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Chapter 1

Catherine Brandon made her way through what must usually be a sports hall, past teenagers hunching their shoulders as parents interrogated university staff. There was a smell of rubber, of feet, that seemed at odds with the corporate banners and tidy piles of brochures laid out for the open day. Could her lack of A-levels be put aside? A no would be a sign, proof her new ambition was misguided. She could already feel the disappointment of it, a toxic residue gathering in her bones. Do not give up, she instructed herself, you’ll never do the things you want with your life if you continue being this weak.

‘Cat?’

She turned and saw a man wearing jeans and a blazer leaning against the history stand she’d been looking for. His eyes locked on hers and she felt a jolt of recognition. Daniel. In the twenty years since she’d last seen him, he’d broadened out across the shoulders and a short crop had replaced the tentative dreadlocks of his teenage years, but his face still radiated intelligence and interest in the world. She wasn’t sure who initiated the hug, but in an instant her chin was resting on his shoulder, his arms were around her.

He broke away first, smiling broadly. ‘You look fantastic! What are you doing with yourself these days?’

Cat swallowed. ‘Don’t laugh, but I’m here to look at courses.’

‘Undergraduate courses? You can’t mean . . . ’

She gave him a sad smile. She’d missed the A-level exams she was supposed to do well in. Hadn’t been able to take her place at Warwick University. Hadn’t made anything of herself.

‘Oh,’ said Daniel.

Cat braved a look at his face and saw him recalibrating his idea of her. Up until now he probably imagined something so very different. Maybe she was on the ground in Yemen, coordinating food shipments. Or perhaps he pictured her in a suit, preparing policy documents for a think tank. At college, they’d constructed countless grandiose versions of the future, and lying next to him on his single bed, she’d been able to picture everything he described, shivering with anticipation as she dared to believe she might one day become someone important.

She would have done anything to reverse the last few moments, to walk out of this echoing sports hall and let those better Catherines remain intact in his mind.

‘What about you? What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘Touting courses. I run the history programmes, but they’re determined to make a salesman of me. All I seem to do at the moment is hang around answering parents’ questions. Hey, have you got time for a coffee?’

Cat was tempted to make her excuses and leave. She was going to be a disappointment – she could already anticipate the embarrassed quality that would appear in his eyes and the swell of mortification she’d feel in response. But this was Daniel. She didn’t believe in concepts as trite as fate, but if anyone could help her understand the unsettling feelings that seemed to be overrunning her just lately, the flashes of anger that reminded her of her father, it would be Daniel.

The chatter of parents clutching their free coffees filled the university canteen. It was a vast space with large windows overlooking a busy Portsmouth street, the tables were littered with torn sugar packets and disposable cups, with napkins and crumbs. Cat felt a twinge of empathy for the waitress, rushing around with a blue cloth and bin bag, whispering hasty apologies as she tried to stay on top of the mess.

As Daniel went to order, Cat thought back to their time at sixth-form college on the outskirts of the city. She’d been drawn to him from their very first history class and after a fortnight they’d gone to the pub together and ended up kissing. Like her, Daniel was from a poor, single-parent family. But unlike her, he’d been wholly unembarrassed about his background, often referencing it when lessons touched on class or social unrest. His confidence had been a revelation, encouraging Cat to want more, to believe it possible that council-estate kids could remake themselves into anything they wanted.

Such an insignificant thing she’d been, before Daniel. She’d grown up in Petersfield, a small town half an hour down the railway line from Portsmouth, where she still lived now. People went on about how pretty it was, nestled in the South Downs. But she’d never perceived the beauty. A memory of junior school, so vivid that she could recall the exact shade of golden light pouring through the classroom window, came to her. Outside, there had been a few small shrubs alive with sparrows, jostling and cheeping; tumbling down into the flower beds to flutter their wings in the dirt.

The mascot of the local football team, a man in a chemical-blue puppy costume, had been due to visit and there was to be a photo for the local paper. The headmaster had made everyone not wearing the correct uniform stand up and trudge back to their classrooms before the end of assembly. Cat had been singled out because she didn’t have shoes, only plimsolls, so she and Becky Milner, plus a smattering of children from other classes, had to walk back through the empty corridors, while behind them the remainder of the school had chattered with excitement at a grown man pretending to be a puppy.

The thing that really stuck was just how angry Cat’s teacher, Miss Jones, had been to see her arriving back. ‘Uniform? Of all the petty . . . ’ She’d stopped herself, given the girls a smile. But it had been clear to Cat that her teacher felt the injustice more keenly than she did. It should have felt good, but Miss Jones’s adult anger somehow deepened Cat’s shame. For the first time, she recognised the difference between solidarity and pity. At just eight – a vulnerable, incorrectly dressed eight – Cat had been made to understand that she didn’t quite belong.

