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      ‘Emily. Wake. Up.’ The staccato spoken words filtered through the dense fog of my sleep, hitting me like rapid machine gun bullets. Prising me from a peculiar lewd dream involving a guy dressed in police uniform, who was holding a can of whipped cream and a pair of shiny handcuffs. Ugh! Don’t make me wake up, was my initial thought as I snuggled into the mattress. This was the best dream I’d had in ages. Most of my usual night-time escapades were nightmares, horrific scenes where I’d be sweating over an essay, shaking in an exam hall, or being given a grilling by a mean lecturer during a seminar on the workings of the mind. I turned onto my side, away from the light which erupted like a nuclear fallout as I heard the blind being snapped up.

      Wham! A cushion hit my head, making me jolt upright and blink rapidly. I could feel one of my false eyelashes sticking to my cheekbone, and my hair, which had been straightened to perfection a few hours ago, felt damp. Had it rained last night? Or had someone spilt beer over me? I couldn’t figure it out. My head was aching and my brain felt frazzled.

      ‘Emily!’ My attention turned to Jo, who was standing in the open doorway, her hands on her hips and her nostrils flared. Her beautiful unblemished face was contorted into lines of distaste. I wondered vaguely why she was holding an item of footwear in her hand.

      ‘Hello,’ I croaked, ‘what’s up?’

      ‘Don’t give me that wide-eyed innocence, Northwood.’ She stalked towards me, and I cowered back against the headboard. ‘You puked in my boot.’

      ‘No!’ Denial dropped from my crusted mouth. ‘That must have been someone else… I would never…’

      ‘Oh save it,’ she snapped, gesticulating like an opera singer who had reached their crescendo. ‘I saw you, Emily. On your hands and knees with your butt in the air and your mouth in the most expensive item of clothing I own. You’re a disgrace.’

      I swallowed a nervous lump, licked my lips, and endeavoured to charm my way out of the situation. ‘Hey, you look gorgeous. Is that a new dress?’

      ‘Don’t.’ She held up her hands and lobbed the boot onto my bed, narrowly missing my sprawled feet. ‘Just don’t. So, you can clean it up, after you’ve got dressed of course.’

      I stared down at my naked boobs and let out an expletive before tugging the covers up.

      ‘What happened last night?’ I asked slowly.

      ‘You really can’t remember?’ Jo let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Jesus, Emily, you really need to lay off the shots.’

      ‘I hadn’t had anything to eat,’ I protested.

      ‘Huh! Nothing to do with the Sambuca you poured down your neck.’ She perched on the edge of my bed and glanced at her wristwatch. ‘You have uni in an hour.’

      I flopped back onto the pillow with a groan. ‘I’m sick.’

      ‘Yasmin is cooking us breakfast,’ Jo said, with enough patience to appease a four-year-old. ‘What you need is a mouthful of sausage, and that wasn’t an innuendo.’

      She let out a bark of laughter, and I peered at her out of one eye.

      ‘Am I still a virgin?’ I asked.

      ‘Well, you didn’t get lucky last night if that’s what you mean,’ Jo replied. ‘We all came home together and Yasmin put you to bed.’

      A memory of last night flooded into my mind. Had I actually rang the guy I’d been dating for a few weeks and demand that we consummate our relationship? I shut down my thought processes. Sometimes it was better not to know what one got up to on a girly night out.

      ‘I’m so embarrassed,’ I cried, burying my head in my hands. ‘I am never drinking again.’

      ‘What about our dinner date later?’ Jo asked with a frown. ‘It’s three cocktails for the price of one.’

      ‘Really?’ I quickly calculated how much money I had left in the bank. If I ate spaghetti hoops on toast for the rest of the week, then surely I could stretch to lunchtime drinks. My mind shuffled between overdraft, credit card, and my savings account. Stuff it! I would find the money from somewhere. ‘Okay, I’ll be there.’

      ‘Good.’ Jo rose to her feet. ‘Meet you in the kitchen after you’ve showered.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘And, Emily… clean my boot!’

      ‘One hundred and fifty-seven.’ I bent over to catch my breath, my chest heaving and my heart hammering as I gazed at the last row of steps which would take me up to the highest floor of the university. My Fitbit watch began beeping, warning me that my heart rate was creeping into the dangerously fast zone. Why, oh why had I taken the strenuous route when there had been a lift open and waiting on the ground floor? In my impulsive haste to burn off the Chelsea Bun which I’d scoffed in the refectory, I had almost gone into cardiac arrest. Lucky for me, there was a defibrillator on the floor below. I was so hot and sweaty that I was tempted to pull the fire extinguisher off the wall opposite and douse myself in foam.

      ‘Ten more steps,’ I whispered through gritted teeth, swinging my handbag back into place on my shoulder. With a burst of energy, I ran up the last flight of steps. At the top, I fist-pumped the air, feeling satisfied and like the 70s film character, Rocky Balboa, when he also reached the top of some steps in downtown America. I told myself I was a champion, and today was the start of my super successful life. From now on, I was going to achieve A grades in my essays, and my love life was going to flourish. Then, suddenly, I tripped over fresh air. Down I went, sprawling on the floor in a hungover heap. My high spirits deflated like a shrinking balloon. I clambered to my feet, bile rising in my throat. The taste of burnt sausage filled my mouth, and I just knew that I should have opted for fruit for breakfast instead. After repressing a stomach-heaving gag, I smoothed my wrinkled clothes and pulled open the door.

      A clinically white corridor stretched in front of me. It was quiet up here, away from the bustle and noise of the refectory. I squinted into the distance and could just make out a couple leaning against the wall, locked in an amorous clinch. I turned in the other direction and limped along, full of self-pity. This university was a dump, I thought sourly. Nothing more than an insidious institution which sucked the life out of its students, leaving them broke and burnt out. I was just a tiny, insignificant cog in a giant ever-churning machine, a meaningless fool who’d been sucked in by the dream that higher education would equate to a super successful life.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath and averted my thoughts to something more positive. A delicious image of Matthew sprang into my mind: tall, broad-shouldered, possessing dirty-blonde hair that was perfect for running one’s fingers through. I’d been casually seeing him for a few weeks now, and my natural inquisitiveness had found out that he worked in a bank: big tick. Liked to keep himself in good shape: another tick. Was super confident: bigger tick and was as sexy as fuck: all the ticks.

