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			Chapter One

			Evie

			The accusation

			Evie felt like laughing. In that awful way when someone gives you terrible news, or you’re at a funeral surrounded by grief-stricken mourners coughing tearless sighs and, as the coffin comes down adorned with flowers, your mouth starts twitching. The woman in front of her was making notes, scrawly, spidery biro notes with escaped blobs of ink, pimply blackheads on the page. She could hear the squelch of the pen against the paper and it sounded like little suction poppers. It was all surreal. The woman paused and looked up. Her left eyebrow, Evie noticed, was coloured in slightly wonky. It reminded her of the time she had waxed Bronte’s and accidentally made her look like a stroke victim.

			Laughter threatened to bubble up in her throat and hook the corner of her mouth, stretching it into a wide Joker smile.

			Nothing about this was funny.

			And yet the twitch still came, and Evie had to stare at the top of her brown boots and concentrate on a black smeary scuff to stop it all bursting out. Her heart raced and her nails were ragged.

			The serious-looking woman in front of her was tapping the end of her pen on the desk in a pattern. She paused and then did it again. Evie pictured herself adding in a clap and bursting into ‘We Will Rock You’. Then she stared very hard at the scuff again.

			She was here, she was actually going through with this. She was doing it.

			‘OK Evie, what we need to do now, is take an official statement from you.’ The woman frowned at her pad of paper as if it were mocking her. Evie bet she had just caused her a mountain of paperwork.

			‘Now, would you like someone with you? Perhaps from the Student Union?’ The woman looked up and Evie forced herself to make direct eye contact for the first time. Her mascara was cheap, she noticed. It had clumped the lashes together and there were bobbles on the end of the stumps.

			‘No thanks. I don’t need someone with me. Do I really need to make another statement? I’ve told you everything already.’ Evie tucked her dark hair behind her ears and crossed and uncrossed her legs. ‘Am I in some kind of trouble or something?’

			‘No, no, no.’ The woman – Louise, Evie vaguely remembered her introducing herself as – leant forward. Her jacket was too tight under the arms and the line of it puckered. ‘It’s nothing like that. But there is a process to go through with formal complaints. We need to make sure we follow the procedures. Make sure everything is done through the right channels.’ 

			Evie nodded and felt something shift in her gut. ‘Will he know it’s me? I mean, are you going to talk to him, or something? What are you going to say?’

			Louise smiled and her face completely changed. Her eyes softened and Evie smiled back nervously.

			‘We can protect your anonymity at this stage. That may have to change later but, for now, let’s schedule a meeting to go through your statement. You can bring a friend, it doesn’t have to be anyone official. Or perhaps your personal tutor? But it might be good to have a little bit of moral support. I know it will be a very intimate conversation and I do apologise for that. But just before we proceed, can I please check that you are absolutely sure?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘You are claiming that you entered into a sexual relationship, with your lecturer Simon Davidson.’ Louise looked down at her pad and read directly from it. ‘You say this relationship began in semester one, and ended abruptly. You also say he advised you not to tell anyone about it, that he continued to mark your assessments and did not allow you to switch seminar groups, as you requested.’

			Evie closed her eyes and thought of the cheap vodka crawling back up her throat, her hands splayed against the pub’s bathroom mirror. Her pale-yellow vomit in the sink.

			‘Yes,’ she said.

			Louise looked at her without blinking for so long it must have dried out her eyes, Evie thought. The pipes in the old, high-ceilinged room clanged.

			‘And, for the record, you say this relationship was consensual.’

			‘It was just one time. I wouldn’t, well, it was kind of a relationship, I mean, that’s what I thought it was leading to but . . .’ Evie trailed off.

			The urge to laugh had gone now.

			Louise nodded. ‘I understand,’ she said more softly. ‘You said you’d been drinking.’

			‘Yes, I had.’

			‘And you’re sure you consented to the incident.’

			Evie hung her head. ‘I did.’

			Another heavy silence and then Louise drew her breath in with a whistle.

			‘OK Evie. I’ll be in touch over the next couple of days and we will take it from there.’

