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CHAPTER ONE

End of April

I am an invisible girl.

I think this as I crawl under Britney’s bed to retrieve her plate. Coils of fusilli are fused to the porcelain with tomato sauce. She could have carried it to the kitchen herself or even left it on her desk with her economics textbooks, but she knew I’d go on my belly to pick it up.

Hair has escaped my ponytail and I blow it from my cheeks as I feel around for the fork, which must be under here too.

Instead of metal, my knuckles brush leather. I close my fingers around a strap and wriggle backwards. When my head clears the bedframe, I kneel, brush my hair out of my eyes, catch my breath, then see I’m holding a beige tote.

‘Crap.’

Ariana has been searching for this bag for ages.

I’m holding stolen goods. And you know who always gets blamed when expensive things get stolen? The cleaner.

I whip out my phone and take a couple of pictures, careful to show the background: Britney’s lacrosse uniform hanging on the door, a photo of her in a high school play on the wall beside it.

After I locate the fork by the headboard, I push the bag back under the bed as far as I can. Apart from making sure I can’t be blamed for the theft, this isn’t my business.

I balance the plate on top of my cart, grab a duster, and wipe the picture that hangs above Britney’s bed. For a moment my own face is reflected in the glass: lips thinner than I’d like, cheekbones higher than I deserve. My mother’s slightly pointed chin and narrow nose. Thick, dark hair that kinks in the rain. Grey eyes that look flat without a smile.

Blinking myself away, I find Britney’s family grinning at me from the front stoop of their house. It’s nothing like the huge American properties I’ve seen on TV. Theirs is a narrow terrace, painted crimson, with steps up to the front.

I straighten the bedding and fluff the pillow, fold Britney’s bonnet and pyjamas, swap the duster for bathroom cleaner and march into her en-suite.

I’ve dealt with worse during today’s shift. Britney doesn’t have as much make-up as Melissa or Ariana, so it’s easy enough to tidy her shelf. I gather the towels tossed on the floor, screw the lid back on her coconut oil, pick tangles of hair from the plughole, bleach the toilet bowl and spray the shower, taps and sink.

Instead of using the product from the supply cupboard, I have my own opaque bottle, which contains tea-tree and orange essential oils as well as distilled water and vinegar. It smells nicer and is more effective. I mixed it for Mum when I was eleven and she swears she won’t clean a bathroom without it.

Nowadays I could tell you the chemical properties, and why it all works. Back then I just knew it did.

I empty the bin into the bag under my cart, stiffening when I see a condom wrapper buried under a handful of tissues. It’s the same brand that Chase keeps hidden in his bedside table.

Most likely it means nothing. I’m sure lots of these rich kids use these. And besides, Chase and Melissa are ‘most likely to marry after graduation’. I flush the toilet as I return the bin and slam the lid.

Back in the bedroom I notice a smear on one of the windows. I wipe it with a microfibre cloth, then stand for a moment, looking outside.

The rooms in the Infaustus building are all meant to be the same, to prevent games of ‘my daddy’s richer than your daddy’, but I live on this floor too, and mine really is smaller, the square footage eaten into by the kitchen on one side and the supply cupboard on the other. My room also overlooks the gym, recycling bins and laundry at the back of the building, which means I wake early and keep my blinds down.

Britney has the end room on our side of the corridor, and a view of Kensington Gardens. And that proves the theory that sporty types will always get better treatment than nerds.

I turn the handle and crack the window open. It only moves a few inches, but that’s enough to let me lean forward to look towards the Royal Albert Hall.

For a moment I forget the one-bedroom flat in Blackburn where I share a room with Mum, and my maid’s uniform: a knee-length blue polyester dress with the Goldfield University crest over my heart, and feel almost like royalty. This is where I will be for the rest of my three-year degree. If I’m allowed to do a Masters and PhD, I’ll be here another six and a half years. My head spins and I grip the windowsill.

It’s happening again, the strange, out-of-body feeling that none of this can be real. I can’t be living in the elite Infaustus building, which is reserved for two kinds of people: those who scored super high on the entrance exam and those whose parents scored super high on the Sunday Times rich list.

I can’t be attending lectures and seminars in the most well-funded chemistry department in a UK university and conducting research in its purpose-built laboratories.

With a creak of frozen muscles, I move my right hand from the sill to my pendant, a two-inch long, silver rectangle engraved with nightingales, and clutch it so hard that it digs into my gloved palm.

‘This is real,’ I mutter. ‘This is your life, Sabrina Wilson.’

