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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains numerous scenes of a sexual nature, as well as depictions of attempted sexual assault. Reader discretion is advised. Please take care while reading, and prioritise your well-being.




For the lone wolves, the dirty dogs, and everyone in between.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My amazing, patient editor Jack who was with me every step of the way, thank you for supporting and believing in me from day one of this project.

My sunbeam nephew, baby Leo, who was brewing at the same time as the first draft of this book; nice of you to join us.

My Dad, the first writer I ever knew, and my guiding light. To spare our blushes, I hope this is the only part of my book you read.

Dr Reid, I appreciate you very much for taking the time to answer all my medical-related questions, no matter how bonkers they were.

Zara and Katherine for letting me sleep in the princess layer at the mad hoose, during my own long dark night of the soul.

Zoë, thank you for all the chats, encouragement, and girl dinners: exactly what I needed to get me over the finish line.

Kina, my unofficial manager – everyone needs a number one cheerleader, and I am glad you are mine.

Kerr, I will be forever grateful for you letting me turn our closet into a novel-writing story cave. Thanks for everything.




PROLOGUE

There she is. She is smaller than I imagined. Chestnut curls, narrow shoulders and a puny frame. Not what I was expecting. She walks with uncertainty. Like she’s not meant to be here. But she is. Her sweet scent overwhelms my senses, even at this distance. Earthy and delectable. I inch closer, the sheer yearning of hunger almost making me lose control. I can’t help myself – I am salivating. As I close in on her, I feel the thrust of my appetite, sprung to satiate. This can’t be right. My only wish for tonight was that I could see her with my own eyes. But now that I see her, I realise that I must have her. Yet I cannot. She is my forbidden fruit. She is the answer to so many questions. That aroma. It’s killing me. I must leave before it is too late. But I stop to smell her some more. Just one second more. Then, despite myself, I transform quickly, my flesh toughening, my teeth turning into sharp fangs. My claws are silenced by the carpet. And then, I simply can’t control myself. The human inside me wants her to run. But the other part is stronger. She turns, showcasing a delicate side profile. I leap towards her, my mouth snarling and wide and hungry, and I want to warn her and devour her all at once. My instincts take over as my teeth puncture her beautiful pale neck, and I see her innocent brown eyes, wide in terror as I bite down into her irresistibly tender flesh.




CHAPTER ONE

‘Enter freely and of your own free will!’

Discuss the significance of this line in Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897).

I am splayed on a sticky kitchen worktop in Leith, being inexpertly eaten out by a first-year archaeology student called Gary. I didn’t want to get fully naked – I’ve only just met this man. So my tracksuit bottoms and knickers are twisted around one leg, as if I’m an overused clothes horse on the brink of collapse. Rusty pipes rumble as they fail to heat the draughty apartment, and there are what feels like old toast crumbs creeping up my bum crack. Gary plays rugby, drinks the cheapest available IPA beer, goes skiing in the winter and enjoys watching MMA fights at 5 a.m. And he is not good at oral sex. Trying to guide him to the correct pleasure zone would be mortifying – he is way off-piste – so instead I let out a token moan, hoping he’ll give up before I have to fake an orgasm. I was a solid B-plus student in drama, but pretending this feels good would require Oscar-worthy talent. While my wing-woman Autumn is getting the rattle of her life somewhere from the vampiric model she picked up earlier, I am practically counting sheep here. Poor Gary – with these skills, he wouldn’t know what to do with a first-class stamp. But maybe Gary’s not the problem. Maybe it’s me. This isn’t the first time I’ve found myself wondering whether I have less capacity for fun than the average twenty-year-old girl.

Then again, the average twenty-year-old girl probably didn’t kill their sister. So there’s that.

I spot a crooked Pulp Fiction poster on the greasy kitchen wall and wonder if Gary’s even seen the film or if it’s just a generic attempt at looking cool. The licks begin to slow; maybe the poor guy has a crick in his neck. I might not be reaching orgasm anytime soon, but at least I’ll have a titillating anecdote to share at lunch tomorrow. Cunnilingus in the kitchen wasn’t on my first-semester bingo card, but perhaps it should have been.

My eyes wander in boredom to a food processor perched on the floor, not even out of its box, and I think about Gary’s mum picking out kitchen appliances for this exciting new chapter in his life. Little did she know he’d be surviving on a diet of microwavable burgers and pussy.

Gary’s lazy licks come to an abrupt halt, signalling the welcome end of the act. It is possible that I am even drier than I was before he began. His grip on my thighs loosens and he comes up for air. His alabaster skin is somehow even paler now, thanks to the smears of glistening crimson decorating his mouth and chin. He wipes a thumb across his bottom lip and stares at it before stuttering, ‘Y-you’re bleeding.’

Let’s go back a couple hours. At The Lounge, an underground nightclub at the foot of Cowgate, a hundred or so students dance ironically to a cheesy remix of a screechy electro song that came out the year we were all born. A cohort of fists pumps energetically in the air to the escalating beat. A burly bald bouncer shouts for an adventurous show-off in a miniskirt to stop twerking on a table. An unfortunate soul rushes past me to throw up in the toilet, his fingers cupping his mouth. Two almost identical girls with puffy lips reapply lipstick, using their phones as mirrors. Wallflowers lurk in the shadows. And I am front left of the DJ booth with Autumn.

