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18TH JUNE, 2012

Speed. I’ve always been fast – a low boredom threshold will do that to a person. How fast is too fast? I think I’ve just taken myself to the edge.

Can’t count the junctions any more, they’re nothing but blurry smudges in the farthest corners of my eyes. I can’t see much at all, not with the acid tears that are biting into my face, the sobs cresting up inside me and smashing me against something hard and cold and unforgiving.

I’m swerving now, cutting across lanes, speeding up to make it past gas-belching monsters so much bigger and fiercer than my stupid little shell of a car. Horns blare, lights flash and I’m speeding up.

Speeding away from everything, like it doesn’t matter.

It does matter. Another sob reaches up from deep inside me, grabbing hold.

Sirens are starting up now. They’re howling like animals, chasing me down. They’re distant, but they’re getting closer with every passing second. They’ll trap me. You can’t run away, that’s the God’s honest truth, but my foot grinds down on the accelerator without me asking.

Once you start running you can’t stop.

You can’t stop.


PART ONE

‘I wonder what Piglet is doing,’ thought Pooh.

‘I wish I were there to be doing it, too.’

A.A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh




CHAPTER ONE

Tuesday’s not the kind of day you expect your life to change for ever. That feels like a job for Friday, or Saturday – a flashier, shinier day that has surprise sprinkled over its surface like hundreds and thousands.

This particular Tuesday I’m doing the end of the day soft-shoe shuffle, glancing between the clock, my computer screen and my bat-shit scary boss Mary, trying to work out which will give way first. It’s a huge, retro-looking wall clock, with thick black hands that are currently crawling sluggishly towards six thirty. The wall behind it is papered with pastel pink roses, and the room is peppered with big velvet sofas that are designed to encourage the kind of impromptu brainstorms and shared confidences that never quite seem to happen. Mary presides over the room from her huge glass desk at the top, mistress of all she surveys. It’s like a twisted sort of nursery – soft on the outside, with an underlying air of menace.

I’m working on a campaign for supermarket organics, but even if my computer hasn’t turned off yet, my brain certainly has. I want to get home – I’m cooking dinner for James before I have to go out again – but I don’t want Mary to think I’m a slacker. Better to sit here playing with the same sentence for half an hour than appear half-hearted.

Mungo, my optimistically titled ‘assistant’, has no such compunction. He came in on work experience, bestowed by Mary, his godmother, and never left. Right now he’s already standing up, shoving a musty old hardback into his leather satchel and snapping off his monitor without so much as a backward glance in my direction. I take an unattractively loud slurp of water, but he fails to notice, just as he fails to notice every command or plea I throw his way: good cop doesn’t work, bad cop doesn’t work, the only authority this boy might possibly deign to respect is Martin Amis or Salman Rushdie, fellow Oxford graduates all. He styles himself as some kind of literary giant in waiting, all long scarves and corduroy jackets, with lustrous auburn hair that falls around his face like plush velvet drapes.

‘Mungo,’ I call out. ‘Before you go, how are you getting on with that research on the level of consumer spending?’

A fleeting look of panic crosses his face, like he’s spotted a herd of elephants stampeding towards him through the long grass, but then he remembers it’s only me.

‘It’s all in hand,’ he says glibly.

‘I need an ETA,’ I snap, before losing heart. ‘Or at least a rough idea of when I might expect it,’ I add, lamely.

‘Tomorrow, latest,’ he says, already halfway out of the door, ‘you have my solemn word.’

I suppose it’s not surprising he’s indifferent. He’s stayed on as an intern, unpaid by anyone but the relentlessly generous bank of Mum and Dad, which is pretty much the only way to get into a job like this these days. It’s lucky for me that I started more than a decade ago, as my dad’s ingrained frugality and sense of right and wrong would have afforded me about three days max. I came in as a bright-eyed graduate trainee, as relentlessly keen as Maria taking up residence with the Von Trapps, and, much like her, soon got the corners knocked off me. Up until then, hard work and diligence had got me through. I’d smugly collected my first class degree, then barely broken a sweat when I got my prestigious traineeship. This side of life – the ticking of boxes, the academic achievements – was easy for me; it was the other side, the messy business of other people, that I found so difficult to wrangle.