I get to take books out of the library on the ground floor, where the original notebooks of Marie Curie, Rosalind Franklin and William Giauque are housed.

In my desk, I have an access card for the state-of-the-art gym with its swimming pool, sauna and steam room, and I get subsidised meals in the restaurant on the second floor.

Generally, though, I prefer to cook in the kitchen of our self-contained, six-bedroom flat … which I should get back to cleaning.

I take a shuddering breath of air, then I turn and do a final check of the room. This is what brings me back to reality: the cleaning cart sitting by the door, the spray cleaner in my pocket and the smell of orange oil.

I prop Britney’s lacrosse stick against the wardrobe, collect her laundry and push my cart and the vacuum cleaner into the corridor.

Melissa is standing in her open doorway. She turns, as if I’ve surprised her. ‘Sabrina?’

Her voice is soft, the cross around her neck glints in the light that pools in front of the tall, arched window and, despite myself, I’m awed by the shine of her hair. I have never seen Melissa have a bad hair day. But my gaze narrows in on the ring-light in her hand, and I know she’s been waiting for me.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she says. ‘This is all my fault – I thought I’d told you, but you know me …’ She looks at her own feet. ‘Memory like a sieve!’ She lifts her chin again, and her hazel eyes glow green in the sunlight. ‘The thing is – I think you moved this.’ She shows the light to me.

‘Gosh, I’m sorry.’ I stand with the cart between us. ‘I knocked it over while I was dusting. I thought I put it back exactly—’

‘I appreciate you trying.’ Melissa’s smile is sweet and genuine. ‘Don’t worry about it, but in future, maybe just leave the desk. I can do it myself. I just …’ She hesitates, and then leans forward. ‘I can’t be correcting my set-up when I need to livestream; it’s such a waste of time. You understand?’

I nod.

‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ she says, turning towards her room. ‘I wanted you to have these.’ She reaches past her door. When she’s facing me again, the ring-light is gone and she’s holding out hangers.

On one is a pink skirt, midi length, not my style, but I can fix that. The second item is a top and, to my surprise, it is actually very ‘me’. Grey, with sequin wings on the back. On the third hanger is a black cashmere cardigan. It’ll elevate my Oxfam-with-a-personal-twist wardrobe, and, by god, it’s strokable.

Mesmerised, I’m reaching out to touch when the lift at the other end of the corridor pings, the door slides open and Ariana steps out, ruffles her dark, chin-length hair and strolls towards us, or rather towards her room, which is next to Melissa’s and opposite mine.

Even though, like the rest of us, she’s been here since September, Ariana still looks as if she’s just stepped off Bondi Beach. Her skirt is micro, the logo on her T-shirt says ‘Witch-hunt survivor’ and her tan is flawless.

Melissa ignores her as she puts the clothes into my open hands. ‘They’re last season,’ she says raising her voice just slightly. ‘I’m sure you won’t mind. I want them to go to a good home.’

‘A piece like this … it’s timeless,’ I murmur, stroking the cardigan. ‘Are you sure?’

Melissa shrugs. ‘Daddy said it didn’t suit me.’

I think of her father, nod and fold the clothes on to the bottom shelf of my cart. One of the sleeves is a little stiff. She’s spilled something on it, but I have a spray that’ll clean it right up. ‘Thanks, Melissa.’

Ariana folds her arms. ‘You don’t need her hand-me-downs, Sabrina, your look is fine.’ She raises a brow at Melissa. ‘And don’t think we haven’t noticed that every time you donate to “charity”,’ she jerks her chin at me, ‘it’s a performance.’

Melissa’s mouth falls open. ‘I don’t—’

Rolling her eyes, Ariana strides into her room, which I’ve already cleaned, and closes the door.

‘It’s not a performance,’ Melissa says. ‘You don’t think that … do you, Sabrina?’

The light in Melissa’s eyes dims.

Honestly, I think her whole life is a performance, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a good heart, so I shake my head. ‘Of course not.’

Her smile snaps back into place. ‘Well, I do hope you like the clothes,’ she says, and retreats into her room. As the door closes, I hear a sob.

I raise my fingers to the handle, hesitate, then drop my arm. She doesn’t need my comfort; she needs to know I believe in the mask.

With a sigh, I push my cart towards the communal living space, which separates our rooms from those of the boys. From Noah and Chase.