‘I told you I should have stayed at the library!’ I shout over the pounding music, now reaching a glitchy crescendo.

‘Behave yourself,’ Autumn answers in her strong Glaswegian accent. ‘I just met a six-foot spoken-word artist with a Prince Albert,’ she adds, with a glint in her eye. Autumn dances with ease, her long fiery-red hair swishing behind her as she moves. Her milky face, brushed with a full universe of freckles, shines with sweat. We found each other at registration for English literature last week, where she immediately welcomed me with a million questions over bubblegum breath. When I told her I liked her name, she replied, ‘My twin brother is called Winter. Parents are the best, aren’t they?’ I felt a sudden urge to tell her about my sister Grace there and then. But as always, I managed to resist it, burying her name until the scream became a whisper.

It’s only our second week at the University of Edinburgh, but I already feel a strong affinity with my new friend. Autumn is open and fizzing with energy. She has taught me that people can be really nice, and how to make the best spicy margarita (chilli-salt rim). And Zainab, my other new pal, has taught me how to roll a perfect joint (grind furiously before). And here we are, all three of us at a Singles Night. I’d much rather be cosied up with a good book, but I keep this thought to myself. At the door, we were given the choice of a green, amber or red sticker to signify our relationship statuses. As Autumn writhes unselfconsciously to the music, she proudly showcases two green stickers, one on each of her breasts. As if they need any extra attention. ‘We are getting fresh meat tonight,’ she had exclaimed excitedly on the street outside the club, startling the elderly man shuffling past us.

‘No, you are getting fresh meat tonight; I am here for anthropological reasons only,’ I’d corrected her.

‘We are the fresh meat,’ Zainab had added.

Now, Autumn sips her drink and gives me a gap-toothed smile. She is the type of person who always glitters, with her multiple tooth gems twinkling in the swooshing laser lights and her button nose decorated with a gem on either side. Her fashion sense jumps from effortlessly cool to completely outrageous. Tonight’s outfit is a faded noughties crop top that accentuates her curves, high-waisted second-hand men’s trousers and a giant furry hat, complete with a diamante handbag too small to hold anything. I’ve opted for my usual look – baggy track pants and a white tank top. Judging by the amount of leg on show, I am not sure I fit in. There’s a surprise. I try to move my hips in time to the beat and ask, ‘What’s a Prince Albert?’

‘A dick piercing!’ Autumn nudges me as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

‘Of course,’ I shoot back in her ear, wondering what the benefits could be. Whatever they are, I’m not sure they outweigh the risk of infection or getting it caught in a zipper. Ouch.

The short yet mighty Zainab shoves her way through a throng of dancers to join us without so much as an ‘excuse me’. She is striking, with rich brown skin and wide eyes, adorned with the type of lashes that people pay good money for. Her hair is oil-black, tucked behind her ears in a no-fuss bob that flicks out at the ends. Zainab likens herself to a ‘dykey, Indian Wednesday Addams’. Her humour is as dry as sandpaper, and she’s quicker than anyone I know. I met her in the library when she asked directions to the romance section. I had already made myself quite at home there. Turns out she was looking for a quiet place to vape. She wasn’t really into any of that mushy crap, as she called it.

Earlier this evening, we’d all got ready together at Zainab’s townhouse in Morningside, where she lives alone. I say we got ready, but I just brushed through my shoulder-length curly brown hair, chucked on some mascara and sipped my drink as I watched Zainab apply layer after layer of eyeliner, only taking a break to puff on a joint. Autumn sat cross-legged, nursing a wine, remarking that this apartment was bigger than the one she’d grown up in. It’s not far off the size of my mum and dad’s, either. Zainab just shrugged. I had never understood the phrase ‘filthy rich’ until I visited her place. Piles of clothes everywhere, Jenga-like towers of dishes in the kitchen sink, a bathroom overflowing with expensive lotions and potions, and congregations of old toilet-roll tubes strewn on the floor. Zainab’s lived here since she was sixteen. She has the privilege of fierce independence, only granted to people who come from money. She went to the top all-girl’s school in the city, and she has private healthcare and a nice car with her name on it – if she gets her degree. But despite her wealthy roots, Zainab is probably the least pretentious person I’ve met here. And in Edinburgh, pretension is easy to find. She talks straight, makes me laugh and is far too cool for me. Zainab’s mum runs a top cosmetic surgery clinic in the centre of the city, but much to her disappointment, Zainab chose to study veterinary medicine instead of following in her footsteps. She shrewdly told me she prefers animals to people. Which makes her interest in me all the more warming.

As Zainab swoops under a dancing man’s armpit, I point at the tray of jelly shots she’s balancing. ‘Are these vegan?’

Autumn swipes two of them. ‘Nope, but I can take the spare one to Prince.’ She gives us an exaggerated wink and we watch as she swans over to a skinny guy with a neck tattoo, in an oversized denim jacket, leaning on a pillar. His smouldering pose is so manufactured, I am half expecting a group of paparazzi to be lurking a few feet away. If smoking was still allowed inside, he’d be puffing on a Marlboro Red as we speak. It’s all too cool for school for my liking, but I guess he’s Autumn’s type. From our many conversations about dating and sex, anyone and everyone is Autumn’s type. She’s had them all – her butch football coach, her divorced supervisor when she worked at a supermarket, her pansexual hairdresser. Just about anyone can get her going, it seems. It’s quite the skill.