			‘Thanks.’ Evie stood up and wobbled slightly on her heeled boots. She was surprised to note her thighs were shaking.

			‘It was very brave of you to come and tell us this.’ Louise pushed her chair back and walked her to the office door. ‘In the meantime, I will contact the head of English and make sure Dr Davidson isn’t marking any more of your assessments or directly involved in any of your teaching for the rest of the semester.’

			Evie hooked her bag over her shoulder and followed her to the door.

			‘Will the head of department know? I mean, will you have to tell him? What . . . we did.’

			‘He will have to know the nature of the allegation, yes, but no details. Because you claim it was consensual, there’s no actual sexual offence, or sexual harassment issue here. But it’s an abuse of trust, and a breach of the university disclosure policy. He has marked your work with conscious bias. And I am concerned that he refused to move you out of his seminar group under the circumstances.’

			‘He said he couldn’t, as people would ask questions. He said moving groups was against policy.’

			‘So is sleeping with your students and not declaring an interest,’ Louise said shrewdly, then caught herself. ‘Sorry Evie, I shouldn’t have said that.’

			‘Will he be in a lot of trouble?’ Evie asked quietly as Louise opened the door.

			‘If he is, it’s his own doing.’ Louise paused then drew the door back quietly. ‘Do you understand what it means to be coerced Evie?’

			‘I think so,’ Evie replied.

			‘Before your next statement please think very carefully about the events leading up to this indiscretion. You may have said yes, but did he make you, at any time feel like saying no to him wasn’t an option? Conversations? Emails? Just, please think about it.’

			‘I will.’ Evie looked down, then forced her chin up and smiled. ‘Thank you so much. You’ve been great. I’ve been so worried about this meeting, and I was dreading it being a man.’

			Louise nodded. ‘I’ll keep in touch Evie. You take care. I’ll ensure the department contacts you later today regarding a new timetable.’

			Evie walked out into the muted spring sun. She hated spring. It was so delicate and fragile. There was nothing to it. No bite. Bronte was sat on the wall, scrolling up and down her phone. The weak sun caught her ginger hair and she looked as if she was wearing a crown of fire. She looked up and smiled as Evie approached.

			‘Hey girl. How was it?’ She squinted into the sun as Evie’s shadow fell across her lap.

			‘Yeah OK.’ Evie shrugged. ‘God. I don’t know if I’ve done the right thing.’

			‘Babe.’ Bronte reached her arms up to offer a hug. ‘Of course you have.’

			Evie leant in. Bronte’s body felt squashy and malleable.

			‘Want to go and get smashed?’ Bronte asked, muffled, into Evie’s bony shoulder.

			Closing her eyes, she rested her chin on the top of Bronte’s head. She smelt of cinder toffee and garden fires.

			‘Can we not talk to any men?’

			‘You read my mind.’

			Evie pulled away and wiped her cheeks. She hadn’t even realised she was crying.

			‘I’m sorry. God. You’ve been brilliant over all of this. And you’ve had such a shit few months too,’ Evie said. ‘I feel like I’ve made this semester all about me. I’m such a bad person.’

			‘No. We’re not the bad guys here.’ Bronte linked her arm and the two began walking across the quad and towards the Student Union, its octagonal windows shimmering above the older buildings, as out of place as an alien intrusion. But that’s what the Duke of York University liked to pride itself on. A blend of tradition and modern thinking. Evie knew some students liked the gorgeous old sixteenth-century heritage, fused with sleek chrome and smooth lines, but she just felt somehow it couldn’t make its mind up about what it really was. And that unsettled her.

			‘What do you think will happen to him?’ Evie said, pulling her long wool cardigan around her. A boy she recognised from her Victorian Literature seminar group gave her a second glance as he walked past. She gave him a quick smile, embarrassed about her puffy eyes, but he smiled back, even flashing his teeth, before putting his reddening face down and becoming swallowed in the crowds that were beginning to pour from the lecture halls like spilt milk.

			‘I don’t know, hon.’ Bronte squeezed her arm. ‘A warning, I hope. I mean, he could get fired, I guess, but you can’t think like that. He’s the one responsible for his own actions.’

			‘So am I though.’

