. They enjoy the blood-letting of the meat. And, when someone has died too early, it’s best to cook a curry to show your respect, the spirits may have a difficult journey. Also – if you’re worried about anything – best make it hot.  

The meat has already been washed in water and vinegar; patted dry; mixed with garlic, onions, curry powder, all-purpose seasoning, salt and pepper. Yrsa removes it from the fridge.

It’s not that Yrsa is worried, she’s just being – precautionary.   

Turning up Greentea Peng, she lollops oil into the pan. Her grandmother’s Dutch pot, because ‘pots were the only good thing they brought’. She scrapes off and saves the goat’s marinade before starting the process of sealing the meat. Blistering and caramelising flavour on flesh. 

Sipping cheap wine, she lets her hips and body swing through the kitchen. 

Naturally, as primary witness to Richardson’s death, she was questioned. Once on the scene, and a second time at the station. Each time the officer seemed apologetic for making her relive it. She, naturally, had to act like she didn’t want to describe his end. 

It’s all she wants to talk about.

Now the marinade goes into the pan; the spices spitting up around the goat. Thyme next, pimento, and a touch more oil.

Ethan is coming for dinner. 

With other things on her mind she was ignoring his calls and messages (all still via Instagram). Then, yesterday, a large bouquet of roses arrived, red and brash. The gesture confused and, therefore, intrigued her. And so she’s invited him round; despite being done with him. 

The heat is low and the onions soften as Cleo Sol breezes out the speaker. Yrsa cracks open a window to let steam out of the tiny kitchen.

400 ml of water and the curry is brought to the boil. 

It all just happened so fast. There wasn’t time to call anyone. I was just trying to administer CPR as quickly as possible. I hope you understand. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

How easy it is to lie with such plausibility.

The wine has warmed too quickly in the room. The atmosphere hot under the spices. She pops a scotch bonnet out of its plastic and pierces it with the end of a knife, being careful not to slice all the way through. Its orange body is sunk into the bubbling meat. 

Flashing images of his death have caught her off guard these past few days. Picking up a meal deal in Sainsbury’s, mid lecture, coffee with friends, and suddenly Richardson is writhing, spitting up in her mind. Always these images lifting an otherwise dull moment. 

Three stirs and the lid goes on. A low heat, an hour to an hour and a half. You know it’s good when the fat has separated and risen to the top. 

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It is important for a woman to apologise as much as possible, but – the bee found its own way to the lemonade.

Her phone vibrates. 

Should be with you in about an hour. Want me to pick anything up?

Ethan acting, so oddly, like a gentleman. 

Bring wine

She downs the remainder of her glass just as she hears the front door slam. Ida comes into the kitchen with her coat and scarf still on. ‘Hey.’ She takes the orange juice from the fridge and drinks it from the bottle. Only when she’s satisfied does she properly look at Yrsa. ‘What you making?’

‘Curry.’ 

‘For me?’ Ida smiles.

As Ida lifts the lid, Yrsa says, ‘I thought you were vegan now?’

‘Trying to be.’ Ida smells it and coughs. 

‘Sorry, it’s the chilli.’ 

‘Want to watch Love Island tonight?’ 

‘I texted you, Ethan’s coming over.’

Ida groans. ‘Why?’

‘He sent me roses.’

‘Those are from him?’ Ida goes to look at the flowers. They’re sat on a coffee table in a room that’s more corridor than a sitting room. The college have, however, squeezed in a small sofa, table and lamp. A poster from Ida’s student zine rests against the wall; she keeps saying she’ll hang it. They didn’t do well on the room ballot this year.

Ida sits as Yrsa turns down the music. They have been living with, or within proximity of each other, since first year. And, as flatmates go, Ida’s as good as they get. She doesn’t have kleptomania, nymphomania, or bad bathroom habits. She also brings to their home the ease of coolness and sophistication which, it’s assumed, all Scandinavians learn at finishing school.

Some of the petals are starting to drop. 

‘I thought Ethan was ghosting you.’ Ida is still in her coat.

‘No. I was ghosting him. You think I get ghosted?’ 

‘I think we can all get ghosted, sweetie.’

‘Well, I’m bored and need something – someone – to do.’

‘I don’t approve.’ Ida never approves. ‘Just be quiet, okay? I don’t want to be kept up by your sex noises.’ 

‘I would never.’ 

‘Yeah, right.’ 

‘Have you heard from Nina?’ Yrsa asks casually. Ida and Nina aren’t close friends, but since Richardson’s death Nina’s gone silent on everyone. Yrsa’s had to take to asking around.

‘No, have you still not?’

Yrsa shakes her head.

‘She probably just needs space, you know. She must be so confused, and sad. So awful, the whole thing.’ Ida takes off her shoes.

‘Don’t you want to take your coat off?’

‘I’m cold.’

Both women sit for a moment in silence before a group chat goes off on Ida’s phone. She opens WhatsApp and mutes the conversation, she then opens Instagram to reply to a message. Yrsa watches over her shoulder as she starts scrolling, flicking past graphics about the war in Ukraine to a recipe for miso-glazed cauliflower. 

‘Do you think you could make that?’ Ida asks.

‘Sure.’

‘Maybe I’ll go to Serena’s tonight then,’ Ida says.

Next, they watch a video of a baby falling face first into the snow a few too many times. Then a video of Sam Mack comes up – the internet’s favourite misogynist. He’s sat at a table with a number of other men. When he speaks his voice is monotone with a South London clip. ‘It’s what I’m saying.’ He claps his hands. ‘It’s what I’m saying. I expect absolute loyalty from my women. I ain’t having my chicks talking to other dudes. If I’m not at the club with them, they’re at home. That’s how it should be.’ The video cuts to red graphics: THAT’S HOW IT SHOULD BE.