‘Let’s go,’ Zainab suggests, her voice dripping with boredom. ‘All the girls wearing green stickers here are straight.’

‘Always the way,’ I say more knowingly than I deserve to. ‘Maybe we should leave.’

Zainab looks pleased, the way she always does when she gets what she wants. Which, thanks to her bad-bitch energy, is often.

‘But I haven’t found any fresh meat yet,’ I add dryly. Just then, I catch the eye of a cute guy with broad shoulders and an even broader smile. Handsome, approachable and, lo and behold, he’s wearing a green sticker. The perfect man to pop my university sexcapade cherry with? I look over to Autumn, who is currently kissing the face off Prince Albert.

Zainab sighs and rips off her sticker. ‘He looks boring. Come on, shall we find a pub somewhere?’

‘At least let me chat to him first.’

Zainab sighs. ‘I’m not waiting around like a spare part. Just do me a favour. Please share your location if you go back to his. Safety first.’

‘That’s why I carry a condom in my bag.’ Along with painkillers, a mini torch and an electrolyte sachet, all of which came in one of the starter kits they were handing out at the freshers’ fair. If there’s a power cut in which I find myself horny and thirsty with a stubbed toe, I’ll be covered.

Zainab elbows her way through the crowd and I approach Green Sticker Guy. When Stevo, my first boyfriend at school, asked me out, it didn’t occur to me to say anything but yes – after all, I might never get asked out again. Who would want me? I had kissed a few girls and boys before then but never gotten that far, and I was acutely aware of my loner status. Fancying Stevo was easy, but I was never really sure if I loved him, or vice versa. We were just young kids in a small town, doing what everyone else was doing. Cosplaying as a normal teenage couple. We would watch films at the cinema, slowly teasing each other with popcorn-dusted fingers. Then we progressed to shagging in his car on the way home. But soon we stopped caring about one another. He cheated and I stayed with him. I didn’t get the hint, so he cheated again. Eventually, he took the initiative and broke up with me via a badly written letter. It started with ‘Yo’.

‘Hi, I’m Brodie,’ I say shyly.

Green Sticker Guy extends a meaty hand to shake mine and introduces himself: ‘Gary.’

Two vodka lemonades, some reasonable banter and a spot of oral later, I am filled with red-hot shame – and Gary’s chin and previously all-white tee are covered in it.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble. I take my leg off him, shimmying myself off the worktop. Saved by the bleed. Pulling up my track pants, I notice Gary is now so ghostly white he’s practically see-through.

‘Sorry, I’m . . . I don’t really like blood.’ His body starts to sway like he’s deflating, eyes rolling back in his head. Then, he has the audacity to faint. I try to catch him in my arms, but being relatively skinny and scrawny, I buckle under his weight. At the risk of putting my back out, I lower him onto the kitchen floor, cradling him on my lap like a giant floppy baby. Panic intensifying inside me, I grab a dish towel, run it under the cold tap, then dab it over his face. I quickly wipe the blood from his chin and wonder if this has ever happened to Autumn. Or anyone else, for that matter. A few painful minutes go by. I imagine him dying right here on the linoleum. Would I have to break the news to his parents? Would I need to speak at the funeral? I’d have to make up some extravagant lie, like saying we met at study group. But luckily, I won’t have to worry about any of that, because Gary starts to come around, his eyes eventually regaining focus. Pulling himself to standing, he glances down at his T-shirt, which is decorated in red blotches, and then back at me. He looks as embarrassed as I feel. Almost.

‘At least I know I’m not pregnant,’ I blurt out. It’s meant to provide a moment of levity, but it sounds deranged. Gary doesn’t see the funny side and I don’t blame him. I wanted the ground to swallow me up before. Now I need an even bigger sinkhole. ‘Where’s your bathroom?’ I ask, grabbing my bag, cursing my period for arriving a day early and wishing never to see this man ever again.

On my walk of shame towards the Old Town, the cool September air rushes up the sleeves of my coat, so I hug myself to keep warm. I pass doorways of bars where drunk men with gravelly smokers’ laughs assemble. These places are flanked by more gentrified establishments, artisan restaurants crammed with diners tucking into deconstructed burgers and sipping on overpriced cocktails. Women in fur coats spill out of a wine bar, shrieking as they take a quick selfie before flagging down a taxi. Walking up further, I pass a heaving kebab shop with a zigzag queue of plastered people waiting eagerly to satisfy their calorific needs. A hunched busker belts out an old folk song, accompanied by sporadic accordion-playing.