I soon discovered that achievement in the big wide world was a complicated two-step between the two: 30 per cent inspiration, 70 per cent the ability to sell that inspiration as genius, and pull your genius out of exactly the right make and model of handbag. Luckily Mary saw something in me, didn’t dismiss me as the gauche goody-two-shoes I was, and allowed me to carve out a niche for myself. It’s not a comfy nook, it’s more a thin, precarious shelf, but I know how to keep my balance and, when it’s going well, I love my work. Well, sort of – I definitely like it. I’m incredibly lucky that I get paid to make things up, it’s just that I’m not sure that this is what I’d choose to make up given the choice. My imposter’s handbag currently contains the scratchy beginnings of a short story I’d like to enter for a magazine competition. I don’t know if I’ll ever manage to finish it – I’ve rewritten the opening lines so many times that it’s started to read like Greek.

It’s nearly an hour later, and Mary’s still showing absolutely no sign of leaving, despite the two young children she’s got stowed at home with the nanny. Her perfect nails are tip-tapping a tattoo on her keyboard, her eyes scanning the room at regular intervals. She’s mid-forties at least but you’d never guess it: time hung up his arrows and admitted defeat long ago. Any greys are disguised by discreet, expensive blond highlights and her outfits are so outrageously high fashion that the term ‘age appropriate’ seems laughable.

I look at the picture of a sad-looking pig on my computer screen, oinking out a plea to harassed shoppers to save him from a life lived in a tiny pen, and just for a second he feels like my brother. Mary’s engrossed in a phone call, which seems like the perfect moment to make a run for it. The only other person left is Amy, a junior copywriter a few years younger than me who sits on the desk behind. She’s wearing a T-shirt for some obscure Indie band, her wild torrent of blond hair caught up in something that looks suspiciously like a bulldog clip, her bitten-down nails painted with tiny Union Jacks. It all gives her the kind of effortless Hoxton cool that should make her desperately annoying, but she’s too sweet to dislike. She’s poring over a folder of notes, but she looks up when she spots me shaking the ironic Reykjavik snowstorm that sits on her desk.

‘You off? I was going to ask you if you fancied a glass of wine over the road when Mary’s gone.’

At roughly midnight, I think, looking at the expression of grim determination on Mary’s face as she stares down her screen, but I don’t depress Amy by pointing it out.

‘I’d love to, but I’ve got to go home and then go out.’

It sounds stupid when I say it: I should just go straight out, but I need my fix of James to propel me into the night.

‘We’ve got to go and have a proper boozy one soon.’

‘Soon,’ I promise emphatically, even though neither of us really believe me. I feel a stab of guilt – I like Amy, I really do, but I’m not very good at this stuff. What’s that phrase? Women beware women. I know in my head that it’s not true, but in my heart there’s still a skulking fear that it is.

‘Livvy,’ calls Mary, as I push open the door.

‘Yes?’ I say, swivelling round. She’s off the phone now, her eyes fixed on me, her expression cold and blank. She pauses for what feels like an eternity: it’s stupid, but my heart starts to race, the handle suddenly clammy to my touch.

‘See you tomorrow,’ she says, bestowing a smile.

Our flat – located to the left of Kennington tube, perched above an electrical shop – is most definitely shabby. Not shabby chic, just shabby, but it’s homely, and to me that’s more important. I also think it’s hard to make a home out of one person, so, whilst it means that I’m fighting my way past James’s squash racket and piles of my dog-eared paperbacks to get to the cooker, I don’t really mind.

The grease-spattered kitchen clock is edging towards 7.55, and there’s still no sign of him. The thing is, whilst he might burst through the door at any second, he might just as well have forgotten what we arranged – got distracted by work, or worse. I try to pretend that I’m cool and unconcerned, stirring the Thai chicken curry that I’ve rustled up and singing along, loudly and tunelessly to the Carpenters, who are blasting out of the tinny transistor radio on the kitchen counter. I don’t even hear him come in.