The living room is between the guest toilet and lift, opposite the kitchen-diner. In it is a huge leather sofa, a chair, a coffee table, a rug, a widescreen TV, a top-of-the-range games system, two bookcases and Kevin.

Kevin is asleep on the sofa. His black hair flops over his right eye, a bruise is flowering on his chin and there is a tear in the pocket of a shirt that probably cost more than I earn in a week.

Kevin doesn’t live here. Not on our floor, not in Infaustus, yet I have to clear him off the sofa almost every shift.

I leave my cart in the doorway and start cleaning.

He and Chase must have had fun. Controllers lie on the floor between empty bottles of beer and takeaway boxes that smell of Chinese food.

I separate the glass, and fill a rubbish bag. Kevin groans as it clanks. ‘What time is it?’ He throws an arm over his face.

‘Time for you to go home, Kevin Choi,’ I intone.

He squints at me from under his elbow. ‘Have a heart, Brina?’

‘Why can’t you pass out in your own flat?’ I squirt cleaner on the table and wipe pools of sauce from the walnut.

‘You know I hate my flat,’ he says. ‘Also I was hanging out with Chase until Melissa made him go to bed.’

He sits, squints against the light and pats the pocket of his shirt, which crackles. ‘You know,’ he says, ‘you and Noah are the only ones who haven’t tried—’

I put the controllers back on the console and straighten them. ‘Knock it off, Kevin. I don’t need that stuff. And, fair warning, I’m about to vacuum.’

Kevin rolls to his feet in jerky movements.

‘If you’re going to throw up …’ I turn to grab a sack from the cart.

He shakes his head. ‘Toilet.’ He staggers away and I dust the TV and straighten the cushions, relieved that I won’t be scrubbing vomit from the carpet. I run the vacuum around with some carpet cleaner, then pick up my homemade air-freshener, which I spray around the sofa. I pause at the window. I’m not looking out this time, instead I’m using the glass as a mirror. I smooth my hair back into its ponytail and straighten my uniform, heart pounding just that little bit harder.

I haven’t seen either of the boys yet this morning and if Chase is in the same state as Kevin, he’ll likely be asleep. I picture him lying across his bed, the dusting of freckles across his shoulders and the knot of his biceps honed by strength training. I’ve seen him this way any number of times, because, in this outfit, I’m just the cleaner.

But I have other outfits. I shiver as I think of the night of the Freshers’ Ball.

‘I love this dress,’ he’d whispered, his lips close enough that his breath caressed my ear. ‘Everyone else here spent thousands of pounds to look good. But you … you even look great in a maid’s uniform.’

I hear muttering in the hallway and turn. Kevin is on his way back. Then a raised voice that I recognise as Noah’s. ‘After last night, you should not be here!’

Noah’s door slams, then Kevin leans on my cart. He’s splashed water on his face and tucked in his shirt. He still looks a bit green though.

‘I’m leaving now,’ he says, and he holds up a small plastic bag containing what I know to be his homemade study aids. ‘You look tired. Have a present.’ He drops the packet on to my trolley shelf, then wobbles towards the lift.

‘I don’t need any, Kevin,’ I call, but he ignores me and presses the button to call the lift. I’m about to grab the packet and toss it at him, when Britney steps out of the stairwell wearing her workout gear, and headphones. She has her phone in one hand.

‘Good morning, Baltimore!’ Kevin says. ‘You should take the lift sometimes, you make the rest of us look bad.’

‘When the stairs help me look this good?’ She laughs and shakes her head.

He high-fives her as she passes him and the lift dings and slides open. Then he steps inside and the door closes on his grin.

‘You made Varsity!’ I say, nodding at the new crest on her lacrosse top. I think of the handbag under her bed and wonder what she’s planning on doing with it.

Britney tosses her braids. ‘Yeah, I did. Thanks for noticing.’ She barely breaks stride as she heads for her room.

I know why she isn’t stopping: Britney and I have nothing in common. We’re both scholarship students, but she likes to pretend she’s not, so we’re floormates and that’s it.

I head to Noah’s room. His bin is outside his door, so I nudge it to one side and knock. ‘Noah?’

There’s no answer.

‘I know you’re in here. I heard you yelling at Kevin.’

Still no answer.

‘I have to clean your room at least once a week. It’s my job.’

Another beat of impenetrable quiet, then the door cracks open to reveal deep shadows and the glow of his monitor. Noah is a silhouette, backlit in blue, glasses gleaming like mirrors. ‘The bin is outside,’ he says. ‘That means you are not to come in.’