Coming from Seafall, a sleepy east-coast town about twenty miles from Kirkcaldy, to suddenly have all of this on my doorstep feels good. I’ve managed to secure accommodation right next to the George Square campus, in an old Georgian building in Bucky Place. It’s within a stone’s throw of all the hotspots – the library, cute cafés, the best pubs and cool thrift stores. I got some money to put towards the costs of student life thanks to the Margaret Wallace scholarship, and although my flat’s on the shabbier side, this was all I could afford. All I need to do is get straight As and everything will be fine. I feel a familiar spike of shame for going out tonight instead of prepping for my first tutorial tomorrow. Like I’ve let myself down. And my parents. Again. Anytime I have even the slightest bit of fun, I am tapped on the shoulder by an invisible Shame Goblin who nastily whispers in my ear, You know you don’t deserve that, right? Just then, my phone beeps with a message from Zainab.

Zainab:

How was the hook-up? Are you staying at his?

I pause, glancing through the window of a quaint indie bookshop called Beyond Books. I’ve already visited this store three times, chatting to the owner about the new reads that are out. She’s what my mum would call a true eccentric – a trans lady in her forties with wild bleached-blonde hair who wears thick seventies glasses and layers of bold jewellery. Seeing the books propped up in the window reminds me I need to go to the library tomorrow to return my most recent haul.

Looking back at my phone, I know I’m not ready to share my humiliating period story yet. It’s too raw.

Brodie:

It was OK. Tell you when I see you. Heading home now. Tired. xx

As I approach my block of flats, I see a petite and refined woman walking her pet poodle. I’ve seen her around a lot: she always wears a long fur coat, almost down to her ankles, her shiny dark hair teased into an expensive blowout. Her mobile phone is glued to her manicured hand. She throws a loud, ‘Good evening!’ my way before returning to her phone call. ‘I told Jeremy to come back to me when he stops feeding me horse shit! The only thing that talks in this equation is money.’

I let her and her poodle pass me.

‘Good boy, Pudding, you can wait until we get to the park.’ She pulls Pudding’s lead and he trots obediently in front of her, his little legs almost bouncing on the grass. I bet Pudding has a nice life. Premium dog food and walks around all the cute parks in Edinburgh. We didn’t have pets when I was young. I never asked why, but I always assumed it’s because pets inevitably die. And we’ve had enough death in our family.

As I put the key in my door, I think about how I couldn’t wait to move away from my parents and live independently. Leaving Seafall behind to immerse myself in a cosmopolitan life, rubbing shoulders with artists and writers. When I step inside, my new roommate Nathan is heading out the kitchen towards his bedroom, his droopy grey boxer shorts threatening to fall down as he holds a mixing bowl with a tablespoon poking out of it. I try to avert my eyes, but Nathan’s tubby figure is covered in tattoos of cartoon characters I have never heard of and kind of hard to look away from. Despite seemingly not caring much for clothes of any description, Nathan has a curiously ever-present blond quiff. No matter the time of day, that thing is styled, standing to attention.

‘Oh, are you baking?’ I gesture to the bowl.

‘No,’ Nathan replies, seemingly confused by my question.

Kicking off my shoes, I peer into the bowl and see a melting pot of different cereals, floating in a baby-pink liquid. There must be at least five different types in there.

‘Six,’ Nathan offers with pride, as if reading my mind. ‘I like to call it cereal soup.’

‘Is that . . .?’

‘Strawberry milk, yes. As an exception, I can make you one if you like?’ He scratches his forehead. ‘Although we only have one big bowl. I could do it in a pot if you want. However, I would prefer for us to each stick to our own utensils.’

‘Tempting, but I already ate.’ Zainab had ordered us a yummy Thai takeaway before the club. It pays to have rich friends who can’t cook, it seems.

He looks relieved as he disappears into his room, which briefly emits beams of light from his multiple screen set-up. Soon the familiar sounds of explosions from the action films he watches all night reverberate through the walls. I retire to my own room, which is beginning to feel like home. Granted, the peeling wallpaper is the shade of stale chewing gum, and the yucky brown carpet is so cheap and rough it’s borderline dangerous to have any direct contact with exposed skin. But I’ve done my best to decorate it and make it my own. I’ve stuck some arty photos on the walls, and my crisp new blue bed covers provide a colour pop. My real pride and joys are my books. The bookshelf is bursting at the seams already, so much of my beloved collection lies in piles on the floor. Sure, I need to step over them when I go to brush my teeth, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. When I climb under my covers, I habitually reach out to stroke Grace’s memory box, an old chocolate biscuit tin that I’ve kept beside my bed since I can remember. Inside are some tokens from her short life. A purple hair tie and a square of her favourite bumblebee pyjamas. As I try to fall into a much-needed sleep, I am haunted by the strange shadows in my new room. They taunt me, morphing into scary shapes. I ball my hands into fists and gulp down the familiar fear as I hear Shame Goblin’s throaty whisper: You don’t deserve a nice life. The worst thing about this is I know that it’s right.

I’m at the top of an impossibly high building. So high that when I look down from the window, all I can see is a pit, a deeper shade than black. A never-ending abyss that threatens to swallow me up. Grace is beside me. But she is no age. More like a spirit, or a presence. An impression of her. I start to back away from the window, but then I lose my footing. She reaches out to grab me.

‘Be careful!’ she begs.

The white net curtains whip in the wind. One curtain suddenly grabs me by my left wrist and yanks me forward. I dig my heels in, but I’m unable to gain purchase and I slide along the floor. I try to step back, but instead I am propelled towards the window as the other curtain snakes around my free arm, pulling my whole body. The wind slaps me for my insolence, rushes down my throat and into my eyes. I try to wrestle out of its grip but it’s pointless.