‘Close to you-oo,’ he harmonises, coming up behind me and snapping it off.

‘I was listening to that!’

‘I know. I’m saving you from yourself.’

He’s towering over me, ruddy and damp from the gym, smelling not of sweat or of aftershave, but of a smell peculiar to him. He’s gingery-blond, with a boyish lankiness that suits the irrepressibility of his personality. He’s bendy and springy and unstoppable, constantly in motion, and yes, before you ask, I’m more than a little bit in love with him. I always have been, ever since he walked into my A-level politics class, his timing impeccable: my parents were in the middle of their gruesome separation and I was ripe for distraction.

James was an army brat, the youngest of three boys, and the family had recently been transported to Northwood, the boring north London suburb we lived in, which was dominated by the naval base. A life spent being uprooted from place after place could go two ways. For James, rather than making him shy and mistrustful, it had given him the cast iron certainty that he could walk into any situation and charm his way to the very heart of it. It wasn’t oiliness or manipulation, it was pure self-belief combined with an innate knowledge that he was attractive.

It was that age and stage where boys and girls first peek over the barricades and try out being ‘friends’ – a funny old version of friendship in which you can snog furiously at a party one night and go back to being mates the very next day. Or at least other people could do that. James and I had one such night at school, an hour spent kissing in the boys’ cloakroom during the first-year Christmas prom – it was brief and clumsy and awkward, and yet I did nothing but daydream about it for months, staring wistfully through my clumsily applied eye make-up and playing ‘Wuthering Heights’ on loop, whilst he remained utterly oblivious. I hoped with every fibre of my being that he’d come back to me, that I’d be able to prove myself second time around, but he’d already moved on, climbed back aboard the romantic merry-go-round and recast me as his long-lost sister. That’s not strictly true, there was one more time but now – now is not the time to think about it. Sally whispers across my consciousness but I push her away. Perhaps it’s the ferocity with which I suppress her which makes her continue to surge up, like those schlocky horror films where the hero tries more and more elaborate methods to destroy the invincible slasher.

James leans across me, digging the wooden spoon into the pan and taking a greedy mouthful.

‘Perfect,’ he says, grabbing a bottle of wine from the fridge and plonking down plates on the table.

‘It needs another ten minutes,’ I protest.

‘Yeah but you’ve got a date.’

It’s yet another soul-destroying internet date born out of necessity – I’m thirty-five, and most of my contemporaries are coupled up, though not necessarily happily. Even so, I don’t think many of those discontented partners are looking to roll the dice again, and even if they were, I never envisioned being someone’s difficult second album. I want to be the answer to a question they’ve never been able to phrase, for me to feel the same way about them, rather than a compromise born out of a disappointment.

It’s not like I haven’t tried the compromise route. My last proper boyfriend was a perfectly nice man called Marco who I met at a Christmas party a few months after my sister Jules had got married. I was secretly, silently panicking and I managed to convince myself that I’d alighted on my one true love, rather than admitting that it was the romantic equivalent of a game of pin the tail on the donkey, the two of us flailing around in the dark, desperate to believe we’d somehow found the sweet spot. We moved in together far too quickly, and immediately started arguing about the kind of piffling, trifling things, like whether the pepper should live on the table or in the ‘condiment cupboard’, that made it clear that when we had to make decisions about things that really mattered, we wouldn’t survive. As I wept fat, salty tears of disappointment on James’s shoulder he came up with the brilliant suggestion we should live together and here we are, eighteen months on. He’s an employment lawyer - unlike me, he easily earns enough to live alone - but I think that he values having someone to come home to just as much as I do.

By now he’s shovelling the curry into his mouth like he’s rescuing a very, very small casualty who is trapped under the rice.

‘Let me have a look at him then.’

‘Who?’

I know perfectly well who.

‘I’ll get your laptop.’