      He had messaged me half an hour ago, and I must have spent five minutes staring at the screen, digesting what exactly he wanted to do with me when we were next alone together. My status as a twenty-one-year-old virgin was finally drawing to an end, I just knew and embraced it. Finally, I had met someone who I was attracted to physically, emotionally, and intellectually. Between the passionate kisses we’d shared in his fancy sports car, he’d shown himself to also have a cracking sense of humour. There hadn’t been many men in my life who made me laugh. He was also attentive and seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. All of my previous dates had been sadly lacking in one way or another, but Matthew was different. He was pretty much perfect and therefore I had made the monumental decision that I’d have sex with him at the next available opportunity.

      ‘Good morning!’ A male student appraised me, his eyes flicking up and down the length of my body as he held a door open for me. I ducked underneath his arm, sometimes being five foot nothing really did have its advantages, and I thanked him breezily before carrying on.

      When I arrived at my personal tutor’s room, the door was wide open and Dr Mason was talking to another lecturer I had seen around the university. I cleared my throat and raised my hand to rap on the door. Both of them jumped apart and turned to stare at me with flushed expressions.

      ‘Hello, I er… have an appointment.’

      Dr Mason blinked and picked up a squeezy rubber stress ball, which he flipped from hand to hand. ‘Ah Emily. Yes! Do come in.’ The other lecturer squeezed past me with her eyes averted to the carpet. I watched her totter down the corridor on black patent stilettoes before turning my attention to Dr Mason.

      ‘Please, sit down.’ He motioned to a chair opposite his desk, and I crossed the small space and sank down onto the cushion, clutching my folder to my chest. He put down the stress ball, then picked it up again and said softly, ‘How are you, Emily?’ He was peering intently at me through smudged, horn-rimmed glasses and a sinking sensation settled in my stomach.

      ‘I’m good. Thank you.’ My throat felt suddenly dry and tickly, I dug in my handbag for my beaker of spring water and took a long gulp.

      ‘Hasn’t the weather been glorious?’ He nodded to the window where I could see the sun shining in a brilliant blue cloudless sky. ‘How has your weekend been?’

      I shifted in my seat, feeling uncomfortable underneath his scrutiny. ‘It’s been okay.’ I was hardly going to share with him that I’d spent the weekend getting drunk in the Student Union bar. Dr Mason was one of those annoying lecturers who possessed the mistaken belief that he was trendy, and he liked to think of himself as being mates with the entire student population. First impressions, the guy was creepy, and I would much rather him act like the other boring middle-aged psychology lecturers who reminded me of the perfect, quaint, academic, fatherly figure in their beige suits and with their bookish, intellectual vibe. There was a gross rumour flying around that he’d had an affair with one of his PHD students and had separated from his wife because of it. I couldn’t understand how anyone could be attracted to the man myself. He was hardly an Adonis, but then according to the glossy hip magazines I devoured, some women found men in authority attractive.

      ‘Okay, Emily, let’s talk about how you’re progressing with the course.’ He lobbed his stress ball into a pot and steepled his fingers. The benign smile on his face twisted into a sinister-looking frown. ‘How do you think you’re getting on?’

      ‘Urm not so good,’ I began tentatively, inwardly berating myself for turning into a mouse. Teachers always had the ability to do that, make me question myself and deflate my self-esteem. I raised my voice a few decibels to try to emulate a confident sassy woman. ‘But I’m determined to improve on my grades in year two.’ I let out a silent cheer. Rocky Balboa would approve.

      ‘Ooooooookay.’

      I hated the way he dragged out the first vowel. I was really starting to dislike Dr Mason.

      ‘The thing is, Emily.’ He scratched his head and a wisp of grey hair shifted from its position, revealing a bald patch. ‘You seem to be struggling quite a lot from the evidence which has been presented to me.’

      I suppressed a yawn. Oh God, he was such a psychology nerd. Even his small talk had to make some reference to statistics and evidence. I decided to play dumb, widening my eyes, and adopting a little girl lost whisper. ‘I don’t know what you mean?’

      ‘Really?’

      Oh, so we were playing that game. Conversing in questions like a nursery teacher would to encourage a three-year-old’s language development. I crossed my legs and waited for what seemed like an eternity for him to elaborate.

      ‘So, you’ve failed half of your essays, Emily, and the other half you have just scraped passes on.’ He leant back in his chair and gave me a pitying look. ‘A few of your lecturers have also voiced concerns about your poor attendance.’

      ‘I see.’ I nodded, knowing that what he was speaking was the hard truth. I had definitely been absent a lot over the past academic year. No use arguing with that.

      ‘Are you having any problems that you’d like to discuss with me?’

      My mind went blank, and I had no idea what to say to him. The truth was that I had no excuse. I’d wasted a whole year socialising. Time which should have been spent studying, I’d been out with friends: in the pub, at theme parks, and the cinema – taking full advantage of my student discount card.

      ‘Are you enjoying the course?’ he prompted. ‘It’s not too late to switch to a different degree if psychology isn’t your thing.’ His face softened slightly. ‘I know that your mother is a psychology teacher at GCSE and A level. Do you feel under pressure to study the same subject as she did?’

      Wow! Dr Mason had done his homework. I didn’t know whether to feel impressed with his knowledge of my family or perturbed that he was possibly a stalker. Either way, Dr Mason had hit the nail on the head. I hadn’t picked psychology for a love of the subject, it was chosen to please my mother. I wanted so much to emulate her successful lifestyle that I’d ignored my own gut instinct which had screamed at me to choose a different subject of study. I hung my head, overwhelmed with a sense of self-pity. I was a complete and utter failure, and despite my earlier vow to excel as a psychology student, the reality was, that there was no way on this earth I was going to get A grades. The subject was hard enough if you had a genuine interest in it, but another two years of studying it would be extremely difficult considering I found it dull and baffling. It would, in one word, be unbearable.