‘Brodie!’ Grace’s voice shouts, strangled with fear.

And then the curtains snatch me outside, and I am suspended over the nothingness, my bare feet dangling.

‘Let me go!’ I shout. And then suddenly, I am released. I plummet down and down and down and down and down.




CHAPTER TWO

Explore the importance of female relationships in Little Women (1868) by Louisa May Alcott and how they impact Jo March’s character growth.

This morning I woke up with butterflies in my stomach. A nice change from the knot of anxiety that has made itself at home in there. As I go for a shower, I see Nathan hovering in the hallway. ‘Good morning. Please don’t use my shower gel – it’s medicated.’

‘Course not!’ I chirp back at him, wondering how long these types of comments will last.

After getting ready, I brush up on my notes that I prepared yesterday and set off for my first English literature tutorial. When I step out into the gloomy morning sun, the wind is especially boisterous, whipping my hair all over the place. I take a big deep sniff, breathing in the hoppy smell of the city as I tread the rain-soaked pavement. Some of the people I went to school with were bonkers enough to stay in Seafall. I couldn’t think of anything worse. I always had my sights on Edinburgh, the literary epicentre of the country. So many trailblazing authors and famous poets have lived here, drawing their inspiration from longing and heartbreak; their words of passion and romance dance invisibly in the air to the beat of my walk. Shutting my eyes, I allow the moment to soak in, but I’m swiftly interrupted by a delivery man wheeling a trolley of cardboard boxes towards me. ‘Watch it!’ he yells, and I spring out of the way apologetically, stepping into an ankle-deep puddle.

I arrive – my hair windswept and with what feels like a developing case of trench foot – at room 3B and settle in early, taking out the book we will be covering today: The Bell Jar. Like most of the books on this semester’s reading list, I’ve already read it. In this case, I’ve read it so many times that my copy is practically falling apart. Worried I look too keen, I second-guess myself and shove it back inside my bag. I rearrange my notepad and pen set on my desk. There are few things in life as satisfying as a new set of stationery. As the room fills up, I shyly observe my new classmates. I reserve the seat beside me for Autumn, although depending on what went down with Mr Cock Piercing last night, maybe she won’t turn up.

A few minutes after eleven, a boyishly handsome student in his mid-twenties sporting a shaved head and wearing a holey cable-knit sweater arrives and pulls out the chair I had reserved for Autumn.

‘Someone’s sitting there.’ My words come out clipped and rude.

‘My mistake,’ he says in a polite Northern Irish drawl, delivering an impish smile. I can’t help but notice his stirring bronze eyes and the dusting of freckles on his tawny skin. I blush for my rudeness. And his dimples.

Just as Autumn skulks in, wearing shades and a smug look on her face, he moves to the opposite side of the table and addresses the room. ‘Hello class, I’m Killian Maloney. Sorry I’m a little late, I had a run-in with the staff printer.’

I burst into a loud laugh at his joke, clapping my hand to my face as soon as it escapes my mouth. The whole class blinks at me in confusion. Autumn regards me with confused pity.

‘What did I miss?’ she whispers.

‘He’s so much younger than I imagined,’ I stutter. I know the name Killian Maloney. Anyone who is interested in literature studies knows the name.

‘Eh?’ Autumn asks.

As Killian quickly delivers our semester handbooks, I say in a hushed tone, ‘Killian Maloney. He made big waves in the Belfast lit scene, and has published loads of papers on the role of men in modern feminist literature.’

Autumn removes her sunglasses, her bloodshot eyes staring blankly at me.

‘His opinions on men in literature are, like, famous. To be honest, I pictured him being a lot older and crustier when I read his papers.’

‘Everything good over here?’ Killian asks us.

Autumn lights up like a Christmas tree and flicks her hair flirtatiously. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Let’s begin. Why do we need books?’ As he gazes around the room, Killian shoves his hands in his jeans pockets, adding to his affable charm.

Autumn discreetly mouths ‘Fuck’ at me, nodding in his direction. Of course, I should have known, an affair with a tutor would be right up her street. I could never be so daring. Killian makes eye contact and I put on my best thinking expression. Autumn flutters her eyelashes and leans back slightly, her shirt with a psychedelic print all over it stretching accordingly in all the right places. ‘Because they’re fun,’ she offers cheekily.

Light laughter spreads across the room like tinkling piano keys.

Killian’s smile broadens, showing beautifully crooked teeth. He repeats back to her, in an amused tone that inspires a touch of jealousy in me, ‘Because they’re fun. You’re not wrong.’

‘Never am,’ Autumn shoots back.

Desperate for him to notice me, I pipe up. ‘Books, and literature, connect us to others and help us make sense of the world and . . . ourselves.’

Killian stretches out an arm in adulation. ‘Now that is more like it!’

I feel more red heat creeping up my neck and face, but inside I bubble with happiness. I’ll tell you what’s better than any new stationery set: it’s getting an answer correct in class.

After the tutorial, I wait behind until Killian and I are alone. The tall stained-glass window projects a rainbow on the desk in front of me as the midday sunshine pours through it. ‘Can I help you?’ Killian bundles his laptop into a weathered leather satchel.