As he goes off to find it, I try not to brood about the unfairness of the fact that he doesn’t have to submit himself to this kind of indignity. Women just seem to appear in his life, like fruit flies around a mango, and, whilst he’s not exactly a bastard, he’s not exactly not. Take last month’s victim (Anita? Angela … something beginning with an A). I met her shaking the last of my granola into a bowl. When I futilely rattled the empty box she fashioned her mouth into a theatrical ‘oh!’ and promised to replace it. She was as good as her word, leaving a replacement on my bed the very next day with a sweet, flowery postcard saying how much she was looking forward to getting to know me better. No time: before I’d got so much as halfway through it James had finished with her, spooked by the seven individually wrapped presents she’d lovingly bestowed for his birthday. ‘How did she take it?’ I asked, knowing from even those brief fragments of contact how gutted she’d be. ‘It was like shooting a fawn,’ he said, shoving his sports kit into a backpack, and I thanked my lucky stars for how it had played out between us.

It’s not like I’m one of those weird masochists who marries serial killers and gaily drowns out the sound of their victim’s screams with the Hoover: James as a friend is a million miles away from James as a boyfriend. He truly is my best friend – the only person in the world that I’m as close to is Jules – and until I meet someone I feel a real heart connection to I’m truly grateful to have him there to shield me from the chill.

‘Do you really want to go out?’ he says, coming back in, with my ancient laptop whirring into life between his hands.

Of course I don’t, what I want to do is slob out on the sofa watching The Apprentice and getting drunk with the person I like being with most in the world, but 365 more days like that equals another whole year consigned to a loveless wasteland.

‘Yes,’ I say, slightly unconvincingly, ‘sort of.’ I’m fighting to stop myself from melting in the face of his obvious glee that I might nix my plans and stay in with him. ‘Anyway, I have to.’

‘We haven’t hung out for days,’ he says, turning the machine towards me so I can log on, whilst he gives me puppy dog eyes from over the top of it.

‘And whose fault is that?’

‘I miss you,’ he says. ‘It’s been a mad week. But here I am, your willing slave, ready to go out and buy more wine and watch Siralan kick some corporate butt.’

‘You know perfectly well he’s Lord Sugar,’ I say, swivelling the computer back towards him so he can check out Luke, a quantity surveyor with kind eyes, who at this very moment is probably sitting in his office mentally rehearsing a few witty opening gambits in his head. I hate internet dating.

‘Why are you meeting him so late?’

‘I told him I’d probably get stuck in the office.’

‘Or is it because he looks like the spawn of Mr Baxter?’

‘He does not!’

Mr Baxter was our chubby, well-meaning history teacher, whose sweaty hands invariably left a damp imprint on your essay when he handed it back.

‘Look at those cheeks. He’s definitely got a bulimic hamster vibe going on.’

‘Don’t be mean!’ I say, peering critically at his picture. He’s not madly good looking, it’s true, but there’s something honest about his gaze, and I liked the way his profile didn’t read like a psycho’s shopping list of non-negotiable attributes – he sounded like a proper human being. Sounds.

‘Just saying, Livvy, I don’t think we’ve found the one.’

*

It was half an hour later when I stepped out of the house, having guiltily and inevitably cancelled my date, and somehow ended up volunteering to be the person to go to the off-licence. James called me as I got to the end of the road.

‘I know, I know. I won’t get anything rank just because it’s on special.’

‘Livvy, you need to come home.’

‘I’ll only be five minutes.’

‘Seriously. Turn round now,’ he said, his voice shaking. James never sounded like that.

‘What is it?’ Slivers of dread crawled down my back like icy raindrops down a window pane. ‘Tell me.’

‘I’m just going to say it,’ he said, steeling himself. ‘Sally’s dead.’

 

OCTOBER 1995

My first day at Leeds was one of those rare, lethal occasions I couldn’t keep Mum and Dad apart – both of them were determined to propel me into adult life, and it would have been too cruel to play favourites and condemn one of them to the parental scrap heap. We squashed my stuff into the boot of Dad’s brown Volvo (a vehicle which I knew embodied why Mum left him: by then she was tearing it up in a zippy Japanese candy kiss of a car) then squashed ourselves in after it, all set for four hours of sticky, congealed tension.

