


New Ground

A Stancester story

The walls in Markham Hall were thin. So were the ceilings and the floors. 
Well, Becky supposed, you got what you paid for, and if the food was OK, which 
it mostly was, then that must be because they were skimping on things like 
carpets.

Which wasn't to say that any amount of carpet would have muffled the noise 
that was currently coming from downstairs. Or disguised it. A rhythmic thud-and-
squeak, moans at two different pitches... Becky knew exactly what was going 
on; she just wasn't sure who was doing it. Which would make it difficult to look 
reproachfully at them across the breakfast table tomorrow morning. She could, 
she supposed, march downstairs and knock on the door; at the very least it 
would put them off their stride, so to speak, and if they answered the door then 
she'd know who it was. But at two in the morning she resented the idea even of 
getting out of bed to stamp on the floor, let alone leaving her room.

It was not that she begrudged whoever it was some physical entertainment. 
But she had a nine o'clock lecture, and they'd been at it last night, too, and it 
was getting old fast.

The thud-and-squeak accelerated; the moans became gasps; then there was 
a howl; then an excited, 'Yes! Yes!' And then silence.

Finally, Becky thought, and turned over.
But into the silence fell the sound of quiet, hopeless, sobs.
Becky rolled onto her back again, and listened. It was harder to make out 

where this was coming from. Not downstairs, obviously. Either from above, or 
from her left.

It was a resigned, unrestrained, sort of weeping, the sort that assumed that 
nobody was hearing and that nobody would come, and it lasted for a good 
quarter of an hour, before subsiding, Becky supposed, into sleep.

From her right, there came a shuffling sound, and then a hacking snore.
Becky groaned, and resolved to buy herself some earplugs.

She knew who the snorer was: Malachi, who on their first day in halls had told 
her that he was studying Philosophy and had provided her with a length of duct 
tape to fix her cracked toothbrush holder. The amorous couple was harder to 
identify, because she didn't know whether the room belonged to the man or to 
the woman; but a cry of 'Vincent!' three nights later answered that question. The 
chances of there being more than one Vincent in the block at any one time 
seemed low.

Which only left the weeping. She could not help wondering who it was, and 



why they were crying. Homesickness? It seemed to be the logical explanation. 
Becky could sympathise, if so: home felt like it was a very long way away. Every 
so often she would surreptitiously examine the faces of the other students at 
breakfast, looking for red eyes or raw noses. It was difficult to tell: there was a 
lot of Freshers' flu around. Becky did not hear it every night, even when she 
forgot to put the earplugs in, and by the end of the third week of term it had 
stopped altogether.

Then, a little over halfway through the term, it woke her again; or she 
supposed it must have done, for she found herself awake and unsettled, and 
when she went along the corridor to the kitchenette to make herself a cup of 
chamomile tea, she found the kettle already boiled and a girl with her elbows 
propped on the tiny table, sobbing quietly into the sleeve of her pyjamas.

‘Hello,’ Becky said.
The girl looked up, startled. 'Hi! I'm sorry – did I disturb you?'
‘No,’ Becky said. She brandished her teabag as proof of her intention. ‘Are 

you OK?’ It was a silly question, she knew. 
It got a silly answer – or, at least, a manifestly untrue one. ‘Yes. Thanks.’
Having made her tea, Becky found the kitchen roll, tore off a sheet, and 

handed it to the girl. ‘Here you go.’
‘Thank you.’ That sounded more sincere.
She pulled out the other chair and sat down. ‘Becky Seymour. Room twenty-

three.’
‘Colette Russell. Thirty-three. So, right above you.’
Becky knew her by sight; by day, she was a tall, bony figure usually seen 

dressed in jeans and one of a selection of differently pastel coloured, but 
otherwise identical, T-shirts, with long brown hair held back in a desultory 
ponytail. Here, with hair loose around her shoulders and wearing rather 
threadbare flannel pyjamas, she looked less angular. Becky had seen her 
around the Sciences block as well as in hall, but not in any of her own lectures 
or labs. ‘Are you doing Physics?’

‘Chemistry. What about you?’
‘Biology.’
Colette nodded. ‘You’re the one with the motorbike.’
‘That’s right.’ Becky was amused by how much of an identifying feature it 

seemed to have become.
Colette nodded again, absently, and lapsed into silence. Becky watched her 

over the rim of her mug. There was a tear trailing down the line of her cheek. 
Reflecting that she was already getting a reputation for Northern directness, and 
might as well make the most of it, Becky asked, ‘So, what’s up?’

‘Oh, nothing important.’ Colette sounded impatient. With herself, Becky 
thought.



‘Nothing worth crying about?’ she asked with an irony that was edging 
towards sarcasm.

Colette answered in the same spirit. ‘No. Exactly.’
‘Not what you were crying about at the beginning of term?’
‘No – wait, you know about that?’
‘My bedroom’s right underneath yours,’ Becky reminded her.
Colette looked horrified. ‘I’d no idea you could hear me. I’m so sorry.’
‘Hey,’ Becky said, ‘it’s not your fault this place is made of cardboard.’
‘I suppose not – but I could have been more considerate. I haven’t heard any 

noise from your room.’
‘I’m not in it a lot of the time.’ Becky gestured at herself as if to demonstrate 

the fact by her presence here in the kitchenette. ‘And when I am, I’m asleep. 
Usually.’ She added, ‘I was quite miserable myself at the beginning of term.’ She 
didn’t add that she still was, quite often.