			‘Exactly. And you’ve done the right thing by coming clean. I mean, can you imagine if someone found out and then started chatting about that being the reason you got so many firsts? You don’t need that kind of shit. And you want to know you’re getting them on your own merit.’

			But Evie wasn’t listening anymore. She could barely make out the words because there he was.

			Evie’s breath began to quicken and her chest felt squeezed. She was too tall to shrink into the oceans of students that seemed to flow around him. He stood there in his own circle, no one hustling or jostling him, like Moses in the parting of the Red Sea. She wouldn’t have been surprised if the ice-cream-coloured clouds broke and a ray of sun fell upon him like a spotlight.

			He was laughing at something a student was telling him. One with full tattoo sleeves and wearing a Stone Roses T-shirt that probably belonged to his dad. Simon gave him a friendly punch on his upper arm and the student grinned in gratitude. His magnetism was indiscriminate.

			 

			‘All the girls want to fuck him and all the boys want to be him.’

			That’s what Bronte had told her on the walk down to their first lecture in September. Evie had been new on campus, having had a disastrous first year at Manchester, but had managed to scrape together enough credits to transfer straight into second year. Halls of residence were for first years only, and Evie hadn’t fancied another nine months of cramped bedsits and girls squealing down corridors.

			She’d scrolled through the adverts on the Duke’s house-share website until she’d found exactly what she was looking for, and had pitched up with her cardboard boxes and Tesco kettle at a six-bed terrace in The Groves. Her room was one of two in the attic. The skylight didn’t open properly, there were silverfish in the carpet and fresh paint that looked like it had been slapped on to cover up mould in the corners. But it had a double bed, a desk and once she’d hung her pictures and made up her bed with its throws and cushions, it looked marginally less like a cesspit. Her dad had stood awkwardly while she’d hung up her clothes. He’d shoved a few notes into her hand and then left, waving a cheerful goodbye to the other inhabitants, Liam, Finn, Kelly and Bronte, who’d gathered in the kitchen to peer into the backyard and watch the arrival of the other attic inhabitant, Harvey.

			She’d been relieved to have Bronte in the house, although not surprised. There was always someone on a campus within a two-metre radius studying English. But everyone had already made friends the previous year and established little packs to travel in. It was much harder infiltrating new groups. House-shares helped. A ready-made family. If you picked the right one, of course.

			Bronte had dragged her to the middle section of the lecture theatre. It was in one of the new buildings, with soft blue chairs with a little drop-down rest for a laptop. Evie watched as the girl in front set hers up and immediately logged on to a Facebook page.

			Simon was at the front already, powering up the main terminal and Evie watched as the giant projection sprang to life behind him.

			‘All the girls want to fuck him and all the boys want to be him. Including you, I’m guessing by the looks of it,’ Bronte had laughed, pulling her laptop from her record bag.

			‘No. I don’t think so. Not into necrophilia.’ Evie had wrinkled her nose.

			‘I think the term is silver fox. Anyway, he’s not that old. 40-something?’

			‘That’s old!’ Evie had swept her hair over one shoulder and pulled at the neck of her T-shirt. It had been an odd temperature. Not warm exactly. Just not comfortable.

			‘There’s even a Facebook appreciation page.’ Bronte had motioned to the girl in front who’d been uploading a sneaky pic of him to the group.

			‘Urrrghh. How gross. I take it he’s as arrogant as he thinks he is attractive?’ 

			‘Humble arrogance. The worst.’ Bronte had grinned.

			Evie looked back as the hall had begun to fill with the hums and groans of muted chatter, the occasional loud laugh. He was tall. Taller than her. She could always tell in an instant. A habit from her teenage years when she’d felt so awkward about being, in some cases, almost a foot taller than everyone else.

			‘How tall are you?’ Girls would say with wide eyes, and boys would tease and joke about the weather up there.

			‘Five-twelve.’ She’d lie. Never six foot.

			She longed for a man, or a boy, who she could wear heels next to without them puffing their chest out, or having to be the one to bend down for the end of night kiss. She’d only found one in the end. The one, or so she’d thought.