‘Would you mind if I opened the window a crack, Jeremy?’

‘I’d prefer you didn’t, if you don’t mind, it negates the air conditioning.’ Translation: you’re irresponsible and flighty, same as it ever was.

‘I do so love to be able to breathe.’

Translation: you stifled my womanly magnificence for quarter of a century.

I sat in the back feeling nauseous, for so many reasons I couldn’t have identified the root cause – polishing off a family pack of Maltesers solo, the irony too great to risk offering them around, probably clinched it. As the junctions crawled past, fear knotted my intestines and compressed itself in my chest, the reality of being hundreds of miles from all that was familiar starting to hit home. It wasn’t just the prospect of losing the prickly, scratchy comfort blanket of my family, it was also the idea of being severed from James. He and I had done everything together the last couple of years – everything other than the thing I most wanted to do – and now he would be at the University of East Anglia, right at the other end of the country, girls vying for his attentions. The thought was almost too much to bear.

But it was me who had chosen to go so far north: I knew very little about myself at that age, but one thing I did know was that I was clever, and that had given me options. I was denying something that another part of me had intuitively sensed, that I needed to find my own place in the world, far away from everything that currently defined me.

Many moons later we finally parked, Dad efficiently hauling my suitcases out of the recesses of the boot, Mum critically surveying the shabby façade of my halls through her gigantic sunglasses. Dad dragged my luggage up the stairs, refusing any help as if to do so would emasculate him even more, Mum and me clattering behind him. Sally was the very first person I saw, hanging out of the kitchen with an over-sized cartoon mug in her hand saying ‘World’s Best Daughter’. The sight of Dad’s red, sweaty face made a spontaneous grin break out across her own.

‘D’you want a hand with them?’ she said, taking in the bizarre tableau we made. Her voice was a little nasal, infused with a merriness that felt a million miles away from our dreary middle-class repression. There was an instant confidence about her, like she could read it all in a heartbeat and know exactly where to put herself. She wore a stretchy, red Lycra minidress, offset by a pair of black woolly tights which rescued her from looking like she’d just come from a night out clubbing. Her black hair – dyed? Couldn’t quite tell – was cut into a complicated layered bob, held fast by a thick coating of hairspray, the volume speaking of hours spent with her head upside down blasting it with a dryer. She was skinny – the way the Lycra hugged her jutting hip bones advertised the fact – but there was a soft padding around her bottom, the final frontier that she was yet to overcome. Her eyes were a bright blue, constantly roving around, intelligence-gathering. They’d alighted on me, and I gathered my parka closer around me, embarrassed by my ill-fitting jeans and warm green jumper: I’d just thought north equals cold, whereas Sally, she’d constructed a look, each component part balanced on top of the last, like an elaborate game of Jenga.

You couldn’t keep your eyes off the ultimate effect – she was magnetic, compelling – but it was more attractive than pretty: prettiness suggests a softness that Sally rarely surrendered to. I was probably prettier, in a quiet way that I was yet to even really notice; my blondey-brown hair was thick and long, but I had no idea how to style it, so it simply hung there like a rug on a washing line, my make-up collection consisted of a few cheap bits and bobs from Boots, so my hazel eyes never got emphasised, and I was scared of lipstick because it always ended up painting my teeth. As for my perfectly decent body – permanently encased by baggy knitwear, it never got a look-in. No wonder Sally was mapping me so carefully with her eyes: she always knew when someone was ripe for transformation. Transformation or corruption? Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference.

‘Very kind, but I’ve got it under control,’ said Dad, dropping the cases a little too heavily to convince. He was transfixed, his eyes locked on her. ‘Jeremy Berrington,’ he added, sticking out his hand.

‘Sally Atkins,’ she said, leaning forward to kiss him on the cheek at the exact same moment. She was mocking him, but so very subtly that he couldn’t quite catch it.

She unsettled me, the way she exposed us with a few light brushstrokes. ‘I’m Olivia, and I think that’s my room,’ I said, pointing to the door.