‘Were you?’ Colette's expression was an incongruous mixture of sympathy 
and admiration.

‘Homesick, mostly,’ Becky admitted. She noted, somewhere in the back of her 
mind, that this was the first time she had told anybody else.

‘Where’s home?’
‘Lancaster. What about you?’
‘Bromsgrove. So what’s that? About half the distance, maybe a bit less?’
‘You’re homesick too?’
Colette crumpled the kitchen paper. ‘Sort of. No. Not really. Well, I want to go 

home, but it would be a really bad idea.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘Because I would be going there to see my ex, and –‘ Colette’s eyes flicked to 

Becky’s face and back down again – ‘she isn't even there.’
‘So it would be a bad idea because she wasn’t there,’ Becky said, evenly, ‘but 

it would be an even worse one if she was?’
Colette looked relieved. ‘Yes. Exactly.’
‘So has that been the problem all this time?’
‘It was at the beginning,’ Colette said, ‘and then it’s been OK these last few 

weeks, and then this evening somebody else asked me out.’
‘Ouch,’ Becky said. ‘Awkward. Did you say yes?’
‘I almost did. The thing is, he’s a really nice guy, and it just wouldn’t be fair 

when I’m still feeling like this about Jess.’ She uncrumpled the kitchen paper 
again and buried a sob in it.

Becky had noted the pronouns, but she did not comment on them. It didn’t 
seem like the moment. ‘So what happened, then, with you and Jess?’

‘You mean the end? Or the beginning? Or the middle?’
Becky shrugged. ‘Whichever.’
‘I guess it’s all the same thing, really. She had the ideas; I went along with 



them. Up to and including the point where she decided that we should do the 
grown-up thing and break up before going off to different unis.’

‘Where’s she?’
‘Sheffield Hallam.’
Becky nodded thoughtfully. She said, ‘We could make it in four hours.’
‘What?’
‘On the bike.’
‘You’re not serious.’
‘Of course I am.’ Becky wondered what she would do if Colette called her 

bluff. ‘Say the word, get dressed, put a coat on, and I’ll meet you at the porters’ 
lodge.’

She’d done it: she’d made her laugh. ‘That’s amazingly sweet of you, but 
thank you, no.’

‘Scared?’
‘Yes, a bit. And it would still be a bad idea.’
Becky supposed that this was the point where she was meant to make a 

grand speech to Colette about following her heart and all the rest of it, but it 
really would be awkward if she took her up on her offer. Besides, she didn’t 
much like the sound of Jess. ‘Fair enough. How about another cup of tea, then?’

‘Yes, please.’ Colette was, miraculously, smiling. ‘You wouldn’t have done it. 
Would you?’

Becky got up and put the kettle on again. ‘It’s on the way home.’ It wasn’t, at 
all.

‘No, really.’
‘It's true. I only have one helmet. If you were to go into town and get one 

tomorrow, however...’
‘That would take all the spontaneity out of it.’
‘True.’
‘Someone told me you were a Quaker,’ Colette said, as if it was the next 

logical thing to say.
‘I am.’ Becky was a little surprised; she hadn’t known Colette's name, let alone 

her religious denomination, if she was even attached to one.
‘I thought you weren’t meant to tell people big fat lies.’
‘If I’d thought you were believing me,’ Becky said, ‘I wouldn’t have told them. 

You’re... not a Quaker?’
Colette shook her head. ‘Methodist. Which people think means I’m not meant 

to drink, but I do. So if you fancy meeting up for a beer sometime, let me know.’

The term wore on. Becky got used to the West Country and Home Counties 
accents, and perfected an unimpressed how-is-that-in-any-way-funny glare for 
use when anybody tried to imitate hers. She learned the names of everyone on 
her course, most of her hall, and some of the Stancester Friends. She joined in 



the scheduled socialising, and organised a few nights out off her own bat. She 
got into an argument with the Christian Fellowship Hall Officer over short skirts, 
and then found herself volunteering alongside her at the city soup kitchen. She 
took to hanging around with Colette during the daylight hours as well. 

Generally speaking, she supposed, she was enjoying herself. She was 
keeping up with her coursework; she had things to do most evenings; nobody 
seemed to hate her. Even the Hall Officer.

But she couldn’t help feeling that it was all meant to be more fun that this.

Into this listless, beholden, mood arrived an email from the Quaker Peace and 
Social Witness Correspondent at her Meeting in Lancaster. The familiar name 
caused her a moment’s disorientation, and then a pang of separation.

Becky – I thought this sounded like you! What do you think? There are 
travelling grants available if you need help.