			Simon was definitely six three. Maybe even six four. His hair was short, salt and peppery at the temples, and not muscly as such. But solid. There was definition under his shirt sleeves, his shoulders were wide and inviting.

			‘Welcome to Introduction to Victorian Literature.’ The voice from the front was like liquorice. Dark, sweet and demanded attention. Even Bronte had shifted in her seat and put her phone down. ‘I’m Dr Simon Davidson. And this is ENG203.’

			She’d watched as he’d gone through the learning outcomes of the lecture, made wry, self-deprecating jokes, so artfully woven in that they didn’t seem rehearsed.

			Gentle waves of laughter, almost melodic, a crescent and a fall.

			He’d paused from time to time. He’d swigged water from a plastic bottle. Not the reusable metal canisters everyone was lugging around smugly. An actual shop-bought, one-time use only, plastic bottle.

			It was as if he had smeared himself in peanut butter and laid himself in front of a pack of wild dogs.

			This man had balls.

			Evie had opened her notebook and started to scribble, drowning out the clitter-clatter of everyone else’s keyboards. She preferred it this way, the smooth arcs and loops of her pen across fresh paper, as if the points were flowing from her brain and through her fingers.

			The lecture theatre was tiered, spot-lit and cruel. The lights would intermittently change brightness or tone every fifteen minutes. A trick, Bronte had informed her when she’d first looked up startled, to keep their attention.

			It was then that she’d noticed him looking at her. She’d felt his gaze before she’d seen it. It had only been for a second. A smile. A dimple in his left cheek. Then his eyes had swept away. He hadn’t stopped his flow, not even for a moment. When the lecture had finished, the second hand hit twelve exactly, as if time too were not his master.

			 

			Evie halted and Bronte yelped as she wrenched her shoulder.

			‘It’s Simon,’ Evie said, her voice low.

			‘Oh shit.’ Bronte looked in the direction of Evie’s glare. ‘Babe. Just walk past. Don’t even look at him.’

			Evie looked straight at him.

			He fist-bumped the student and turned towards the main concourse. His pink shirt sleeves were rolled up, no jacket. Of course, he would wear pink. It wasn’t even warm enough for no jacket. But that didn’t stop him.

			Look at me. Look at me.

			He began walking towards them. One hand in his pocket, the other holding his phone. Eyes down. Smiling.

			No. NO.

			Evie shoved Bronte to the left until they were directly in front of him.

			‘Evie, no.’

			‘He’s not going to ignore me,’ she spat. ‘He can’t just carry on, like nothing has happened.’

			She stood in his path, her heart racing. He looked up and his eyes locked onto hers, just for a second. Then he smiled at both of them with a raise of his brows, as if to say ‘Hi girls’, and a roll of his eyes, motioning at his phone. Not a care in the world. He carried on walking purposefully into the thinning crowds. Both girls turned, but he didn’t look back.

			‘Oh my God. He just . . . that was worse than being blanked. Did you see that smile?’ Evie’s jaw dropped.

			‘Come on.’ Bronte pulled Evie by the elbow. ‘You need a drink.’

			The Student Union was another of the modern buildings in the strange space-age dome. They settled in their favourite corner to the right of the bar under the complicated mosaic mural, some joint project between art and psychology. It had even won some kind of award, but was a bit trippy after a few vodkas.

			Bronte tied her mass of hair up in a bun using a pair of knickers from the bottom of her bag, always her favourite party trick, and leant over her pint.

			‘This is officially the worst year for men. It is the Chinese year of the rat?’

			‘Or toad, or something?’

			‘Snake?’

			‘Well the closest I have had to sex in six months is when that youth in Go Ape strapped me into the harness.’

			Evie laughed. ‘Oh God. You’re better off without it. It just causes stress and bloody turmoil. I’d rather have a cup of tea.’

			‘Probably hotter,’ Bronte conceded. ‘Saying that, you . . .’ She looked at Evie and grimaced. ‘Actually, maybe not.’

			‘It was hot.’ Evie shrugged. ‘Just . . . stupid. Here’s to a man-free few months.’