‘I’ll come and find you later, yeah? Few of us were gonna head down to the bar. Talent spot,’ she added, with a naughty laugh.

‘Absolutely. I think we might head out for supper, but if I’m here then count me in.’ I hated the way I sounded, like a pastiche of the geeky grammar school girl that I was, more me than me.

‘Come on, Mum and Dad, you know it makes sense,’ she said, voice a lilting tease.

I looked at them, imagined the awkwardness of dinner, our glasses chinking in a celebratory toast with too much undertow to ever ring true. Mum was smiling at her, taken by her cheek.

‘I’ll see how it goes,’ I conceded.

‘You do that,’ she said, tenacious. She held my gaze, grinned at me, and suddenly it felt imperative that I grabbed the opportunity with both hands, that I didn’t miss my moment. A girl like that wouldn’t hang around – my friendship window would slam shut and I’d be left shivering in the cold.

Dad deposited my suitcases in my bare matchbox of a room, and we all stood there for a second.

‘Nice girl,’ he said, and I waited for the inevitable postscript. ‘Quite a strong flavour.’

‘I like her,’ I said, defensive.

‘She’s a live wire, but she’s quite right. Livvy needs to dive right in, like an otter heading upstream.’

Mum’s ridiculous analogy clinched it. Soon I was hugging them goodbye, unable to look as the Volvo made a heavy left turn around the corner. I looked up at my unprepossessing new home to see Sally watching it all from the window, blue eyes darting around so she wouldn’t miss a thing.

It wasn’t that I’d stopped being scared, if anything I was more scared, but at least now I knew I was in the right place. Or at least I thought I was.

She was as good as her word. An hour later she gave a cursory knock, and then came crashing through my door, quickly taking in the room. There wasn’t much to see – so far my illustrious university career had consisted of hanging my rucksack of clothes in the MDF closet and arranging my toothbrush and toiletries on the narrow shelf above the grey, speckled sink, all to the soundtrack of Carole King’s Tapestry. It was my favourite album back then, probably because I over-identified with the soulful girl on the cover, wistfully looking out with only a cat and a guitar for company.

‘What’s this shit?’ said Sally, laughing, and bobbing her head along to the music. It was ‘You’ve Got a Friend’ that was playing, at least until I’d scrambled across the room to my stereo and snapped it off. ‘Tapestry,’ I said, slightly pompously. ‘It was one of the bestselling albums of the seventies.’

‘That’s great and everything, but there’s a vodka and tonic with your name on it going begging.’ She paused. ‘I know this’ll sound stupid, but what is your name again?’

‘Olivia. Livvy.’

‘Which is it? No, scrub that, I can’t call you Olivia. O-liv-ia,’ she repeated, in a faux posh voice. ‘No, definitely Livvy.’

I bristled a little: surely it was my prerogative to give her permission to use my nickname, but I let it pass.

‘What course are you doing?’ I asked.

‘English.’

‘Me too!’

‘Great minds …’ she said. ‘I heard we only get about three tutorials a week and there’s Yorke Notes for the rest.’

‘Quite.’

Not quite. I loved English, loved the books but also loved the writing. I’d had a tiny article published in a newspaper the year before, and I’d nearly died of pride.

‘Come on then,’ she said, impatiently shaking my parka at me and setting off down the stairs.

A few of our new housemates were waiting on the doorstep for us; there was Phil, a spotty engineer, a girl called Catherine, and Lola, a chubby, smiley history student who reminded me of the kind of friends I had at home. A couple more people arrived, and I tried to remember everyone’s names, but it was only Sally I could really hold onto. We set off in a gang, but she firmly interlocked her arm in mine, declared us a huddle.

When we hit the dingy, neon-lit student bar she looked around with wide-eyed disdain and I suddenly saw the world through her eyes, even though our worlds had collided less than two hours before. Everyone looked so young and green, their nerves palpable, their bodies straining forward like coat hooks as they fought to work out who they were going to be, what territory they should colonise.