‘It’s been outside all week,’ I say. ‘You want me to get in trouble?’ My eyes are adjusting to the darkness and now I can see the scrub of a week-old beard. ‘What are you doing in there?’

‘Coding,’ he says.

‘Deadline, huh?’ I say, trying to be upbeat. I think about the old Noah, the cheerful boy I met when I moved in, who used to make me toast and a brew when I was writing a paper, and wonder yet again why we stopped being friends. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to clean up a bit?’ He doesn’t move, and I peer past him, but can’t see anything beyond the shapes of his furniture and a bank of monitors, with his noise-cancelling headphones hung over the back of his chair. ‘You have to let me in tomorrow, okay? Magda will be checking.’ For a moment I consider barging past him, but he’s stronger than you’d expect from someone who spends most of his time in front of a computer screen. ‘Why were you yelling at Kevin anyway?’ I ask as I empty his bin into my larger bag.

I don’t expect him to answer, but he takes off his glasses and moves from the shadows to the light. The glow from the window at the end of the corridor highlights strands of gold in his hair.

‘He and Chase were fighting last night,’ he says, and rolls his eyes. ‘I had to put on my headphones to concentrate.’

‘Kevin and Chase? But they’re close – are you sure?’ Then I think of Kevin’s bruises.

Noah shrugs and steps back into his room, the shadows closing over his face. He shuts the door, and I find myself wishing I could have opened his curtains and made him eat something.

Then I banish thoughts of Noah, turn and face the last door in the corridor, stroking my ponytail with one hand and pulling it forward over my shoulder.

I’m not in love with Chase … not any more. I just wish he could see me more clearly. See that I could be more to him than just the cleaner.

If he isn’t working in the law library, or hanging out with Melissa, Chase is usually strength-training, playing rugby or at a sports social. The half hour or so when I clean his room, if he hangs around, are the only minutes when it’s just him and me.

So I guess it makes sense that he can’t separate me from my uniform any more.

I knock. There’s no answer but, after seeing the state of Kevin, I didn’t expect one. I open Chase’s door with my master key and step inside, walking backwards, pulling my cart with me.

‘Morning!’ I kick myself as my voice comes out in an embarrassingly breezy trill. I park the cart against the wall, under the picture of Chase in his Bristol Bears rugby kit, one arm around Maro Itoje and a wide grin on his face. I can’t help but smile back.

The room is lit only by the bedside lamp, which casts a glow over the unmade bed. The empty unmade bed.

‘Chase?’ I glance towards the bathroom. The door is ajar, but I can’t hear him moving. In fact, the whole space has a feeling of emptiness, and I know he isn’t here. Has he gone for early morning cardio?

Sighing, I gape at the scope of the job ahead. Chase’s room is a mess. There are more clothes on the floor than in the wardrobe, which hangs open, drawers askew. A sweaty Goldfield sports kit is piled by my feet, and rugby boots lie one on top of the other on the other side of the door.

The bin is on its side, rubbish spewing on to the carpet, and the desk is piled with books. His tablet is beside them, the pen on the charger, and his laptop is half closed. Above the desk, he has a printed lecture list stuck to the frame of a print of Robert Delaunay’s The Cardiff Team. It’s half obscured by a love note from Melissa that I’ve already read a dozen times.

There is an odour, metallic and coppery, mixed with the sour tang of his trainers, the scent of spilled beer and strains of vomit.

This isn’t like Chase. He’s not the tidiest, but this is out of control.

‘You and Kevin had a big night, huh?’ I mutter as I pick up his chair. In order to work, I need light. I throw back the curtains and crack open the window. It’ll take more than my spray to get rid of this smell.

I frown. One of the curtains is ripped, and Magda’s seamstress will have to repair it. I’ll leave her a note.

I glance at the bathroom. The smell is coming from there, so that’s where I should start.

I pick up my spray and give it a shake. Then I straighten my shoulders. However bad it is in there, I’ve seen worse. When I got old enough, I helped Mum clean hotels in Manchester. Hotel guests are disgusting.

I snap my gloves, push open the bathroom door and all thoughts of horrible hotel rooms flee. For a moment I am frozen, my brain struggling to make sense of the … mess … no …

‘Chase?’ I strangle his name.

My spray drops from fingers that are suddenly numb. I’m having that out-of-body experience again.

My knees buckle and I blink, and then I am on the floor, crawling.

Chase’s bathroom is big enough for a clawfoot bath, a separate walk-in shower, the toilet with its hanging cistern, a sink, a mirrored cupboard and Chase, lying on a rug.