			Bronte clinked her bitter against Evie’s gin and tonic. ‘For you maybe. I’m still on the prowl. Listen. Do you want to talk any more? Or are you OK? Want to just forget about it for a while? Give me a signal, because otherwise I’m going to start being all me, me, me.’

			‘No. Although. Speaking of cups of tea. You know that consent campaign? The whole, even if she said she wanted a cup of tea, and then falls asleep, she doesn’t want a cup of tea anymore, so don’t make her drink it?’

			‘That film always really makes me want a cup of tea.’

			‘Well, it’s weird. The woman from HR asked me the same thing today. She like, really pushed to make sure I had consented. Even when I assured her that I did, she started using words like “coerced”.’ Evie took a sip. ‘It’s like, she automatically assumed something. As if the only reason I would have made that choice was under duress. Like . . . I shouldn’t have wanted it. It made me feel a bit like a victim.’

			‘She’s just doing her job. Imagine the press if she didn’t,’ Bronte said. ‘It’s a good thing she checked.’ She paused. ‘So what did you tell her?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, I know you didn’t say no, but you didn’t say “Yes Dr Davidson I will have sex with you” either, did you?’

			‘See! This is what I mean. Do you say yes every time you have sex? What was he meant to do? Get written permission or something?’

			‘Well. No. But, he should have at least made sure. I mean, how stupid can you get?’

			‘What in the throes of passion? Wouldn’t that be, what did you call it last week? Knicker-drying?’

			‘Actually. NO. He shouldn’t have done it AT ALL. Because he’s a lecturer and you’re a student and it’s gross.’

			‘It’s not like I’m at school, Bronte. We’re both adults. And it wasn’t gross. It was . . . Bronte it was great. I have never had sex like that before. With someone, who, well, knew exactly what he was doing.’

			‘Yeah I bet he did,’ Bronte said. ‘He probably had his eye on how many Jaeger bombs you’d ordered. Why are you defending him?’

			‘I’m not,’ Evie said. ‘But you can’t call him a rapist either.’

			‘I didn’t use that word.’ Bronte’s voice went higher.

			‘OK. But I was complicit. So if he is gross, then so am I.’

			‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ Bronte took a massive gulp of her drink.

			‘What a fucking mess.’ Evie bent towards the table, rested her forehead on her fist. ‘God. I hope I’ve done the right thing.’

			‘You have.’ Bronte rubbed the top of her arm. ‘Remember why you wanted to do this in the first place. It’s an abuse of power. You can’t let him do this to other girls.’

			Evie nodded and wiped her eyes again.

			The click of the toilet door. His cheek against hers. The cigarette smell on his breath. Did he remember it like she did? Those details. That moment. Would it all come flooding back?

			‘Hey guys.’ Evie looked up at the sound of a chair being dragged over and Liam sat down back to front, jigging his legs. He always reminded Evie of a Labrador with his shock of toffee hair and massive brown eyes.

			‘Have you seen my post on The Common Room?’

			‘Which one?’ Bronte leant over the table and pinched a crisp from his packet.

			‘The one about Josh’s memorial. It’s going to print tomorrow but thought I should get it out there ASAP.’

			Evie dropped her eyes and Bronte paused, the crisp half-way to her mouth.

			‘Good idea. Is it all sorted now?’

			‘Yeah. It’s going to be on May 2, the anniversary. We’ll hold a candle-light tribute in the quad at dusk, and we’re getting some speakers. Jenny’s doing a speech to raise awareness and the SU is thinking about widening it out to anyone who wants to come and light a candle in memory of someone they’ve lost to suicide.’

			‘That’s a really wonderful idea.’ Evie gulped. ‘I’m sorry I never knew him, Liam. It’s just . . . there’s no words.’

			Liam gave her a thin-lipped smile. ‘I hope you come. The more support we get the better. I’m hoping we can get the local TV down.’

			‘Of course. And, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. Posters, you know, whatever.’

			‘Yeah thanks. That would be great. I still can’t believe you didn’t know him.’

			‘Me neither. I feel like I did.’ Evie smiled.

			The ghost of Josh was always there. In the house, in their pictures they’d pinned all over the walls. In her room. The room that was meant to be his.