Ida sighs and scrolls on.





Yrsa twists and knots her braids on top of her head, secures them with a large shower cap. The hot water makes her brace, it’s how she likes it. Feeling the pour run down her neck and off over her shoulders. First she exfoliates, rubbing salts which sting slightly under the heat. Then the almond wash. With a leg on the edge of the bath she takes her time with the razor. Under the armpits, between the legs. She hums a non-specific tune. 

Sat on the edge of the bath, she is meticulous with the body butter. Shea and jojoba oil whipped and stored in an old jam jar. Her body is both firm and soft. A man once told her she looked like Botticelli’s Venus – it was hard to sleep with him after that, considering how inaccurate he was. 

She wraps herself in a towel and turns the light on under the mirror. She applies mascara, and a red-tinted lip and sprays Jo Malone, English Pear. Shaving aside, these things are always for her, not him. The braids, unknotted, fall heavy down her back. 

She carries the speaker from the kitchen to her bedroom, playing Voodoo to get her in the mood.  

A tricky outfit to gauge: she has to look casual but good. Putting on her trusty jeans, dark denim, she cycles through three tops before landing back on the first. She plumps a pillow and restrains herself from doing the rest.

D’Angelo musky in the room. 

Lying across the bed she lets her head dangle over the mattress’s edge. There is a new patch of mould in the ceiling’s corner. It’s patterned like ivy. 





She’d forgotten how hot he is, and funny – and men aren’t funny. They’ve almost finished the rosé and she hasn’t even started on the rice and peas. 

‘No, I’m not showing you that.’ She pushes his hand away and gives him a side smile. She’s full-frontal flirting.

‘By the end of the night I’ll have seen it.’ He leans back on the sofa and she traces his muscles beneath the light green of his shirt. His skin soft under the bristle of his beard. His hair close shaven. 

There’s a twinkle to him – to them – tonight.

‘But what were we saying … oh yeah, Moonlight. Fuck yeah, what a film. I rewatched that scene actually, you know the scene—’

‘In the ocean.’

‘Mm, in the ocean, where he’s just got him there. Holding him afloat. I’ve watched that scene so many times. Because that’s what it should be, the support, y’know. So maybe I’ll call my charity Moonlight.’

‘Your charity.’ She rolls her eyes at him, a tease. 

‘I may be making a lot of money now but I’m a nice guy, one day I’ll give some away.’

‘Just don’t go dirtying the name of such a good movie.’

‘No, there are other things I want to dirty first.’ He looks her up and down. ‘So why didn’t you send me a photo back?’ 

‘I don’t do that.’

‘You a lady, are you?’

She won’t give him an answer.

‘You haven’t been too ladylike with me before.’

She wants to shag him until the cows come home.

‘There was something I wanted to ask you.’ He shifts tone, leaning forward and pouring out the last of the bottle. ‘In a couple of weeks I have to go to Paris, it’s a work trip and I was thinking, why don’t I extend it over the weekend and you come along? You know, what with it being Paris and all.’ He hands her glass back.

The dick pic. The roses. And now Paris. Something’s off, but was he always this hot?

‘Anyway, think about it. I go a fair bit, so I know the good spots.’ He takes back the glass he’s just given her, places it on the table. ‘And I’m not just talking about the city’s good spots.’ His hand on her thigh.

His lips on her neck. He’s playing with her through the denim. His teeth pulling down her top.

But she’ll make him wait. 

‘I’m hungry.’ She pushes him back. ‘Help me finish dinner.’

She’s up and walking to the kitchen. He groans, following. 

She pulls down a pan and, ignoring his hand on her arse, chops three spring onions and a clove of garlic. As he is telling her this and that, something about his co-workers, she fries the onion and garlic with three sprigs of thyme. 

‘Open that, would you.’ 

Now her hand on his arse. 

The kidney beans are added to the pan with a big helping of salt. He squeezes her between him and the sink. They kiss. A cup and a half of rice goes in. They kiss.

‘Stop, it’ll burn.’ She adds coconut milk, white and thick, to coat the beans.

‘My brother always makes this.’ Ethan’s up behind her. 

The milk is about to bubble up but she doesn’t care. 

They kiss.





When all is hot she dishes the food up high on two chipped plates. She turns the desk in her room into a table. They talk, they eat. Yrsa even lights a candle. Family, futures, pasts. The goat is rich and sweet. ‘So that’s why I went into law.’ The wine sour and cool. ‘No, my parents are still together, I used to want them to divorce so I could have two Christmases.’ Their talk takes them to the bed. Their touching makes Yrsa stand up and close the curtains.

Ethan sits against the headboard.

‘Take your top off first.’

She obliges, slowly.

‘And now the jeans.’

She obliges, slower.

His eyes run up and down the length of her, the width of her.

She comes towards him and lowers herself onto him, feeling him harden.

‘God, you’re beautiful.’

She bites his lip and he undoes her bra. She leans to the drawer for a condom and he unbuckles his jeans. Pushing him back onto the bed, she tears at the wrapper.

‘Do we have to?’

‘What?’ 

He gestures towards the condom.

‘I’m not too keen on having your kids, so—’

He pushes up and flips her over so her back is on the bed; kissing down her stomach; kissing between her legs. She moans, feeling around her for the condom.

‘The things I’m going to do to you
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