He’s almost naked, except for a towel that has come loose. His feet are bare, his toes strangely delicate. He has one shaved knee, and some tape residue underneath. His tan ends at the hem of his rugby shorts, his thighs are pale.

I blink.

His arms are flung outwards, as if he’s about to be nailed on a cross, and his fingers are slightly curled, as if he’s beckoning me to come closer.

I can’t breathe.

His eyes are open. He is staring at the ceiling as if it holds the secrets of the universe. His lips are parted, as if there are words trapped behind them, something he desperately needs to say.

His hair has dried into curls that frame his forehead. He usually styles it back. I’ve never seen it this way and it makes him look like an angel. Michelangelo would have painted him, crooked nose and all.

I swallow.

He is …

There is …

So. Much. Blood.

There is a wound in his side that has bled on to the rug and tiles, and a knife protruding from his chest. All I can think is that I have to get it out. I grab the handle and pull. It’s stuck, the blade shuddering over his ribs as I yank it with all my might. Finally, it comes out, with a horrible sucking sound.

My hand shakes as I press my palm over the wound. His blood oozes between the fingers of my gloves. It’s his heart, I think.

Compressions aren’t going to help.

I stare at the knife in my other fist.

Then, finally, I scream.

‘… Sabrina!’

I don’t know how long she’s been calling my name. I turn around.

Britney is standing in the doorway, staring at me. At the knife I’m holding, at the blood on my hands and arms, at Chase.

‘Sabrina … what have you done?’




CHAPTER TWO

September

Seven months before the death of Chase Matthews

It’s arrivals day at Goldfield University, and I’m sure I’m in the wrong place. On the open day I explored the main campus, but I never saw the accommodation I’ve been allocated, Infaustus, which is on Bayswater Road. So now I’m standing here comparing the map in my hand with the building across the street.

My shoulders ache with the strain of carrying the biggest rucksack I could afford, and between my legs is a suitcase with a missing wheel. My palm is crimson and creased from half carrying, half dragging it from Euston to Oxford Circus to Lancaster Gate and then here.

I turn the map over. There are no pictures of the accommodation, but there are instructions: go to reception, sign in, pick up a keycard.

Steps lead to an enormous glass door framed by pillars. Through it I can see a lobby and desk, but this can’t be student accommodation. My friend Abbie is at Sheffield, and her flat is nothing like this.

I squint. Above the lobby desk are signs with gold arrows: GYMNASIUM, SPA, RESTAURANT, LIBRARY.

A car slides into the parking garage to my right, motor hissing like a Bunsen burner. It’s another Bentley. I’ve seen two already.

The main reason I think I must be in the wrong place is that I can’t see any other students. There has to be an entrance directly inside from the garage, because no one else is using these steps. But I can’t be the only one arriving by Tube. Can I?

I can’t stand in the street for ever. I’m a blockade. Tourists are giving me the stink eye.

With a defeated groan, I grip the handle of my luggage.

‘Hallå. Let me carry that for you!’ The voice makes me jump. When I look up, I find a blond boy blocking out the sun. He’s wearing glasses, which have slipped down his nose in the heat, and is carrying his own rucksack, if you can call it that. If mine is a rust bucket, his is a Rolls.

He takes my case.

‘Infaustus, right?’ He jerks his chin at the building, which is glowing gold in the midday sun. ‘I am Noah. This place is new to me as well.’

‘Sabrina.’ I flex my fingers. ‘Ta for this. I wasn’t sure if I was at the reet address …’

He steps off the kerb. ‘There is only one way to find out.’

‘Where’re you from?’ I scurry after him. Despite the weight of my case, he walks faster than I do, his longer legs eating up the road.

‘Djursholm,’ he says. ‘Sweden. My parents are at a conference, but they made me come for Freshers’ Week. To make friends.’ He rolls his eyes as if this is a ridiculous idea. ‘My things will be sent later.’ He frowns at my suitcase. ‘This is all you have?’

I shrug. ‘Aye, this is everything. I travel light.’

‘The suitcase is not that light,’ he says, and I snort a laugh because I’ve carried it from Blackburn.

We’ve reached the top of the steps. We are both reflected in the glass door and, for a moment, I have the strangest feeling that I am trapped behind the glass, staring outwards. I shake off the sensation and raise a hand. I don’t want to touch it though, as I’ll leave fingerprints and the receptionist is already watching us.