Daniel placed two cardboard cups down on the table and took the seat opposite her. ‘So, what are you planning on studying? Don’t tell me history – that would be surreal.’

Cat nodded. ‘Yeah. It was always going to be history. I still can’t get over you being a lecturer. I was expecting someone in tweed.’

‘I’d love having you in my seminar groups.’

‘I’d stand out though, right? I mean, I’m old enough to be the kids’ mum.’

‘Barely. Not that it matters in the slightest.’

‘Would I even be let in without A-levels?’

‘You weren’t able to resit them?’ Daniel frowned.

Cat shook her head and looked away. Daniel reached out and laid a hand on her forearm. The sensation of his skin against hers was overpowering, awakening memories that had lain dormant in the cells of her body. How she’d missed him. And now he was here, at the very moment she’d decided to remake herself.

‘You must have had a tough time of it,’ Daniel said. ‘God, I feel so guilty that I didn’t get in touch and see how you were doing.’

Cat looked at him, suddenly tired of trying to be glib. ‘It’s never too late, right? I could educate myself, do something with my life?’

Daniel removed his hand from her arm and smiled. ‘Of course you can. Our admissions approach is pretty subjective, especially where mature students are concerned. You had a solid reason for not sitting your A-levels and you mustn’t be shy about getting the violins out. Just write a killer personal statement talking about how you’ve developed your interest in the subject. Talk about the reading you’ve done – drop in a few titles, nothing too mainstream, and you should be fine.’

Cat took a deep breath. She knew she’d be able to write a compelling statement. In her twenties, she’d found the reading lists for Oxford’s history modules and ordered several of the books from her local library. As she’d sat next to her mother’s bed, or made the painfully slow bus and train journeys to and from hospital, she’d immersed herself in the very same texts Daniel would have been reading.

‘What made you decide to do this now?’ Daniel asked. ‘I mean, it’s pretty brave revisiting the idea of uni after so many years.’

Cat sipped the coffee – it was nowhere near strong enough for her taste. ‘I’ve been telling myself – ever since college really – that I’d sort myself out. Mum’s recovery took four years. There was no one else to help, so I kind of put everything on hold. Then I got together with this guy, and he gave me a comfortable life. I can’t tell you what it felt like, to not have to worry about bills or damp for the first time.’

‘Comfortable is a big deal for people like us.’ The way Daniel looked at her sent a soothing warmth through Cat’s middle.

‘This is going to sound really silly, but I had an epiphany a couple of weeks back. I was flicking through the paper, reading about government cuts to libraries and I found myself getting furious. It felt personal. I remember all the afternoons I spent in the library as a girl, staying warm, doing my homework in the quiet.’ She folded her hands in her lap, afraid she might start trembling. ‘I want to be the kind of person that does shit. Someone who influences things. But I know I need to educate myself if I want to be taken seriously.’

‘It’s not too late.’ Daniel’s eyes were suddenly serious. ‘I think it’s admirable, actually.’

Cat felt strangely close to tears. ‘I didn’t imagine it, did I? I was doing well at college. If it hadn’t been for the accident, I definitely would have gone to uni?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Because sometimes I tell myself I was deluded all along. That it was only ever a dream and my dad was right, I was just some small-town tart with ideas above her station.’

Daniel shook his head. ‘Christ, if I’m honest, I envied you. The way you’d read something once and know it inside out. I had to study for hours and hours to even come close to keeping up with you.’

Cat tucked a few stray hairs behind her ear. ‘Cheers, that’s really good to hear. Now, tell me all about you.’

Daniel looked at her and something indefinable passed through his eyes. Was it regret? There was definitely something hesitant there and it made Cat ache to see it. Had he thought about her occasionally, in the two decades that had passed?

‘I did my master’s and PhD, then kind of fell into lecturing. Came back to Portsmouth five years ago to take on the dubious privilege of being the only Black academic in the humanities department. Married a nurse, Elizabeth, and we have three-year-old twins.’

‘Congratulations,’ Cat said. There was a bitter edge to her tone, even though she hadn’t meant to sound that way at all. She was just surprised. What he was describing was so far removed from the international-statesman ambitions he’d harboured when they were younger.

Daniel smiled and drew up his shoulders, as though suddenly self-conscious. It was as though they were both remembering that twenty years ago he’d left her. Daniel had moved on with his life, gone to university like they planned, and Cat had been forced to stay behind. The air between them became charged as they regarded one another without speaking.

‘Right then,’ Daniel said at last. ‘I’d better get back to my stand, before the marketing department snitches on me for disappearing. Can I look forward to receiving an application from you?’

Cat gathered up their empty cups and placed her empty sugar packets inside. ‘Definitely. Now I know that you’ll be one of my teachers, I’m more determined than ever.’