			His bright blue eyes followed her everywhere.

			‘Anyway, see you at home. Tuesday is buy-one-get-one-free at Pizza Republica?’ Liam stood up.

			‘Sounds good.’ Bronte smiled. ‘I can’t be bothered to cook tonight.’ She waved as he trotted off through the double swing doors.

			‘You OK?’ It was Evie’s turn to reach over the table and squeeze her hand.

			‘I just can’t believe it’s been a year.’ Bronte shook her head. ‘A whole year. It’s like, it’s like he was just here yesterday. Signing for the house. I keep thinking about that day. Was he thinking about it then? It was such a great day and the sun was out and he seemed so happy. I just . . .’ Bronte pulled the knickers out of her hair and let the red waves cascade round her face.

			‘I’m so sorry, Bronte.’

			‘Let’s just get drunk and make bad choices.’ Bronte downed the rest of her pint.

			‘I thought that’s how I ended up in this mess,’ Evie said dryly, and then went back to the bar.

			 

			www.thecommonroomDoY.co.uk

			Hundreds are expected to gather in the quad to mark the first anniversary of the death of Josh Peterson.

			The Student Union and the Duke of York University Student Support Services have joined forces in the hope of uniting the campus to raise awareness for student mental health.

			Josh, an English Literature student, 19, died on May 2 last year after falling from the roof of the arts tower.

			Following a fundraising campaign by the English department and Josh’s family, the university will be erecting a steel memorial sculpture in the centre of the quad, to be known as the Joshua Tree.

			Josh’s personal tutor, Jenny Summers, who led the fundraising efforts for the sculpture and who has campaigned about the huge rise of mental health issues in universities and the lack of support for students, will also be speaking.

			Josh had been on a waiting list for counselling but was not deemed to be at ‘serious’ risk of harming himself or others.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jenny

			An hour before

			His office door is closed. The glass panel in the middle, the one for students to peep through, eyes sticky and fingers gnawed, is blocked up with posters, so I can’t see what he is up to. That irritates me.

			I don’t want to knock. That’s like asking his permission. And I know he’s in there. I saw him stroll down the corridor with my Pride and Prejudice Penguin mug. It’s the only one without any chips because I hand-wash it every afternoon rather than put it in the staff dishwasher. He knows it’s mine. He’s doing it on purpose. Either that or he is just completely oblivious to mug etiquette and I don’t even know which one I think is worse.

			I should just walk in. He does that to me. Knocking, while he’s already opening the door. I actually find that more insulting than if he just barged in. Nevertheless, I give the door a light tap and clear my throat.

			‘Yep.’ I hear a shuffle and the wheels of his chair scrape across the floor as I open his door. His office is horrendous. Piles of paper everywhere, mouldy coffee cups. A dead spider plant on the windowsill.

			That’s what makes the Pride and Prejudice mug such an insult. I see it there. Perched on the edge of the desk. I’m going to just take it back.

			‘Jen! To what do I owe the pleasure?’ Simon swivels round in his chair, all smiles and dimples. I feel my cheeks sucking in.

			‘I’ve still not had your assessment details for next semester,’ I tell him and force a smile. ‘I’ve emailed you three times now. Stop ignoring me.’

			‘Oh shit, yeah, sorry, sorry.’ Simon ruffles the back of his hair even though it’s too shorn to be dishevelled. It is defin­itely greying more. ‘Here, shall I just tell you them? Do you want a Post-it? You know me and email . . .’ He smiles sheepishly in the little boy manner that I assume I am meant to find endearing.

			‘No,’ I reply and raise my eyebrow. ‘I don’t want a Post-it. I want you to input the details into the Google form please, like everyone else. The committee meeting is tomorrow.’

			‘OK. I’ll do it now.’ Simon reaches out and takes a big slurp of tea from my mug. I feel bile bubble in my throat. ‘Fancy a drink later? I’ve got a late seminar. We’ve not had a catch-up for ages.’

			‘I can’t, sorry.’ I have the courtesy to smile again. ‘Too much prep to do for tomorrow.’

			‘Another time? I hope . . . are . . . well, are we OK?’ He leans forward, elbows resting on his man-spreaded knees.