Before I can make a decision, the door swings open automatically, taking our reflections with it, and I sigh with relief. Noah grins, revealing white, even teeth, and we step inside.

Here the air is cool and scented with furniture polish and lilies. There is an arrangement next to me on a table, in a huge gold vase.

‘Ladies first,’ Noah gestures. I wrinkle my nose. I’d been hoping he’d go ahead of me.

‘Okay. Ta.’

I march over to the desk, the soles of my trainers squeaking on marble.

The receptionist is wearing a uniform: a navy jacket and skirt with gold trim. On her lapel is a pin with the Goldfield crest. My shoulders loosen a little and I lean forward, gaze flicking over the desk and a pad with the now familiar logo: a square around a crown.

I smile, lips trembling only a little. I hear Mum’s voice: You’re as good as they are, baby, and straighten my shoulders.

‘I’m looking for the Infaustus accommodation for Goldfield University,’ I say. ‘I’ve got a letter.’

The receptionist’s smile appears sincere. ‘May I see it?’

Every five minutes of my journey I’d put my hand in my pocket to check it was still there, half convinced that this magical invitation would vanish like fairy gold in the dawn. Now I dig in the pocket of my sweatshirt, heart thumping, and pull it out. The letter is still in its envelope, folded and grubby with fingerprints.

I remove the letter, flatten it out and hand it over. Noah steps back, as if to make it clear he isn’t looking.

The receptionist checks the details. ‘Sabrina Wilson, chemistry?’

‘Aye, that’s me.’

The score for my entrance exam is printed in the first paragraph. Her eyes flick to it and her smile widens. ‘Congratulations, Sabrina,’ she says. She lowers her voice. ‘It’s been a few years since I’ve seen a score that high.’ She raises her voice again. ‘Welcome to Infaustus.’

I already know my score is impressive. Althea Durrant, the head of well-being, told me so when she called last week. Still, I can’t resist checking Noah’s reaction. His brows are raised. Is he intimidated?

As the receptionist taps on her keyboard, I take a moment to look around. There’s a sculpture on a plinth to our left: a curl of pale stone that encloses an ebony orb. Above it is an artwork that would take up an entire wall at home. Stripes in different shades of blue. I think I’ve seen it on a postcard. A Rothko? This place is insane.

‘10-03,’ the receptionist says, recapturing my attention. She is holding out a card the size of a credit card, the same colour blue as her blazer, with the same gold trim. The Goldfield crest is on one side, and on the other side a standard black strip. ‘This card will get you into the lifts, the library, the gym and the restaurant. It will also get you into the chemistry department, which you get to by turning left out of this building, the lecture theatres on St Petersburgh Place, the tenth floor and your own room.’

‘Number three,’ I say and she nods.

‘If you lose it there’s a fifty-pound charge for replacement.’

I pale. ‘Fifty quid?’

She smiles. ‘Try not to lose it. As part of your scholarship you receive a tablet and a laptop, which are already in your room. The password is Infaustus1003. You’ll want to change that. Your timetable is pre-loaded on to your tablet, lectures start on the fourteenth. Freshers’ Week activities are listed on the Goldfield website.’ She glances at the screen. ‘It says here you’re going to be working with Kowak Cleaning?’

I nod. I know Noah is listening, but I refuse to feel ashamed. The scholarship doesn’t pay for everything, so I’m short, even with student loans. This job will put me through university.

‘Magda will have left your uniform and shift schedule in your wardrobe. Your room is next to the supply cupboard, and she’ll have left you a key for that as well.’

‘Is this going to take much longer?’

I turn around. Noah and I are no longer the only people in the lobby. A suited man is standing behind us, moustache bristling.

Behind him is someone I can only assume is a chauffeur, who is guarding a trolley loaded with cases. Behind him is a willowy blonde wearing a knee-length white dress, like she’s going to a cocktail party.

I look down at my own ripped and embroidered jeans.

The girl looks as if she wants to apologise but makes no sound. A gold cross around her neck glints under the light of the chandelier.

Noah frowns. ‘I am next, actually,’ he says. ‘And Sabrina is not finished yet.’

He turns back as if the man means nothing, but he’s obviously important. He probably arrived in one of the Bentleys.

‘I’m almost done,’ I say and look at the receptionist, who nods.

‘You just need to sign for your keycard. You can get your ID from Student Services, over by the lecture theatres. It’s open until six.’ She holds up a screen. Press your fingerprint here and you’re good to go.’ I press my thumb on the screen as the man tuts and she drops the card into my hand. ‘I’ll be right here if you need anything, Sabrina,’ she says. ‘Enjoy your time at Infaustus.’ She lowers her voice again. ‘You deserve it.’