Chapter 2

When James first met Cat, he’d not long started his new job as web manager at Stewart & Wright, an old English clothing firm known for shockingly priced coats and bags. A couple of the guys had offered to show him the town’s nightlife and he’d accepted with relief and gratitude; he was new to the area and keen to establish a social circle.

They gave him directions to a bar named Martin’s, where they said they’d meet him at eight on the Friday night. He’d been ridiculously pleased. His decision to move to Petersfield had been made quickly after his break-up with Amy, the girlfriend of his university days. His parents had bought a place in one of the nearby villages after his father’s retirement, and it just so happened that there was a suitable job going in the town.

At ten to eight, he found the estate agent’s his friends had described and located the somewhat shabby entrance to the bar at the side of the building. The stairwell stank of cigarettes, which struck him as unusual – indoor smoking had recently been banned and he’d become accustomed to the odour’s absence.

Upstairs, he made his way along a faded carpet to the bar. Several faces looked up at once. A bald man, with a tattoo of a tarantula on his neck, quickly whipped the cigarette he’d been smoking behind his back as the murmur of conversation ceased.

James’s face became hot. He felt scrutinised as he positioned himself on a bar stool, aware that, at five foot two, he was a great deal shorter than the other men and that they were right now observing this fact.

‘What can I get you?’ The woman behind the bar had a cloud of long, dark hair and smooth olive skin. She seemed too good-looking, too young, to be working in such a place, yet appeared entirely undaunted by the rather rough-looking men surrounding her.

‘Um, what bottled beers do you have?’ He was aware of a couple of men sniggering to his right.

The barmaid turned to glare at them and there was instant silence. ‘Bud or Beck’s,’ she said, beaming at James.

‘Ah, make it a bottle of Beck’s then. And one for yourself.’ He tried a confident smile. He’d never bought a drink for a bartender before, but it felt as though maybe this was the kind of thing you ought to do in a smaller town. He wanted to feel at home in this quiet community, to exchange friendly waves and smiles on the street, raise his children in a place where the parks were free of needles.

Across the bar, a white-haired man lit a cigarette with an insolent stare. James sipped his drink nervously. There was an unkemptness to most of the clientele that made him feel self-conscious about his gelled hair and crisply ironed shirt. He looked at his phone. No messages. He hoped the guys would be here soon. The other fellows were still watching him and this felt like the kind of place where fights could break out.

It got to eight fifteen. Still no sign of his colleagues. He wondered whether it was too early to text and decided it was; they might think he was uptight. He’d give them until half past. They’d surely be here by then.

‘You’re not from here,’ a guy on his left ventured.

‘No,’ James turned to face the man. ‘I’ve just started working at Stewart & Wright.’ Another nervous sip from his bottle.

‘Tommy works at Wright’s, don’t you, Tommy?’

The man with the neck tattoo looked him up and down. ‘Don’t know your face. One of the office lot?’

James nodded. He realised he was running his fingers over the acne scars on his cheek and quickly put his hand down on the bar. ‘I manage the website.’

‘What you doing here, then?’

‘Keep it friendly, gents.’ It was the barmaid. She gave James a kindly smile with just a little pity in it. ‘Another drink?’

James nodded with relief, watching her bend down to retrieve the bottle from the fridge. She had the tiniest little bottom, and James felt himself flush as he caught the man called Tommy’s eye.

Just then, his phone rang and he was greeted by a burst of laughter. ‘All right, James, having a lovely time at Martin’s? Sorry, mate, it was Tim’s idea to send you there. Bloody mean trick if you ask me, but we couldn’t resist it. We’re in the wine bar over the road. Next one’s on me.’

James let out a relieved laugh. He wasn’t even angry at the prank that had been played on him, he just wanted to leave. Thank goodness this wasn’t where his colleagues spent their weekends.

As he rose from his bar stool, he noticed the barmaid observing him. She was standing perfectly straight and there was something defiant in the set of her mouth. Surely, she hadn’t heard the laughter at the other end of the phone? She placed a new beer bottle in front of him and fixed him with a stare. A challenge.

James swallowed. The wine bar was calling. He could already imagine what kind of place it might be: music, wooden floors, younger, prettier people. But the woman’s gaze had such power. All at once, he perceived the snobbery and judgement he’d brought to this place and felt a flicker of shame. He sat back down.

If he was honest, James rather enjoyed the surprised reactions whenever he referenced the fact that his partner was a barmaid. He knew he was perceived as bland, on top of being short and nothing much to look at. His colleagues and university friends most likely imagined he’d end up with some mousy type who worked in marketing – attractive, well-spoken – someone whose name you’d keep forgetting. There was a feral beauty to Cat that discomfited everyone.