      ‘It’s okay to do your own thing, Emily.’ Dr Mason flashed me a kind smile and I felt kind of bad for my earlier disparaging thoughts about him. ‘Year two is going to be even harder, and you need to be fully committed, otherwise it will be a complete waste of your time.’

      Sudden tears pooled in my eyes. Do not cry, I told myself, sniffing them back.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he soothed, handing me a tissue from a box on his desk. ‘It happens a lot at university level. Students change their course all the time. Why don’t you have a good think over the summer holidays and maybe see a careers advisor? You don’t have to make any decisions now. Take some time out and think about what you really want to do with your life, Emily.’

      I nodded, too emotional to speak. I rose to my feet and picked up my handbag.

      ‘Here’s your last essay I marked.’ He handed over a plastic wallet. A quick glance revealed that I had achieved another D. I was deflated as I’d considered that one as one of my best assignments. I winced and turned towards the open door, desperate to flee Dr Mason’s pity.

      ‘Enjoy your summer,’ he called from behind me. ‘And, Emily… talk to your mother.’
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      I literally legged it out of the university and out onto the busy North London street. The pavements were bustling with people heading towards Camden Market. I swerved around them, my feet following the crowds on automatic pilot, my mind whirring as I contemplated an uncertain future. Half of me was terrified and the other part was thrilled. I’d literally been given the green light to go ahead and drop out of my psychology degree, and it felt wildly liberating and a little bit daunting. But how the hell was I going to explain it to my disciplinarian mother? She had been so thrilled when I’d decided to study psychology at undergraduate level. She taught it herself at the further education college, back in the Cotswolds, and as she was such an enthusiastic, fun teacher, then I’d really enjoyed it, or maybe it was because I got to spend time with her without being made to feel like I was a hindrance in her busy academic schedule.

      It was when I started university it became a problem. I realised pretty quickly that I disliked the subject at degree level. Most of the lectures were so boring that I lost interest, and I began to struggle with the workload. I was homesick too. I missed the quaint village where I’d been raised and the beautiful surrounding Gloucestershire countryside. London was exciting, but there was no place like home.

      A beeping sound informed me that I was standing in a queue at a zebra crossing. For a moment, I had completely zoned out, my mind elsewhere. I blinked and crossed the busy road, slowing my gait as I entered the market area.

      ‘Two for one offer on all my fruit.’ A rosy-cheeked market trader thrust a Gala melon towards me.

      ‘Urm, no thanks.’ I flashed her a smile. ‘But I will have a bag of apples please.’

      ‘Righto!’ She reached up to take one off a metal hook. ‘Golden Delicious alright?’

      ‘Perfect.’ I rummaged in my handbag for my purse and passed her a crumpled five pound note. ‘Keep the change.’ I set off again, inhaling the smell of leather from the handbag stall I was passing and bit into a juicy apple. I remembered that I’d arranged to meet my friends Yasmin and Jo for lunch. A glance at my watch informed me that it was still only mid-morning so I had a leisurely stroll, purchasing a pretty journal and a pack of gel pens off a stationery stall, before heading towards the library. As normal, the library was quiet. I wandered amongst the shelves of books, running my fingers across the spines, before picking out a couple and taking them to a vacant table.

      The time dragged by. An hour later I still had no idea what course I could pick up instead of psychology. My head was starting to throb, and my eyes were sore from squinting at the small text. I really needed spectacles, but was too vain to succumb and purchase a pair. I looked around the library. It was an archaic, listed building, made from old grey stone and with a circular-shaped, glass roof that revealed the sky. Mum had only mentioned to me the other evening how libraries all over the country were under threat from council cuts. I thought it would be a shame if this one closed, libraries were good for the community, and who didn’t like reading?

      I slammed the careers book closed, and went to put it back on the shelf before paying to use one of the computers, where I wasted time on social media and Wikipedia. Mum had put a spending cap on my mobile phone, which meant I rarely had internet connection, so it was nice to surf the web for a while without her moaning that social media was a modern-day evil. I’d lost count of how many times she’d told me that she’d written her Master’s dissertation on it, which made her an expert on the matter. Personally, I loved it all: Twitter for the arguing, Facebook for the drama, and Instagram for the selfies. I hadn’t yet explored TikTok, but I’d heard there was some funny shit on there.

      I was chuckling away, scrolling through an argument on Facebook about the correct word for bread rolls, when a librarian stopped at the side of me and glared at my hand which was stuck in an open bag of cheese and onion crisps. She pointed with her pen to the sign on the wall where it screamed in bold cursive writing that there was to be no eating in the library. I gave her a sarcastic smile before collecting my things up and getting out of there with the thought swirling in my mind that no wonder people were reluctant to use the libraries nowadays. So many old-fashioned rules and manned by miserable staff who wore frumpy, outdated clothes. The place could seriously do with a good clean. I almost walked into a hanging spider’s web on my way out through the revolving door.

      Outside, a massive storm cloud had appeared out of nowhere and it started lashing with rain. I squealed and ran towards the bus stop which luckily had an empty shelter, and I’d been waiting less than five minutes when the bus trundled to a stop. I jumped on, flashing my pass, and headed for the row of seats at the back where I plugged in my air pods and lost myself in the musical world of Sigma.
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        * * *

      

      Wetherspoon’s, as anticipated, was rammed with people eager for a break from the Monday, back-to-work blues. I loved everything about this pub: the ambience, the bar staff, the food, and to top it all off the people who frequented it were an interesting and eclectic bunch. The only thing that was missing was background music, but I suppose you wouldn’t be able to hear it above the noise of the yakking punters. I peered around, searching for Jo’s wild afro and Yasmin’s permanently smiling face before being distracted by my phone, emitting the strains of ‘Rebel Rebel’ by David Bowie. I’d chosen that particular ringtone because I was a lover of all things seventies and thought Bowie was an icon of the era as well as being a superb singer. An old guy reading Rolling Stone magazine at a nearby table looked at me with dawning recognition. I was waiting for him to say something along the lines of me being too young to appreciate seventies music, but he merely nodded along, tapping his foot.