‘Dunno about you, but I reckon this is a double-shot scenario,’ she said. ‘Back in a flash, don’t move.’

I didn’t even really like vodka – I’d only been drinking for a couple of years, and I tended to go for gin and orange because it disguised the taste – but there was no time to tell her that, and even if there had been, I’d never have done it. We’d already laid down some silent laws, and I was following them to the letter. I turned back to our housemates, by now engaged in an earnest pissing contest about their relative A-level grades, then turned away. My learning had already begun, but it wasn’t about renaissance poetry: thanks to Sally I knew that it wasn’t cool, that it was faintly tragic, and I was invisibly spiriting myself away. I wish I could go back in time and swivel myself back round – let myself be naive and young and full of pride at my hard-won two A’s and a B – but instead I shifted from foot to foot and counted the minutes until Sally reappeared. She was mercifully fast, having inveigled her way to the front of the scrum without even breaking a sweat.

‘Chin chin,’ she said, chinking glasses with me, oblivious to the drinkless ignominy of the wider group. I took a swig, returned her wide, cheeky grin, and revelled in the sensation of the vodka hitting my bloodstream. I could feel it in every cell, every particle, like it was something far stronger. And in a way it was.

*

I loved that Sally had chosen me, but I had no idea what had swung her vote. There were trendier people, sexier people, richer people; in my more paranoid moments I worried that it came down to nothing more than proximity. To be fair to her, she never made me feel that way. She’d come and watch TV with me at night, the two of us at opposite ends of my bed in our pyjama bottoms, swilling red wine and munching on a doorstep of Galaxy. Sometimes Lola would join us, but often, as the bed began to sag in the middle, so would the atmosphere. It was funny, because other times we could make quite a happy three: we would have lunch in the basement of the library or go for an ‘emergency vodka’ at the pub at the end of our road before racing back for EastEnders. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was that made it feel so different – it must be Lola, I reasoned, she couldn’t always keep up with Sally’s quick-fire wit. I didn’t want to look at who was really pulling the strings.

Sally would take me shopping, make me try on clothes I never would have dreamt of wearing, and convince me I looked a million dollars. It wasn’t like I didn’t have a group of friends at home, but this felt different, there was a visceral intensity to it that I couldn’t quite articulate. Part of it stemmed from the fact that we were living in next-door rooms, but Jules and I had never been close like this: at that stage I was still more of an irritant than a confidante. I loved the feeling of having a person who was more mine than anyone else’s – I hadn’t had a serious boyfriend yet, and I suppose I was getting some of the intimacy without any of the scary stuff. Surprise, surprise I was a virgin.

Surprise, surprise Sally wasn’t. Unlike me she had taken a year off, horrifying her parents by moving in with an older man she met in Barcelona. The relationship sounded passionate and real and scary, their sex life unimaginable to a suburban innocent like me. She would be jokily explicit, and I would try to laugh along like a woman of the world, hoping she wouldn’t question me too closely about the boys I mentioned in return, none of whom had merited more than a top-half grope, most likely through a polo neck.

Of course I’d been secretly saving myself for James, lost in my impossible fantasies about him rapping on the door and begging my forgiveness for taking so long to realise we were destined. I didn’t want to tell Sally how much of my energy it had taken up – still took up: she was funny, but her jokes could be spiky, could wound in a way I was sure she didn’t intend.

I was still trying to get the measure of her, our friendship a new instrument that I’d not yet mastered. She, however, had worked out exactly how to play me, enjoyed finding out what notes would squeak out if she suddenly changed her technique. We sat in the corridor one day, hungover, waiting for our English tutorial to start, watching a pregnant mature student huffing and puffing towards us.

‘Have you ever been pregnant?’ asked Sally innocently.

I tried not to look aghast.

‘N- no,’ I stammered.

‘It’s so weird,’ she said, staring into the middle distance. ‘Like all your senses have been turned up to the max. Even the colours look brighter.’