Hope all’s well with you! Janet xx

She opened the attachment, which had the spectacularly unhelpful document 
name ‘AmigosadNov.docx’. It turned out to be a three week placement 
volunteering with Friends in Mexico over the Easter break, a fortnight helping 
out on a work camp in a community development project, and a week visiting 
other projects, most of which were based around migrants’ rights.

It sounded daunting. It sounded intriguing. It sounded expensive, and the 
grants, when she looked them up, sounded like a lot of money to ask for.

‘That does sound like you,’ Colette said, when Becky showed it to her.
‘Really?’ Becky said. She thought it interesting that two people, one from her 

old life and one from her new one, had come to the same conclusion.
‘Yes, of course!’
‘I won’t, though,’ Becky said. ‘It’s not very green, is it, flying half way around 

the world?’
‘You can’t be green all the time,’ Colette said.
‘You can try.’
‘Yeah, but it’s different when it’s for an actual good reason, not just a jolly.’
Becky thought that maybe it would be a jolly for her. ‘True, but there must be 

loads of people who’d be better than me.’
‘Your friend thought it looked like a good fit for you.’
‘Well,’ Becky said, not wishing to pursue the subject further, ‘I’ve got a couple 

of weeks to think about it. And it’s ages away. Who knows if I’ll even...?’
‘Even what?’
And it seemed suddenly very important that she remained in Stancester until 

she had got her head around whatever this was. ‘I worry,’ she said, ‘that if I 



leave, I just won’t want to come back.’
Colette looked doubtful. ‘But you’d have flights and visas and all the rest of it. 

You couldn’t just drop out even if you wanted to.’
‘Yeah, but I can see myself getting off that plane and going straight home. And 

hating myself.’
‘I think,’ Colette said, ‘that actually you don’t want to be in Stancester.’
‘That’s what I’ve been saying all along!’ Becky told her.
‘Then maybe you should plan a different trip. Get out of the city,’ Colette said. 

‘Let’s go to the beach.’
Becky raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s December.’
‘So? You’re from the North; you can cope with a bit of a chilly breeze.’
‘Everything will be shut.’
‘I bet it won’t be. Somewhere there's got to be a shop selling fish and chips 

and sticks of rock.’
‘Maybe,’ Becky said. She liked the idea, despite herself.
Colette smiled triumphantly. ‘Saturday?’
‘What?’
‘Saturday. We’re always coming up with places we want to go to and then not 

going to them. I thought that if I suggested an actual day we might, you know, 
get there.’

‘Where’s there?’
‘I hadn't got that far. Weston-super-Mare would be the closest, I suppose.’
‘It’s as good a place as anywhere,’ Becky said.

The tide was out when they got there; the mud stretched, gleaming, almost as 
far as the horizon. Colette insisted on visiting the museum; then they walked out 
a little away along the seafront, and back again, chatting about studies and the 
people they lived with and everything else they’d come to get away from. Becky 
was glad that she’d brought hat, gloves and scarf. After that they bought chips 
and found a spot that was more or less sheltered. 

‘How are you doing?’ Becky asked. 
‘I’m OK,’ Colette said. ‘A bit chilly.’
‘No, but I mean... How’s your love life?’
‘Non-existent.’ She laughed. ‘Maybe I like it that way.’
‘Maybe you do. It’s not for me to tell you whether you do or you don’t.’ 
Colette laughed. ‘It’s fine. It’s so much better than it was.’ She asked, ‘How 

are you? Not homesick any more?’
Becky thought about it. ‘Not so much.’
‘Good.’
Colette didn’t sound convinced, she thought. Then again, she wasn’t 

convinced herself. She sighed. ‘The thing is, it’s meant to be this huge 
adventure, isn’t it? And I’m hating it. And the rest of your life is meant to be a 



huge adventure, too, and so what if I hate that?’
‘Was that why you didn’t want to go to Mexico?’
Becky thought about it. ‘Maybe. And even then I knew it would only be two 

weeks, and I would be coming home from that.’ She watched a seagull trotting 
along the mudflats. After a little while, she said, ‘I still could do it.’

‘You could! Why not?’
‘I don’t know why not,’ Becky said glumly. 
‘Well, you don’t have to.’
‘I want to,’ Becky said. ‘I do want to. But it’s a lot of money to ask somebody 

else for, when it’s something you might end up not enjoying.’
‘Mmm.’ Colette surveyed the remainder of her chips, ate two of them, and 

shut the box. ‘Is that the trouble with uni?’
Becky winced, as much to signal that this was really quite a personal question 

as because it had really stung. ‘I suppose it is, really. You’re... not having trouble 
with it?’

‘Do you know,’ Colette said, ‘I hadn’t really stopped to think. Not recently, I 
mean. I think I do enjoy it. I like doing proper science, and I’ve met some brilliant 
people.’ She added, shyly, ‘Like you.’

‘That’s sweet of you,’ Becky said.
‘No, I mean it.’ Colette smiled. ‘I suppose the way I see it is, we’re here, now. 

We might as well enjoy it as long as we are.’
And maybe, Becky thought, that wasn’t such a bad way to think about it. She 

stood up, shaking chip crumbs from her trousers. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let’s go 
and see if we can find a cup of tea.’


	New Ground