      ‘Hellllloooooooo,’ I shouted into my phone, one finger in my free ear.

      ‘We’re sitting in the window,’ Yasmin squealed. ‘I’ve bought a pitcher of Sex-On-The-Beach. Get over here, Northwood, before we drink your share.’

      I turned to where the light was streaming in and saw both of my friends waving.

      ‘Gotcha,’ I said, cutting the call and weaving my way around tables and chairs. I patted a chocolate-coloured Labrador on the way over. He was with his owner, a blind man who was a regular. The adorable dog’s wagging tail and sad big eyes made my heart melt, and I wished for about the hundredth time that Mom would have one as a pet, but she insisted it wouldn’t be fair to leave it alone all day while she was working. Instead, I had to settle for a geriatric cat called Fletcher who looked at me with eyes full of superiority and an indifference which was bordering on hatred. I literally felt judged each time I emptied the supermarket brand tuna instead of the posh range into his bowl. And when I went back home the occasional weekend, he seemed thoroughly put out that he was usurped from his position on my goose-feather pillow.

      ‘Hey, babe.’ Yasmin held open her arms as I approached and enveloped me in a big squashy hug. ‘How you doing?’

      ‘Urm I’m fine.’ My words came out as muffled nonsense, so I waited until she’d stopped squeezing me before continuing. ‘You only saw me this morning at breakfast.’

      Yasmin gave me a puzzled look. ‘Babe, Jo has told me.’

      ‘What?’ I looked from one to the other before sinking down on a vacant chair.

      ‘You’re getting kicked off your course!’

      My eyes narrowed into slits as I stared hard at Jo who was looking annoyingly beautiful in a flowery maxi dress. ‘I was trying to keep it quiet,’ I hissed. ‘It’s not definite, and I haven’t told my mother, so keep it to yourselves.’ In my haste to share my exciting news, I’d forgotten that Jo was a blabbermouth, and now I was regretting texting her earlier.

      ‘I think you’re really brave.’ Yasmin tipped the cocktail drink into an empty half-pint glass. It sloshed out, covering the table with orange droplets which I inadvertently leant on. ‘I wish every day that I could jack in my course too.’

      My mouth fell open in disbelief. ‘You love being a student nurse. Didn’t you say last night it was your vocation, your calling? That caring for others was in your soul?’

      ‘Did I say that?’ Yasmin gave me a puzzled look.

      ‘That was after she’d consumed two bottles of Prosecco you clown.’ Jo pushed a bag of peanuts towards me. ‘Eat! You’re losing weight.’

      I snatched the sodden bag up and tore it open with my teeth.

      ‘So you are definitely leaving?’ Yasmin probed. Only you’ve always been a bit changeable, Emily.’

      ‘Huh.’ Peanut residue flew out of my mouth. ‘How can you say that? You’ve only known me since September. That’s less than a year, Yasmin!’

      Jo snorted. ‘You do keep changing your mind about whether you prefer Timothee Chalamet or Thomas Doherty.’

      I let out a yelp of indignation. ‘At least I haven’t shouted my celebrity crushes name whilst screwing my boyfriend!’

      Jo held up her hands in resignation. ‘Jordan Fisher is sooooooo worth it though.’ She popped a peanut elegantly into her mouth. ‘Anyway, it added a bit of spice to a somewhat vanilla experience. Since that happened, Ross’s libido has increased massively. I’m talking every day. Sometimes twice.’

      Yasmin’s eyes widened and I stifled a giggle. ‘Don’t listen to her, she’s studying musical theatre. Huge imagination.’ I opened my hands, mimicking penis size, and the three of us fell about laughing.

      ‘But seriously, Em, are you okay?’ Jo looked at me sympathetically.

      ‘I’m absolutely fine.’ I sucked cocktail up the straw before continuing breezily. ‘Really. It’s the best thing that’s happened to me all year. Psychology is definitely not the career path I want to take. The only problem is now, I have no idea what to do with my life.’

      ‘How about nursing?’ Yasmin said. ‘It’s a rewarding career and there are heaps of opportunities to progress. Once I’ve qualified I really fancy branching out into mental health. That’s huge now.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jo drawled. ‘It seems that everyone I know has had some kind of mental health crisis.’

      ‘I’d hate nursing,’ I divulged. ‘I can’t bear bodily excrements and the workings of the mind terrifies me.’

      ‘Talking of bodily excrements.’ Jo had a wicked glint in her eyes. ‘Have you done it with Matt yet?’

      ‘Not yet,’ I replied, my head spinning slightly at the quick change in subject. ‘But the doc has put me on the pill. We’re just waiting, y’know, for the right opportunity.’

      Jo leant across the table and grabbed my hands. ‘The first time for a woman is always shit. I remember being hugely disappointed and wondering what all the fuss was about.’

      ‘Thanks for sharing that.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘I take it sex has grown on you since then?’

      ‘I should say so,’ Yasmin interjected. ‘Didn’t you hear her last night? I thought there were a couple of wolves loose on campus.’ She turned to face Jo. ‘You were literally howling.’

      ‘I was not.’ Jo chuckled. ‘You don’t half exaggerate, Yasmin.’

      ‘I’m just glad my bedroom isn’t attached to Jo’s,’ I said with a snigger.

      I turned my attention away from my friends to look in the direction of a couple of lads with football T-shirts on who were arm wrestling over the table and being generally loud. Then suddenly, I saw someone familiar, a guy with his back to me, standing at the bar. I’d recognise that well defined arse anywhere.

      ‘There’s Matt,’ I said with excitement. Jo and Yasmin leaned across the table, following my line of vision. For a few seconds, I held my breath and then exhaled with happiness when he turned around. It was definitely Matt, looking extremely dishy in a tight-fitting, checked shirt and blue chinos.