CHAPTER THREE

The lift door opens and I drag my suitcase on to the tenth floor. The Goldfield colours continue up here: gold wallpaper with blue flecks, pale-gold woodwork, a blue carpet. Almost directly opposite is a mirror, in which I can barely stand to look at myself. The journey has curled my hair into salty tendrils and my make-up has worn off. My lips are chewed and my cheeks are blotchy.

I tear my eyes from the horror of my own appearance and gaze at the kitchen instead: navy doors; a marble countertop, as white as an unmarked notebook; stainless steel appliances and a table with six chairs. Six of us on the tenth floor then.

I turn down the corridor to my right and find room number three almost immediately, between the supply cupboard and the kitchen. The room next to mine is number four. One and two are opposite.

Rooms five and six must be at the other end of the corridor.

I am about to open my door when I hear a voice from four. ‘Oh, my gawd!’

Be brave and make sure you talk to people. Mum again.

I swing off my rucksack and am instantly so light I could float. I rotate my sore shoulders and step away from my luggage to knock at the other door. ‘Hello! Are you okay?’

The door is flung open. In front of me is a girl wearing shorts and a vest. In spite of myself I stare at her arms. Muscles gleam under taut brown skin. She’d have had no trouble carrying my case; she probably bench-presses three times the weight without sweating. Her hair is in large zig-zag braids, and her skin is beautifully blemish free. Her eyes widen when she sees me. ‘Was I too loud? I was watching a game.’

I remember Mum’s advice: Ask people questions. People love to talk about themselves.

‘A game?’

Her eyes flick across my face. ‘Lacrosse. Div one. North Carolina versus Northwestern?’ Her expression tells me she thinks I should know what she’s talking about.

I push sticky strands of hair from my face. ‘Lacrosse, huh? It wasn’t really a thing where I went to school.’

‘Not a thing?’ She says it as if I’ve spoken a foreign language and I flush. It isn’t the American who’s the outsider here, it’s the poor girl in the land of wealth, privilege and lacrosse.

Determined, I widen my smile. ‘Anyway, I’m in the room next to you. I’m Sabrina.’

‘Britney.’ Her teeth are as white as Noah’s. Is everyone here going to be a walking toothpaste commercial?

I cast about for another question I can ask. ‘Have you met anyone else?’ I glance at the bedrooms across from us.

Britney leans on her doorframe. ‘Yeah, the girl in two is an Aussie – Ariana. Got here a few days ago. She was heading out to a march with friends when I arrived.’ She snorts. ‘She’s studying social sciences.’

‘Oh, aye?’ I stand a little awkwardly. I gesture towards my room. ‘Well, I guess I should …’

Britney’s eyes flicker towards my suitcase with its broken wheel, and the rucksack leaning against it. She frowns. ‘That’s your stuff?’

I nod.

‘Then … you’re here on a scholarship?’

I nod again and her expression hardens. ‘They would put us next door,’ she says. ‘I bet it was that head of well-being – Althea Durrant. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not looking to be your BFF, okay? You don’t even like lacrosse.’

‘Wow,’ I say, wondering why Althea, who had seemed super nice when we’d spoken, had assumed that Britney and I would get along. ‘Fine, but we are going to be living together, so maybe we should have a flatmates meeting today … or what are we, floormates?’ My smile feels as bright and brittle as a clean window. ‘In the living room. When everyone’s here.’

‘Sure. I’ll be out in half an hour.’ She shuts her door.

I take a deep breath and touch my pendant.

‘Holy moly, baby! It’s bigger than our flat.’

I hold my phone up and circle the room. The blinds are closed over the view, but Mum can see the desk under the window, which has the promised laptop and tablet in the centre.

She whistles. ‘Look at that chair!’ She giggles like a teenager. ‘It’s so … law firm-y.’

I spin to show her the bed.

‘Ooh.’ She leans forward. ‘You could sleep three in that thing.’

‘Mum!’

She sighs. ‘At least promise me you’ll snog someone in Freshers’ Week. Try exploring other types of chemistry for a change!’

‘Mum!’ I glower at her.

She rolls her eyes. ‘Fine. I’ll shut my trap.’ She shuts her trap for all of two seconds. ‘Show us the bathroom then!’

I walk us to the door opposite the bed and open it. We are both silent for a long moment.