‘I just wanted to say sorry for being rude at the start of the class. I was saving the seat for my friend.’

‘How dare you?’ he says, packing away his papers.

I’m not sure if he’s joking or not. ‘I just don’t want you to think I’m a bad student or anything.’

Killian pauses. ‘I’ve seen a lot worse, believe me. It’s Brodie, isn’t it?’

I nod.

‘You made some really valuable points today.’

I feel a surge of gratitude.

‘I was actually on the board of submissions, so I read your personal statement to get into the university.’

‘You did?’

‘Yes. Very impressive.’

And with those parting words, I practically levitate with happiness out the door.

At Café Curiosity in Edinburgh’s Old Town, I join Zainab and Autumn for lunch. This jumble-sale-inspired café is a treat for the eyes as much as it is a treat for the taste buds. Fake taxidermy animal heads adorn the walls. At least, I hope they’re fake. The wallpaper is different on each side of the room, ranging from hot-pink flamingos to hippie flowers to zebra print. No two pieces of furniture are the same. There is a wooden swing hanging from thick rope on the way to the toilets. The crockery is mismatched in a thrift store/Mad Hatter’s tea party fashion. We sit on a battered Chesterfield couch set, elbows grazing in a pleasantly intimate way.

‘Before you got here, Brodie, Autumn was telling me about how last night went,’ Zainab says in a tone that tells me there has already been many a juicy detail divulged.

‘Oooh yeah, Prince Albert. What happened? Did you have the ride of your life?’

‘Better!’ Autumn glows.

‘What’s better than that?’ I ask.

‘So, turns out, he’s into tarot card reading. I mean, talk about two souls connecting. It was cosmic, it was explosive, it was celestial.’

‘Was it a shooting star or a shag?’ Zainab chides.

But Autumn ignores her, excitedly continuing with her story. ‘He is my ideal man! We sat and drank cups of herbal tea and chatted for hours. Then he read my cards.’

I am unable to help my own intrigue. ‘What did the cards say?’

Autumn takes a pregnant pause. Then: ‘I got the Wheel of Fortune!’ She claps her dangerously long manicured nails together.

‘Congratulations?’ I offer. She may as well have said it in Mandarin for all the sense it made.

‘Oh please.’ Zainab snorts into her cappuccino. ‘You don’t honestly believe in all that, do you?’

Autumn sniffs. ‘Laugh away. I can see right through your jealousy. I have a path of inner peace and joy ahead of me. And with that attitude, you don’t.’

Zainab folds her arms. ‘Peace and joy are overrated.’

‘So what happened after the reading?’ I ask, eyeing the dessert counter and already planning a huge piece of vegan chocolate cake for after.

‘We fucked, obviously.’

Once our lunch has been delivered by a waitress in a polka-dot dress, Zainab nudges me. ‘You didn’t share your location last night.’

‘I forgot!’ I say, my mouth full of a bite of my falafel wrap.

‘Anything could have happened.’ Zainab points her fork at me before stabbing it into her Greek salad.

I shudder, remembering Gary’s blood-soaked chin.

Autumn looks between us as she oversalts her fries.

‘Sorry,’ I say with a shrug.

‘It’s really important you do that, you know, especially if you’re going home with a stranger.’

‘Stranger?’ I repeat in faux offence. ‘His name is Gary.’

‘And his surname?’

‘Eh . . .’

‘Wait a minute . . .’ Autumn hesitates. ‘You never asked me to share my location. Prince Albert could have been a serial killer. And you two would have been none the wiser.’

‘Come to think of it, he did look a bit dodgy,’ I quip.

‘Hey!’ Autumn protests.

‘Well,’ Zainab says, ‘the point is, I don’t need to worry about you as much, do I, Autumn?’

‘Why?’ I ask.

‘Autumn is clearly used to going home with men.’

‘And women!’ Autumn adds, chomping on a fry.

Zainab nods. ‘And women, exactly. Unless you have something to hide, Brodie?’

With their eyes on me, my chest tightens. If only they knew. I twitch, doing my best to look innocent.

‘Please. Just send me your location next time, alright?’

‘More importantly, how was Gary?’ Autumn needles.

I clam up in embarrassment. ‘Nothing special.’

‘Come on, tell us! Did Gary rock your world?’

‘Hardly.’

Autumn grabs a bottle of ketchup and strokes it tenderly.

‘Oh, Gary, give it to me, Gary,’ she moans, flinging her head back theatrically. She’s so convincing I almost take notes for the next time I meet a guy like him.

A group of young students a few tables along stop eating their lunch and stare at Autumn. Zainab grabs the ketchup bottle from her and slams it down.

‘Do you have no shame, Autumn?’ she says.

‘You should try it sometime, Zainab, rather than going about life like you have a pole shoved up your—’

‘Can I get you anything else?’ the waitress interrupts.

‘No, we’re all good, thanks!’ I reply brightly, grateful that the attention’s off me. My phone beeps with a message. On seeing my face fall, Autumn peers over my shoulder to read it aloud.