      ‘Close your mouth, Em, you’re drooling,’ Jo said, as she tied her gorgeous curls into a scrunchie.

      ‘Isn’t he handsome though.’ I literally swooned, like some Jane Austen character.

      ‘Are you going to say hi?’ Yasmin asked, her face lit up with a smile.

      ‘Bring him over here and introduce us,’ Jo said firmly. ‘I need to check this guy out.’

      I felt a sudden pang of annoyance at Jo. I loved her to bits, but sometimes she could be so bossy and overprotective.

      ‘Only if you promise not to grill him, Jo,’ I warned.

      Jo made the sign of the cross and raised her hands heavenward. ‘I swear on all things holy. Go and get him, Northwood.’

      ‘Okay. I will do that.’ I pushed back my chair and pulled down my tight-fitting lilac blouse. ‘Do I look alright?’

      ‘Perfect,’ Jo said warmly, ‘apart from you need a bit of gloss on those luscious lips of yours.’ She extracted a lip-gloss from her pocket and threw it to me.

      Once my lips were red and shiny, I smoothed down my hair and headed to the spot I’d last seen Matt. The bar area was busy, but there was no sign of him. I turned left and headed towards the toilets, scanning the room. A waitress walked past me with two plates of heaped food that smelt amazing. I so fancied a burger right now. I decided to follow her across the room to a darkened area of the pub near the pool tables. She stopped at the family area, and I was astonished to see her placing food in front of Matt! But as my eyes widened I registered that he wasn’t alone. Sitting opposite him was a stunning lady with hair the colour of orange autumn leaves, and at his side there was a gurgling baby, strapped in a high chair.

      My first thought was to run. I still had time to sneak away. He hadn’t noticed me because he was busy wrestling a bib around the baby’s neck. But the lady he was with had. She was staring at me curiously, her head cocked to one side.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asked politely.

      ‘Urm.’ I dithered at the side of their table, chewing my thumbnail. My gaze slid to Matt. I pleaded with my eyes for him to say something. This was so awkward, but I couldn’t help wondering who the hell this woman was. A sister maybe? A work colleague?

      ‘Emily.’ Matt deadpanned, staring at me with wide eyes. His cheeks had drained of colour and his mouth was twisting into the oddest shape.

      ‘Who is this, honey?’ the lady with the lovely hair asked.

      And that one word told me all I needed to know. My eyes slid to his trembling fingers, and I inhaled at the sight of the gold band that definitely hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen him. The bastard was married.

      ‘It’s erm…’ he cleared his throat and pasted a jaunty smile on his face. ‘It’s Emily.’

      ‘Right, and where do you know Emily from?’ She shook her head and glanced at me with suspicious eyes.

      ‘Work.’

      A moment of excruciating silence passed between the three of us and then I was gripped by fury.

      ‘I’m not his colleague.’ I stared at his wife, vaguely aware of Matt flapping his hands.

      I could see a pulse throbbing in the woman’s jaw and felt a fleeting sense of sympathy, which was overridden by white hot anger.

      ‘You utter bastard.’ I turned to look at him, pronouncing the words slowly and forcefully.

      An elderly woman at the next table dropped her fork and stared open-mouthed.

      ‘You told me you were single,’ I hissed, my hands clenched at my sides.

      ‘What?’ The woman jumped to her feet. ‘Have you been having an affair with this… this ridiculous girl?’

      I decided to ignore that slight, us women had to stick together and right now I felt enough aggrieved for the both of us.

      ‘Course I haven’t honey. She’s just a friend.’ He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Can we discuss this at home? There’s no need to cause a scene.’

      I sucked air into my lungs, shocked at the nerve of him.

      ‘Tell me!’ the woman demanded, looking my way.

      I nodded, swallowing down a lump of emotion. ‘I met him a few weeks ago in a nightclub in Soho. He told me he’d been jilted by his unfaithful fiancée. I would never…’ I took a deep breath. ‘I would never have had anything to do with him if I’d known he was…’

      ‘I get it.’ The woman threw a napkin in Matt’s face, before yanking the chuckling baby out of the high chair. ‘Our marriage is over you utter prick,’ she yelled. I noticed the pub had gone deathly quiet, and afraid of what she was going to do to me as retribution, I stepped back, almost falling over because my legs were so wobbly. ‘And you,’ she bared her teeth at me, ‘can have him.’

      ‘I don’t want him,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m sorry I really didn’t know…’

      The poor woman shoved her arms in her cardigan. ‘Did you sleep together?’ She directed the question at me.

      ‘No,’ I said emphatically, and as I glanced at Matt’s snivelling face, I was so relieved that I hadn’t lost my virginity to such a pig.

      ‘It was just fun and laughs,’ Matt blustered. ‘She’s right. Nothing happened, Lucy. Please, you have to forgive me.’ He raised his hands in a praying motion and I felt utter revulsion for him.

      ‘I don’t have to do anything,’ she snarled. ‘Don’t bother following me home, you can fetch your shit the weekend when I’m not there.’

      I winced at the crestfallen look on Matt’s face.

      After his wife had left, the noise in the pub ramped up again. I turned away from Matt, who was staring morosely down at his pint. Although I was tempted to have another go, I decided not to heap more misery upon his shoulders. I started to head back to Yasmin and Jo when I heard him rasp out between a coughing fit, ‘I hope you’re happy.’

      I spun on my heel. ‘Oh yes, I’m over the moon to find out the guy I had really started to like is a liar and a cheat!’

      I couldn’t believe it when his eyes lit up. ‘We can still hook up. Let’s go to a hotel now, have some fun, get to know each other more intimately. Who knows what could happen between us.’

      ‘Eww.’ My nose wrinkled in distaste. ‘No thanks. I’m not going to be anyone’s cast off. Truthfully, I never want to see you again, so don’t contact me anymore.’

      ‘Emily.’ He reached out to take my hand, his eyes pleading. ‘I’m sorry.’