‘That’s your bathroom?’ Mum gasps. ‘Just yours? You’re not sharing?’

‘It’s an en-suite,’ I whisper, as if speaking loudly would be a blasphemy towards all that marble and chrome.

‘Well …’ She tilts her head. ‘Kowak Cleaning are doing a beltin’ job.’

My lips tip back up. ‘I’ll be cleaning it myself from Monday.’

Mum nods. ‘Remember what I told you, baby – keep the Richie-riches accountable and take pictures.’

‘I won’t forget.’

‘You don’t want to end up like I did, fired from the Midland—’

‘Because some WAG couldn’t keep track of her stuff.’ I turn the camera back to face me. Mum’s eyes are misty. ‘Don’t, Mum! We said no crying.’

‘I’m just going to miss you so much,’ she sniffs. ‘I should be there.’

‘I’ll be fine. I mean, look at this place!’

‘I can’t even give you a hug.’ She picks up a cushion from the sofa and wraps her arms around it.

‘We did all that before I got on the train,’ I say, but now I do want her arms around me. I start to feel shaky.

‘And you can call me, or Dr Felton, any time you need—’

‘I’ll be fine. Listen, I have to unpack. You’ll be okay?’

She nods. ‘Call me every day, ah’reet? I want to know everything.’

‘I should have just smuggled you here in my suitcase, shouldn’t I?’ I say, picturing it.

Mum laughs. ‘Aye, you should’ve. Okay, go on then. Make friends. Live life.’

‘And get a degree?’

‘That too.’ Mum winks and ends the call. I stand for a moment, holding on to the phone, as if it is still linking us.

Then I catch sight of myself in the bathroom mirror. I should take a shower. First though, I open the wardrobe. Inside is the uniform I’ll be wearing most weekdays. I touch it. It’s really no different from Mum’s cleaning uniform, only the logo has changed. The Goldfield University crest is on one pocket, ‘Kowak Cleaning’ on the other.

Here it is, in the centre of this luxurious new world: my reality.

‘Call me Cinders,’ I mutter, and then I close the wardrobe and go to freshen up.

I step outside my room, form my expression into ‘friendly and pleased to be here’, and stumble to a halt. The impatient man from reception is outside the room opposite. My heart sinks.

‘… and don’t forget to stream the right messaging,’ he’s saying. ‘Your platform is at least as important as your studies.’ When he sees me he smiles, but his eyes remain calculating. He holds out a palm to shake. ‘You must be …’

I tilt my head, wondering if he remembers my name. The silence stretches awkwardly between us, and eventually I take his hand. ‘Sabrina.’

‘Charles Murphy. Member of Parliament for Louth and Horncastle, Lincolnshire.’

His eyes meet mine, as if he’s seeking some sign that I am super impressed, then they flick from my summer blouse, clean, but creased from its time at the bottom of my rucksack, to my denim shorts with the funky tartan patchwork, down over my legs, then quickly back up, as if I’ve caught him doing something he shouldn’t. He drops my fingers.

‘It’s nice to meet you, Sabrina,’ he says. ‘Where are your parents? Not here?’

‘Mum couldn’t get time off work,’ I say. That’s our story and I’m sticking to it. It’s kind of true. More truthful is the fact that we couldn’t afford two tickets from Blackburn.

He laughs, as if I’ve told a joke. ‘Margaret isn’t here either.’ He leans towards me. ‘Between you and me, I thought it best she didn’t come. She’d be making a terrible scene right now, isn’t that right, Melissa?’

I look past him to see the blonde in the white dress. She should have caught my eye before, but she’s standing in the shadows behind her door, watching us.

‘Hi,’ I say.

‘I said, isn’t that right, Melissa?’ her father says.

Melissa steps forward and nods.

‘You should have seen the drama in the car park,’ he laughs. ‘Gillian Matthews clinging to Chase. I said, “Get ahold of yourself, woman, you’ll see him for Parents’ Day.” It’s literally a fortnight away.’ He laughs again, deep and booming, as if he thinks he’s on camera. ‘Right, I’m off.’ Melissa’s father pulls her close to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you in a few days. If your mother’s up to it I’ll let her call you tonight. She’ll probably have one of her headaches though.’ He strides towards the lift. ‘Remember your promise,’ he says. ‘Daily streaming. There are elections coming up.’

Melissa nods again and he steps into the lift. The moment he is out of sight, her shoulders relax.

‘Drink?’ I say, and she smiles.
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