			I shrug. ‘Why wouldn’t we be?’

			I turn to go and then pause, feeling suddenly very large, as if I have swelled and the office has shrivelled. It is cramped and airless. But I realise I am being surly and that won’t do.

			‘Have you heard about Josh’s memorial?’ I turn and ask, in a much softer tone.

			‘Of course,’ Simon says in that earnest way of his. His eyes try to lock onto mine but I won’t give him the satisfaction. ‘Yes. Absolutely. I assume you’re speaking?’

			I nod. ‘It’s good that you’re coming. We should all be there.’

			‘How are you holding up?’ The chair inches forward and I reach for the door handle. I shouldn’t have let the door close.

			‘I’m fine. See you later. Fill in that form.’

			It wasn’t always this way.

			 

			There’s nothing like old buildings in the spring. The ivy is still alive, wrapped around the honey stone walls of Grove Hall. The magnolia tree in the courtyard has started to blossom and the air smells of old ink and damp cotton. It’s not far from the English department to the main bank of lecture theatres, just off the quad. I don’t even bother with my coat. The air has lost its bite and there’s no redness to my fingers anymore, apart from the ones wrapped around my coffee. I can’t lecture without a hot drink in my hand. I never look at the clock, just how much coffee I have left. We are in perfect sync.

			It’s busy on campus. Some of them scuttle. Heads down but eyes forward. Others prance, like fauns, others flock in herds. But they all move as one, like the swell. I watch them from my office window sometimes. I can’t hear them properly. Not really. They sound more like the way you hear the sea in a shell. But I see them. I could pick out each and every one of mine in a crowd.

			They take each step like no one has walked there before them. It makes me smile. New undergraduates, barely eighteen. Just weeks ago, they were still in school uniform.

			They always trill when I drop the c-bomb in the lecture hall. Never to shock, nor to offend. I teach contemporary women’s literature and depictions of sexuality in Victorian prose. It’s a little gesture of mine. This is a safe space. There are no rules in learning, no boundaries in critical thinking. No wrong. No right. As long as someone else has said it first of course. God forbid we nurture a culture of independent theory.

			I can feel my heart race a little and the backs of my heels rub against my new mock-crocodile three inchers. It’s worth it though. I need the height or I’ll be peeping over the lectern like the narrator at a primary school nativity. 

			‘Hi Jenny.’ A girl with straggly pastel pink hair tucks it behind her ears and gives me a one-handed wave, slowing her pace.

			‘Oh, hi Elodie.’ I smile back. ‘Are you coming to small group later?’ I nod at the ugly, prefab concrete tower opposite us. ‘I can’t talk now, I’m just about to teach.’

			‘Yeah, yeah. Sorry. See you then?’ She grins and hugs her notebooks to her chest and then stumbles as a lanky boy knocks into her shoulder.

			‘Shit, sorry,’ Elodie says and the boy holds both hands up in the air in some kind of silent ‘don’t worry about it’ gesture. He keeps walking though.

			Sorry for just being there? I decide to pick this up with Elodie later.

			As I swipe my ID card and take the lift to the fifth floor, I know the lecture theatre will be already two-thirds full. We all have to swipe in now. Staff and students. They didn’t say it was because of last summer. But then again, they didn’t really need to.

			The entrance is at the back. I walk down the steps in the middle of the rows, feeling like a bride without a father. I have never mastered that effortless jog, the unaware strut. Thank goodness for the coffee in one hand and my notes in the other, otherwise I’d have become very aware of my own arms. They are watching. Still mumbling, pretending to each other not to notice I’m here. The person teaching before me has helpfully left the computer running, so I quickly log in and pull up my slides.

			My breathing begins to steady. The door swings open, back and forth like a Wild West saloon, and the last of the benches fill as the final clumps of students file in, until they are one big hive.

			I take a sip of my coffee and open my mouth to begin, when I see him. Middle left. Where he always sat. Ironed shirt. Open collar. He is looking at me too, expectantly. Like he always did. Waiting for me to speak. To soothe. To coax and to navigate. With his crooked smile and his bright blue eyes that shone even on his blacker days. I stare back for too long.