Gary nightclub:

Hey, it’s Gary from last night. Hope you got home safe. This is kind of awkward to ask, but I was wondering if you would mind sending me some money for my T-shirt that got ruined? It was £50. Or whatever you can afford! Cheers, G x

‘Girl, what did you do to his T-shirt?’ Zainab questions me.

‘I bled on it,’ I admit frankly, trying to ignore the shame spiral swirling inside me.

Zainab smugly tucks her hair behind her ear. ‘A lesbian would never send a text like that.’




CHAPTER THREE

Analyse the inciting incident in Moby-Dick (1851) by Herman Melville, paying close attention to Ishmael’s journey.

The following day, I check out the university swimming pool, St Leonard’s before class. The force with which I hit the water pushes me down so my tiptoes graze the bottom, then I begin to propel myself back towards the surface. As my body surges up, I feel the familiar rush of tiny bubbles flying past me. Through my goggles I see the strip lights overhead, getting nearer and nearer, brighter and brighter. Pedalling my legs as fast as I can, I use my arms to push me up. When my head bursts above the water, I take a huge breath, gasping gratefully as the air fills my lungs. Another swimmer glides past me, reminding me that I’m in the fast lane. This pool is a piece of cake, compared to the chilly Firth of Forth at Seafall. But water is water, and aside from reading, I have always relied on swimming for a welcome escape. My favourite place to swim was always the lido at Thistle Bay. ‘Run, Brodie!’ Grace would yell, holding my wrist as the thistles jagged our ankles. I could never keep up.

The Thistle Bay lido is surrounded by man-made stone walls, with the water coming straight in from the sea. Salty and freezing. It was a source of amusement that it called itself an outdoor swimming pool, being that it was more of a giant rock pool, but I loved it. Especially when Grace and I were little and I would paddle in the shallow bit, buoyed by my blow-up orange armbands and flotation devices. Our favourite was a giant pink whale which Dad had won at the Seafall Carnival. Grace and I were so excited to test it out on the beach. We jumped up and down and grabbed Dad’s hairy calves as he stood in his black Speedos, his late-thirties beer belly going out and in as he blew it up. He had to stop several times because he got light-headed. Probably on account of the number of hand-rolled cigarettes he smoked every night. But it was worth it to have that whale. Though, being the annoying big sister that she was, Grace would always hog it.

Slicing through the water in a front crawl, I make sure I am quick enough not to have anyone else overtake me. But no matter how many lengths I do, how hard I kick my legs, I can’t shake off the memory of the pink whale and of Grace. Unfortunately, even nice memories of her are followed by a bitter aftertaste that lingers like off food. I swim so much that I forget the time. And when I notice it on the big clock on the main wall, I shout, ‘Shit!’ letting some chlorinated water in my mouth. I have a lecture to get to.

I arrive panting at the mostly full lecture hall, a grand room with huge windows looking out to the city, my curls wet and my fingers pruned. Killian’s perched near the front, wrapped up in a petrol-blue cable-knit sweater and reading a book. He looks like he’s in a cute stock photograph. I decide to sit in his view, but as I make my way down towards him, I hear a sharp whistle. I turn to see Autumn signalling for me to join her a few rows down from the very back.

‘We’re practically out the door here,’ I say out of the corner of my mouth, taking the empty seat beside her.

‘If we sit down there, we’ll get picked on. Or is that what you want?’

‘Maybe,’ I reply haughtily.

Forty students watch in painful silence as our lecturer, Dr Jackie Mcallister, a spritely yet slightly hunched woman in her fifties with spiky short silver hair and a penchant for ponchos, footers around with a PowerPoint presentation that looks like it was created the same year the internet was invented.

‘What is romanticism?’ Jackie finally addresses the room.

I sit on my hands, practically bursting to shout out the answer. But I’m too shy.

Jackie observes the faces staring back at her. ‘It is a cultural movement that emerged in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It represented a shift towards emotions, intuition and nature with an emphasis on the human experience.’

Speaking of intuition, I have an odd feeling. Like I’m being watched. I gaze around as other students type on laptops, write in notepads, yawn, sip coffee. Then I see him. A man dressed in all black, with his hoodie up, sitting diagonally in the row behind. I can’t see his face, but I know he’s staring right at us. At me. Strange. I nudge Autumn, who mistakes it for a joke and giggles and nudges me back. I give her a look, which I think says, Can you see the creepy person that’s staring at us? but despite proclaiming she has a sixth sense, Autumn unfortunately fails to read my mind at this exact moment. She continues to listen to Jackie’s lecture as the prehistoric PowerPoint drags on. I glance back at the hooded figure. But he’s gone.

I spend the rest of the lesson irked by distraction, turning around momentarily to see if that guy has returned. Sometimes I get my memories and my terrors all mixed up. My mind loves playing tricks on me. Then I end up doubting myself, the lines of reality smudged like charcoal by an artist’s thumb.

I’m so bothered by wondering who that guy was that I miss most of the lecture. Craning my neck every few minutes and jumping at the smallest noise. Even when Killian takes to the lectern to discuss one of his papers, I can’t concentrate. And this doesn’t go unnoticed, as Killian approaches me at the end.

‘Hi girls.’

Autumn digs her talons into my thigh so excitedly, I nearly let out a yelp of pain.