Ahead of her Friday evening shift, she was eating a donor kebab as they sat on the sofa watching the news, the stink of it was working its way across James’ taste buds as he tried to enjoy his own meal of pasta and tuna. She wasn’t bothering to use a plate, had simply spread the paper across her knees, dropping fat-sodden strips of meat into her mouth, fingers coated with grease. Amazing how she managed to stay so slender when she paid such disregard to her diet. That waist, those narrow little hips – if she told you she was twenty-five, you’d believe her, even though she was going to be forty the following summer.

On the television, a journalist was interviewing a tearful man outside the shell of a tower block that had burned down a few years back. It was obscene, actually, how the woman persisted in holding the microphone in front of his face, even though the poor fellow could barely get his words out. James looked away and with a jolt noticed Cat observing him. ‘Those poor people,’ he offered.

Cat tore off a piece of pitta bread and scooped up a mess of oily salad. She wasn’t wearing make-up and her dark brown hair was tied back into a scruffy ponytail. ‘The government hasn’t done anything to help the people who lost their homes,’ she said, as she chewed. ‘And the managers who shafted the residents with their cost-cutting are still going about their business without a care in the world. It’s sickening.’

James took a sip of water before braving another mouthful of pasta. Cat had always been passionate about current affairs, but in recent months it was though a dial had been turned up, as though she was taking each item so very personally.

The next story was about Brexit, which didn’t bode well. And sure enough, Cat continued to seethe at the television. ‘There are a hundred different ways to leave the EU, but there’s only a single way to remain. What were they thinking, boiling it down to a simple yes or no vote?’

‘It certainly is a mess,’ James ventured.

She looked at him, forehead creased with impatience, then popped the last slither of meat into her mouth, screwed up the paper and stood. A couple of strands of cabbage fluttered to the carpet, but James pretended not to notice.

‘I forgot to mention,’ she said. ‘I went to Portsmouth University’s open day today.’

He looked at her, strangely piqued: he had no idea she’d been considering such things. A whim, no doubt, but surely the kind of thing that warranted discussion first.

She moved the balled-up kebab paper from one hand to the other. ‘I should have gone back to education years ago, I’m still not sure why I didn’t. I’ve spent too long observing when I should be acting.’

James exhaled slowly. He wasn’t quite sure what the connection was, between the notion of her going to university and the idea of her acting, whatever that meant. He was careful to maintain a smile as he asked: ‘You’re thinking of enrolling? As a mature student?’

‘Yeah. I mean, it’s been bothering me for years, the fact that I didn’t get to go first time around.’

James placed his tray on the seat next to him and switched the television off. They’d had this conversation before, back when she was nearing thirty. She’d been insistent and argumentative for a good week or so, her neck flushing red with anger any time James tried to raise a practical concern. But, in the end, she’d given up on the idea, as he’d known she would.

He smiled carefully. ‘Wouldn’t it be strange for you, sitting in lectures with a bunch of eighteen-year-olds?’

Her breath caught. ‘I’m trying not to focus on that.’

James stood up, stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckle. ‘I just can’t see it benefiting you. Take it from me – uni is all about the nights out, it’s a way of delaying getting a job.’

Cat sighed, her eyebrows drawn together. ‘Maybe that’s the case for some people. But I’m serious about wanting to educate myself. It’s important to me, James. I need to prove I can do it.’

‘But, Cat, I don’t understand. We’re comfortable. We’re fortunate enough to be able to enjoy the nice things in life. I don’t quite—’

‘I haven’t earned any of this for myself.’ Her voice was cold, her face slammed shut.

James felt a stab of fear. He’d always prided himself on the life he offered Cat – her bar money was hers to spend as she pleased, and she normally frittered it away on books and cigarettes. There had never been any talk of rent or contributing to the bills. But increasingly he couldn’t help thinking that she didn’t value the things he provided as much as she ought to. ‘Cat—’

She rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m going to do this, James. You might not be able to understand, but I owe it to myself to try to be the person I might have been without the accident.’

He placed his hand over hers. ‘Cat, I want to support you, I do. But this is absurd. Take it from me – university won’t be anything like you imagine. You’ll be frustrated, annoyed at the time and money you’re wasting.’

She inspected his face and James felt a wave of nausea. Her eyes were moist, yet there was something so determined, so final, in her expression. She opened her mouth, about to speak.

Suddenly, James realised: she’d leave him if he turned it into a simple choice. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but his mind raced ahead, seeing her turn away in his mind’s eye, watching her gather up her things into a rucksack. He couldn’t let her speak, couldn’t let her make a fool of him. He pulled her towards him and kissed her on the mouth. She seemed taken aback, almost losing her balance.

‘Okay, you know best,’ he said at last. He was slightly short of breath and hoped Cat attributed this to the kiss rather than his rising panic. Already, he could feel a tight little kernel of resentment in his core – he was endlessly generous, gave her a life that most women would envy. Yet for a moment he’d glimpsed how easily she might walk away.
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