      I snatched it away from his sweaty grasp. ‘Save it for your wife.’

      As I strode away, the elderly lady on the nearby table nodded my way and said, ‘Well done.’

      And even though I felt like crying, I carried on walking.
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      Later in the afternoon, after I’d exhausted the subject of slagging off Matt the rat, Jo and Yasmin helped me pack up my stuff. As I was on all fours, looking underneath the bed for forgotten pizza boxes and other takeaway detritus, Jo asked me what I wanted to do with my piles of coursework, books, and assignments which I’d shoved in the wardrobe.

      ‘Bin it,’ I said, emphasising the words.

      ‘Are you serious?’ Yasmin cooed, her pretty face creased into frown lines. ‘All that hard work…’

      ‘I really didn’t work that hard,’ I interjected, slapping the dust off my thighs as I rose to my feet. ‘My assignment scores were terrible.’

      Yasmin sat on the bed with the pile of red-slashed assignments in her hand and flicked through them.

      ‘Attachment between babies and their mothers.’ She read aloud. ‘Crikey it sounds all very intellectual to me.’

      I sighed and sat down next to her. ‘But the reality is I guess I’m just not clever enough for university.’

      ‘Stop that self-pity right now.’ Jo looked at me sternly, her hands on her hips. ‘You just picked the wrong course, that’s all. Do something you enjoy, Em, not what’s expected of you.’

      ‘You have so much going for you, Em,’ Yasmin gushed. ‘You’re clever, funny, beautiful, a little bit zany – but all the best people are.’ She reached over to hug me. ‘You can do anything you set your mind to. We believe in you.’

      I felt tears well in my eyes. Even though I’d only known them a short time, only since the start of the academic year, I’d built a strong rapport with Jo and Yasmin. They were the best friends I could wish for and they were my biggest cheerleaders. Yasmin was right. With their support, I felt like I could achieve whatever I set my heart on. The three of us jumped up on my single bed and squealed as we came together in a group hug. And for the first time in months I felt cautiously optimistic about my future and hugely relieved that I wouldn’t have to study psychology anymore.

      I spent the rest of the day packing. Jo stripped my bed, informing me with a wrinkled nose that she’d keep my bedding, after giving it a through boil wash of course. My two friends walked me to the taxi rank, and we said a teary goodbye with a promise to see each other again over the summer. On the train home to Gloucester, I fantasised about myself as a jet-setting, powerful, rich, businesswoman. I’d have an apartment in London, a condo in New York, and a holiday villa on Ibiza. By the time I was thirty, I’d be on my third husband, who would of course, be a gorgeous toyboy model who was besotted with me. I’d work hard and play even harder and make my first million well before I was middle-aged. My friends would include A-list celebrities. Of course I’d be besties with Victoria Beckham, whose clothes range I’d live in. Elton John would play piano at my thirtieth birthday bash and my cake would have ten tiers and stretch from floor to ceiling. My jewellery collection alone could feed a family of four for years and my sports car collection would be the envy of the district.

      I sucked cola through a straw, allowing my wild imagination to soar and stared out at the passing landscape with a big smile on my face. When we pulled in at the station I was already waiting at the train door for it to slide open with a resounding hiss. I’d messaged Mum earlier to tell her I was on the way home. I didn’t want to give her a coronary attack when I rocked up with my suitcase, but she hadn’t replied so I figured she must be at work. At the station’s exit, I dithered, unsure whether to catch the bus or splash out and grab another taxi. There were three of them waiting in the parking bay, I threw caution to the wind and picked the one with the female driver who was flicking through a glossy magazine and scoffing what looked like a cheese and onion cob. The boot of the car popped open, and I threw my case on top of a bulky object, which was covered by a paint splattered sheet.

      ‘Hello,’ I said chirpily, sliding onto the back seat.

      ‘Hiya, love,’ she drawled, in what sounded like a West Midlands accent. ‘Where you heading to?’

      I reeled off the address and crossed my legs. I’d been right about my earlier observation; the stench of onion lingered in the air, but I didn’t mind. In fact, it made my stomach rumble, but I had no food on me, not even a piece of chewing gum to take my mind off the hunger pangs. So I chewed on my thumbnail instead and listened to the taxi driver singing along to some cheesy eighties pop hit emanating from the tinny radio.

      ‘They sure don’t make them like they used to do.’ She bopped her head in time with the beat. ‘Stock, Aitken, and Waterman were massive back in the day.’ She reached over to ramp up the volume, and I winced as some guy hit a high note. For the rest of the journey she listed all of her musical influences, and I was happy to listen to her chatter, for I was in a great mood, and even the sudden downpour of rain beating on the windscreen couldn’t dampen it. I paid the driver, tipping her generously and then stepped out into a huge puddle which soaked through my canvas shoes.

      ‘Nice house.’ The taxi driver appraised my home as I heaved my case out of the boot. ‘Must be worth a few bob.’ When I didn’t reply, she waved and called out, ‘Cheerio, love,’ before she drove off. I turned to face the house which I had lived in since being a young child. It was an eighteenth-century cottage, one of those old-fashioned thatched types with whitewashed walls which were covered in trailing ivy and honeysuckle. I lifted the latch on the picket fence and tugged my suitcase over the pebbles and uneven slabs, up a winding path bordered by wild flowers and long grass. Mum rarely did any gardening, she preferred it to remain wild, proclaiming that she was giving a sanctuary to the tiny insects and the bees. We had a fair share of land attached to the cottage; the back garden in particular stretched down to a farmer’s field which was partitioned off by a wire fence. I loved sitting out there when the weather was nice. It was so calming and pretty and was dotted with gorgeous flowers, shrubs, and fruit trees. The scent alone was divine, and it reminded me of a painted postcard of a quintessential English country garden. A gentle breeze ruffled my hair, and I watched the swing hanging from the apple tree sway back and forth, reminding me of childhood memories. Beyond that, there was a pond, stocked with waterlilies and fish. All the stress of the past year felt like it was literally ebbing out of my body, and I felt overwhelmed with relief that I had escaped the city and was back home in the pretty Cotswolds countryside.