‘Hi Killian,’ she says, the twinkle in her eye almost blinding me. ‘Great class.’

‘It’s a pity not everybody feels the same. Was our lecture boring you, Brodie?’

The comment takes me aback. I want to answer but I stay mute, trying to read his face. Autumn was not wrong: up close, he really is rather handsome. He gives me a brisk yet kind smile, and then he is gone.

His words leave me in a slightly embarrassed, stunned silence. Does he think I’m not taking it seriously or something? If there’s one thing I truly can’t stand, it’s people thinking I am not trying. I’ve always been a people-pleaser, and the notion of someone thinking I’m lazy or not good enough practically brings me out in hives. The opportunity to come to this uni and study my passion is beyond my wildest dreams. I make a promise to myself to show Killian what I’m made of.

That afternoon, I’m still feeling creeped out by what happened in my lecture. But Autumn has, for no known reason, signed us up for a pottery taster session and I don’t want to cancel on the girls. I pull on baggy jeans and a faded denim shirt and scrape my now-dried curls into a bun, letting two shorter pieces frame my heart-shaped face. Or Moon Face, as I nastily got called at school before my body caught up with my head.

The little pottery studio in Edinburgh’s Old Town is tucked behind a row of quaint houses. The small windows glow invitingly, backlighting a wooden sign that reads ‘Clay it ain’t so!’ at the side of the door where I meet Zainab and Autumn. Autumn’s dressed in a patchwork flowery boiler suit with a bucket hat. Zainab wears a Peter Pan-collared smock dress and an unimpressed look.

As we walk in, Autumn teases Zainab. ‘Whose funeral is it?’

‘Sorry I didn’t get the memo to dress like a deranged children’s TV presenter,’ Zainab bites back.

‘Shhhh,’ I say out of the corner of my mouth, smiling politely at the pottery teacher, Vee, a dumpy PhD student with a button nose and tight frizzy brown hair. She seats everyone at small tables, then wrings her hands before going into her spiel. ‘Pottery isn’t just a frivolous hobby. It’s about having a vision in your head and turning your dreams into reality.’

As we sit staring at our lumps of clay, she adds, ‘There’s no such thing as a bad attempt.’

‘That’s just as well, then,’ I mutter.

‘Can we recreate that scene from the movie Ghost?’ Autumn calls out excitedly.

Judging by Vee’s laboured sigh, she likely gets asked this question a lot and finds it neither funny nor clever.

‘First you knead and then roll out the clay into large, sausage-like shapes,’ Vee trills.

We do as she instructs. ‘Looks like a you-know-what,’ I note cheekily.

‘A big rock-hard cock?’ Autumn’s voice booms.

Vee’s ears prick up and she calls over, ‘How’s the table at the back going?’

We all reply in unison, ‘Good!’

‘Yuck, this is gross.’ Zainab grimaces, barely prodding her clay. ‘How can you stand doing this with your straight-girl nails?’ she asks Autumn, who wiggles her clay-covered paws in Zainab’s direction, making her squirm.

‘I am not straight,’ Autumn replies. ‘What about you, Brodie?’

I look up. ‘What about me?’

‘Is it just the Garys of the world you’re interested in, or . . .?’

Zainab tuts. ‘You’ve made her go red – leave her alone, Autumn.’

I met my one and only girlfriend working at the Seafall Café. We connected over our hatred of our maniacal manager and love of Gilmore Girls. Sally was fun and confident, basically all the things I wished I was. She would steal her mum’s gin and read me poetry in the park as we sipped it, pretending it didn’t taste like floor cleaner. A rock star in my eyes. Unable to truly accept someone loving me for me, I pushed her away when things started to drift from casual to serious. She quit the café and we both moved on. Aside from the painful ending, she opened me up to what being with a woman could mean. Despite my face feeling like you could fry an egg on it, I reply with what I hope sounds like confidence, ‘I am into girls too.’

‘Hell yeah,’ Autumn says approvingly.

‘And what is your type?’ Zainab asks pointedly.

I want the attention away from me, but I’m knuckles-deep in a ball of clay.

‘I-I . . .’ Truth is, I don’t really know. Up until now, my type has been whoever thought I was worth paying attention to. They’ve been few and far between.

‘Hey, that’s what we’re all trying to figure out.’

Vee approaches us, her brow knitted in a frown.

‘I’d watch your edges,’ she advises Autumn.

‘Ah, see, this is deliberate. I am going for a more abstract approach.’

‘Nevertheless . . .’ Vee retorts.

As she retreats, I whisper to the girls, ‘I think our table might be a lost cause.’

‘I can think of dozens of things I’d rather be doing than pottery,’ Zainab says, pushing her clay to the side.

‘Oh yeah, like what?’

‘Pub. Pizza . . .’

‘Pogo-sticking?’ I offer.

Autumn pats her clay. ‘Zainab, if you are not open to new experiences, how do you ever expect to meet your soulmate? Or soulmates?’

‘Here we go again. Let me guess, we all have a limitless supply of soulmates?’ Her lip curls in disgust.

‘Sure, why not?’

It’s my turn to chip in. ‘Sorry, I’ve read every romance book under the sun. There’s no such thing as multiple soulmates. It’s your
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