I sat there, panic gripping me, trying to come up with an appropriate response, horribly conscious that we were surrounded by people in easy eavesdropping distance. Our tutor emerged just in the nick of time, and Sally swept towards his study, barely looking back. I scuttled after her, hoping she didn’t think my muteness was down to indifference, determined to work out how to ask her all about it as soon as we were alone. But when I tried she was coldly dismissive and I backed away, feeling like I’d failed a test. I wanted to apologise, but, ironically for someone who loved words as much as I did, I couldn’t think of a combination that wouldn’t make it worse. She was in pain, and I was too inadequate to help her. I vowed to myself that I’d try harder next time.

Sally would despair of the men on offer. ‘They’re all boys, you know what I mean?’ she said later in our first term, casting a disparaging glance around the first-year common room, adorned with tattered posters for the mountaineering club and the like. ‘Totally,’ I agreed, even though I was harbouring a secret flutter for a fresh-faced boy in our English tutorial, the first non-James related response I’d experienced since I didn’t know when. He was friendly with Lola, and he’d told me he’d be at her birthday drinks in a couple of weeks’ time. I never assumed boys fancied me, but I knew my nascent prettiness was starting to peep through, and so I held onto the idea that there was a motive behind him casually dropping it into conversation in the queue for the brackish brown water that passed for coffee. When he paid for mine along with his, I was almost sure.

Sally busted me in the next class, spotting the geeky blush which spread up my face when he asked me what I thought of the sonnets our handsomely grizzled tutor Dr Roberts had sent us off to read. She teased it out of me, then cocked her head to look at him.

‘I s’pose I can see it,’ she said, in a voice which suggested the polar opposite, ‘if you’ve got a Bagpuss fetish.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said, laughing despite myself.

‘Oh, you know,’ she said, making her hand into a paw, rubbing her sleepy face with it as she gave a slow yawn. She was brilliant at that kind of thing, as sharp as glass, and I saw immediately what she meant. There was something slow and soft about him, a gentleness that could be something to mock or something to treasure. I watched him as he laid out his books and folders with studious deliberation, his pens arranged in a neat line. I liked the care he took, it added to the sense I had that he would want to look after me if I let him.

‘I reckon I could be his Professor Yaffle,’ I said.

‘Just ask him out then!’ said Sally, digging me so hard in the ribs that she almost winded me. ‘Or I’ll do it.’

‘No way!’

I was far too shy to do something so brazen, quite happy to watch from afar – it was a vantage point I knew all too well.

I felt like our night-time gossips were a bit less frequent over the next week or so, but I hoped I was imagining it. I distracted myself with thoughts of Matt, both cheered and horrified to find my habit of building a whole fantasy relationship on the flimsiest of pretexts extended beyond James. By our next tutorial I felt almost too embarrassed to speak to him, worried his X-ray vision would turn out the contents of my addled brain.

‘It’s an odd choice,’ he said, referring to the semi-erotic e. e. cummings poem which Dr Roberts had passed round a week after a raft of Shakespearian sonnets.

‘It certainly is,’ I said pompously, then backed away to my seat next to Sally, cursing myself for squandering his opening gambit.

Sally had heard it all. She smirked at me as I eased my way into my chair.

‘Smoothly done, don’t you think?’ I said.

‘You’re a goddess, what can I say?’ said Sally, and we tried to stifle our giggles, my humiliation evaporating. I loved the way any kind of pain or embarrassment or wrongness I felt could be fed through the machine of our friendship and transformed into something good – it would become ours, another shared experience, the newest piece in the warm patchwork of our friendship. Of course I didn’t like to think of the moments when the threat came from within our little bubble.

‘Do you really think it’s an odd choice?’ she asked, a few seconds later.

‘Yes, a bit.’

She giggled, looked over at Dr Roberts.

‘My fault. Chose it last night when we were in bed.’

I gasped, then tried to conceal it, aware how closely she was studying me. It was like a talent show, like I had a single moment to prove to her that I was worth putting through to the next round.

‘You go, girl,’ I said, like I was in an American high school movie.

She didn’t say a word, didn’t react, simply turned her kohl-ringed eyes back down to her open book. She knew I was a fraud. Even worse, so did I.
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