      I slotted my key in the door and entered the cottage, wiping the droplets of rain off my now-wet hair. A delicious smell of baking filled the space. I guessed Mum had made an apple pie, my favourite, and imagined that she’d whipped it up upon learning of my journey home. I left my suitcase underneath the coat rack, slipped out of my shoes, and padded over the slate tiles into the kitchen. I touched the aga, it was still warm, and then I spied the pie on the breakfast bar, covered with kitchen roll to deter the cat.

      I was practically drooling as I hunted in the drawer for a sharp knife and then nipped to the fridge in the utility room for fresh cream. I cut a generous wedge and prised it out of the tin foil before transferring it to a China plate. Just as I was shovelling it into my mouth, Fletcher the cat made an appearance. He stood still for a moment and regarded me with his weird green eyes. His tail was standing up, and I noticed the fur on his neck was upright too. I thought for one moment that he was going to attack me, but instead he padded across the floor, curling himself around the stool legs on which I was sitting. I bent down and picked him up.

      ‘Hello puss,’ I cooed, wrinkling my nose as he sniffed it. Soon bored with my appearance, Fletcher’s interest switched to the cream on my plate. He would have licked it had I not lifted the plate out of his reach. ‘Don’t tell Mum,’ I whispered, before squirting a blob of cream on the oak wood bar. He immediately set to lapping it up, and I hopped off the stool, ramming the last forkful of pie in my mouth before popping it in the sink. I checked my phone again. Still no reply from Mum. It surprised me as I thought she’d be finished teaching by now. I sent another text and heard a beeping noise emanating from the lounge. Had my ultra-organised mother left her phone at home? I walked into the adjoining room and spotted it immediately, plugged into a portal and resting on the leather sofa. And even more bizarre, resting next to it was her designer handbag she usually took everywhere. It dawned on me then that there was a possibility that she could be home, but if so, where was her car? And where the hell was she?

      It was then that I heard a creaking noise emanating from the bedroom above. So that was her game. Came home early for an afternoon nap? My perfect mother playing truant? I sniggered and headed up the stairs. On the way up, I was shocked to see her coat draped over the banister and her scarf dumped in a heap on the top stair. Shaking my head at this alien, untidy behaviour, I headed across the landing. Her bedroom door was firmly closed, and, oddly, one of her high heels was outside it. I raised my hand, ready to knock, when I heard a loud groan emanate from her bedroom. What the hell is going on I thought? The groaning intensified to a crescendo, and I stood there frozen to the spot, horrified at the thought of my mother pleasuring herself. She was almost fifty for Christ’s sake. How gross! I decided to tiptoe away, go hide my head underneath my duvet, and not surface for at least an hour when the door suddenly swung open and standing there in all his naked glory was Mr Round, the plumbing tutor from the further education college! As we stared at each other, me with my mouth hanging open, and him with a look of horror spreading over his face, my mother said in a sultry tone. ‘Hurry back for round two, darling.’ This was followed by a throaty chuckle.

      This seemed to spur Mr Round into action. His hands dropped to cover his genitalia, which thank God I hadn’t seen, and he reversed back into the room, slamming the door shut in my face. There then ensued whispered discourse in which I heard my mother squeal. I clamped my hand to my mouth to stifle the laugh which was building in the back of my throat. This was so unlike her. My mum, who had been single for years and usually went for intellectual, bookish types was actually getting it on with a plumber? It was obvious that he’d been giving her pipes a good cleaning! If it wasn’t so unbelievable it would be hysterically funny.

      ‘I’m going downstairs to watch TV.’ My voice was wobbly with suppressed mirth.

      ‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ a sheepish-sounding Mum called. More whispering, followed by a thud. Shaking my head, I trotted back down the stairs, plumping up the numerous cushions before flinging myself on the sofa with the remote in one hand and my phone in the other.

      I was pleased to see that Mum hadn’t deleted the films I’d saved before I left for uni last September. I flicked through them, deciding to watch Saturday Night Fever again. It was one of my favourite films from the 1970s. I loved the fashion, the music, and the zany make-up and hairstyles, and John Travolta, in my opinion, epitomised the perfect man: tall, dark, handsome, and with a pair of delectable gyrating hips that had me swooning. As the credits rolled, I scrolled through Instagram, liking the picture that Jo had shared of me, her, and Yasmin. Then Mum appeared in the doorway and I put my phone down, paused the TV, and turned to look her way.

      She was dressed in one of her fleecy loungewear tracksuits. Her usually immaculately bobbed hair was shoved up in a scrunchie, with tendrils hanging over her flushed face. I crossed my arms and waited, full of satisfaction that her usual perfect veneer had slipped. I honestly had begun to think that my strait-laced mum had taken a vow of celibacy, and it was extremely gratifying to see that she actually indulged her carnal desires like the rest of the normal population. Even though actually catching her in the act had made me feel a bit yukky.

      ‘Why are you home?’ she snapped, stalking towards me.

      ‘Hello, Mum.’ I grinned, ignoring the hostile vibes emanating from her. ‘I did message you, twice, maybe three times. But obviously, you were busy.’

      I noticed her swallow and felt a pang of guilt for teasing her. It was good to see her with someone. I’d been seriously worrying that she was addicted to work. That’s all she seemed to do, apart from yoga on a weekend. Her life seemed to revolve around the further education college and her students. It was about time she had other interests.

      Mum averted her eyes and began plumping the already-plumped cushions around me.

      ‘Aren’t you pleased to see me?’ I queried.

      ‘Of course, darling.’ She hooked an arm around my shoulders and dropped a swift kiss on my cheek. ‘I’m just surprised to see you. I thought you were due back the end of May? I would have picked you up from the station if I’d have known.’

      It was my turn to swallow. I really wasn’t looking forward to explaining to her my decision to ditch my psychology course. ‘It’s fine.’ I flashed her a wobbly smile. ‘I caught a taxi. The term was pretty much over and I wanted to come home…’

      ‘Oh, darling.’ She stroked my cheek with the back of her hand. ‘You always were a home bird.’ Mum crossed to the windows and began straightening the heavy brocade curtains. ‘It’s lovely to see you,’ she threw over her shoulder. ‘I think we’re going to have a good summer. According to the long-range weather forecast, there’s going to be a heatwave in June.’

      Uh-oh! I knew things were awkward when she was chatting about the weather. Mum didn’t usually do small talk. I decided to get straight to the point.

      ‘So how long have you been seeing Mr Round?’

      Mum’s back tensed. ‘Oh not long, love. We’re marvellous friends and he is a fascinating person.’

      ‘It looked more than friends to me,’ I said lightly. ‘I’m happy for you, Mum, really I am, but a plumber? He’s so different to the usual men that you find attractive.’

      ‘Don’t be such a snob!’ She whipped round to face me. ‘Joseph is a plumbing tutor as well as owning his own business. He’s very intelligent. Amusing. Open-minded…’

      I held up my hands. ‘Okay. I believe you. As long as you’re happy Mum, that’s the main thing, plus it’s no one else’s business who you date.’

      ‘Thank you.’ A smile spread across her face. ‘Oh, Joseph!’ She actually lit up with happiness as he came into the room, fully clothed this time.

      I looked over to where he was lingering, his hands shoved into his pockets. He looked embarrassed, and I felt a pang of pity for him.

      ‘Hello, Mr Round.’ I gave him a little wave. ‘It’s nice to see you.’

      ‘Nice to see you too, Emily, and call me Joe,’ he said, nodding his head. ‘How’s life at uni going?’

      ‘Busy,’ I said, swinging my legs off the sofa and standing up. There was an awkward pause while he waited for me to elaborate.

      ‘Well, I, er.’ Joe cleared his throat and hooked his thumb towards the front door. ‘I guess I’ll be leaving. Things to do. Places to be.’

      This must be excruciating for him, I thought, watching with interest as he sauntered to Mum and kissed her mouth. He whispered something which I couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made Mum’s cheeks flush red.

      ‘See you at college, sweetie.’ Then he nodded at me. ‘Bye, Emily.’

      I waited until he’d closed the front door before smirking at my mother. ‘Sweetie? Since when have you been into terms of endearment?’

      ‘Stop being foolish.’ Mum walked briskly to the TV and switched it off.

      ‘Hey, I was watching that,’ I complained.

      ‘You can relax later. Right now I need help with the housework, the washing, and the ironing.’

      ‘What’s happened to the cleaner?’ I grumbled.

      ‘Gone back to Poland,’ she informed me. ‘And I’ve decided not to replace her. Having a cleaner is so bourgeois. I’m sure we can cope with household chores between us, and now you’re back for the summer, it will give you something to do.’

      The thought of being an unpaid skivvy was not appealing in the slightest.

      ‘Actually, Mum, I was going to look for a job.’

      Mum’s eyes brightened. ‘A summer job is a marvellous idea. If you’re sensible and save the money you make, it will give you a stash to take back to London. You’ll need it in that city.’

      I took a deep breath. I had to tell her now. Get it over with. But she was rattling away about how expensive everything was for students and how it had all been free when she was in full-time education. I’d heard it all before, and it was starting to grate on my nerves. Sometimes it felt like she reminisced just to piss me off.

      ‘Mum.’ I began, then when there was no reply I shouted it. This got her attention. She stared at me with a shocked look upon her face.

      ‘I’ve left uni,’ I began, gripping the edge of the sofa.

      ‘Yes, I know, darling, and I’m so proud of you for completing your first year.’

      ‘I mean.’ I took a deep breath. ‘I’ve left the course, and I won’t be returning in September.’

      Mum stared at me as if I’d grown another nose. ‘What on earth are you talking about, Emily?’ Her voice rose an octave. ‘You were adamant that you wanted to go to uni. Didn’t you tell me that you wanted to work in the field of psychology?’

      ‘I lied,’ I said, swallowing a nervous lump. ‘The truth is, I hate the course and I’m rubbish at it. Look.’ I rummaged in my rucksack and pulled out the essay that Yasmin had been looking at earlier. ‘I’ve failed half of my assignments and the other half I’ve just about scraped Ds. Even my personal tutor thinks I should give up.’

      ‘They said that to you?’ Mum’s eyes narrowed into slits. ‘Let me see.’ She snatched the essay out of my hand and began skim-reading it. ‘Well, no wonder you failed.’ Her lip curled upwards. ‘An essay about attachment between babies and their mothers, and you haven’t even mentioned Bowlby and Ainsworth? Emily, you must refer to other psychologist’s work to show that you’ve done your research!’ She perched on the edge of the sofa. ‘We can fix this. I’ll spend the summer helping you. By the start of year two you’ll be much more confident and ready for your studies.’

      I bit my lip as she began gesticulating.

      ‘I cannot believe that your personal tutor has encouraged you to drop out! It’s hardly inspiring. I do wonder why some people go into teaching. It’s very shabby behaviour indeed.’

      ‘Will you stop.’ I shouted the words, my fists clenched at my sides. ‘I’m not a child anymore, I’m twenty-one years old and I’ve made my decision.’ I lowered my voice, intimidated by the furious look on my mother’s face, I whispered, ‘I’m not returning to uni in September, and I’m done with psychology.’

      I sprang to my feet but she was quick, moving to stand in front of me.

      ‘No daughter of mine is going to be a failure.’ Her face was stony, her eyes cold.

      Fury rose inside of me, and right at that moment I felt as if I hated her.

      ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you, Mother, but my mind’s made up.’ I shoved past her, picked up my suitcase, and lugged it up the stairs.

      ‘We’ll talk about this later, Emily.’ Her voice wafted upwards. ‘This subject is not over.’

      ‘Yes. It. Is.’ I slammed my bedroom door shut and threw myself on the bed, tears of frustration streaming from my eyes.
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