			I know it’s not really Josh, I’m not a madwoman. But I know the image of him will be gone too soon, so I savour it until his face morphs into another. And then I am back, staring at the theatre in front of me.

			‘OK everyone.’ I give my brightest smile. I spend my money on expensive lipsticks and buy my shoes cheap. ‘So, I am naturally going to assume you have done the reading. And not just watched it on Netflix.’

			A guilty titter. But eager eyes.

			‘Because, as daring an adaptation as it is, we are studying The Handmaid’s Tale in its novel form and today our lecture will discuss whether the structure tends towards an apex of power of both sexes or a political feminist statement.’

			As I talk the words roll around inside my mouth like lozenges. My cheeks prickle and my tongue never dries. It slips and slides fluidly, and my voice ebbs and flows in the room until I have persuaded every single one, first one way, and then the other. My coffee is cold though when I take a sip. I am off my game.

			I take a big gulp, and then another, before coming to my last slide. My eyes search again for Josh’s face, but he’s gone.

			He is gone.

			After the lecture, I watch them filter out of the hall, I consider going back to my office but decide there’s not much point. My friend from the department, Cate, texts and wants to know if I fancy a drink. I do, but I’ve got an email list the length of a bible to get through. While I was teaching, I could hear my phone buzzing in one long monotonous drone as the messages kept coming in. It’s nearly assessment time, and they are as unsettled and fractious as if it were reaching a full moon. It wouldn’t surprise me if one day I looked out into the auditorium and their bodies were bending and stretching, convulsing. Clothes shredded, hair sprouting. A writhing mass of hungry wolves.

			My neck cracks as I stretch it from side to side. I could just have one drink, I reason with myself, and then catch up with my emails on the train. We’re not supposed to work outside office hours anymore or email students from home at night.

			It’s called managing expectations.

			It’s not that I don’t understand their point. They come in, waving their cheques and demand, demand, demand. They want service 24/7. They don’t get a first, and they demand to know why, when that’s what they paid for. Why weren’t they told exactly how to write this essay, why weren’t they given ten mock exams with intense and explicit guidance on how to ace the next one? Why won’t you answer me at 2 a.m.? My tuition fees pay your wages. I am buying this degree. I am buying you.

			I own you.

			Power balance. How it makes me laugh.

			But then again, I see them working double shifts in coffee bars, serving five-pound rounds in nightclubs, getting in at 4 a.m. and up for a lecture at 9 a.m. Just to afford to be there. The loan system is a joke. You can only really be sure of financial support if your parents are rich, or if your family is poor, and you’re entitled to it from the government. It’s the middle children that nobody loves, they’re the ones who can’t access the full loans but can’t afford the rent. They are not hung-over in lectures, they are just exhausted. They work their fingers to the bone for a career they will never get and a future that won’t allow them to jump the queue just because they have a certificate in their hand.

			Thank God I don’t have children.

			I used to get depressed about it. The futility of it all. Their naive anger. Mine. But I don’t know anything else. In some ways I am a prisoner here. To quote the best film ever made, ‘You’ve never worked in the private sector. They expect results.’

			Most people think that as an English lecturer my favourite film would be something more highbrow than Ghostbusters.

			And I would challenge Dan Ackroyd there. Perhaps his university didn’t expect results in the eighties, but they do now.

			I quickly fire off a text to Cate and head back into town.

			The streets are busy, this city sneers at the students but they’re the ones who keep it afloat. The NUS discounts in the windows, the early meal offers. Happy hours that stretch until midnight. The colours on the cobbles, the laughter and the squeals under the shadows at the Cathedral. It would merely echo with tourists without them.

			I head down to The Rose. It’s usually reserved for old men and their farting dogs. Cate is already there with a bottle of red next to a split-open packet of thick ridged crisps. There are no designer gins and olives in here, and no chance of bumping into a student wafting an essay draft under your nose.

			‘Ugh.’ I relax into the chair. ‘Good idea.’

			‘Well. I saw the stuff on The Common Room. Thought you might need a drink.’

			The wine glugs as it’s poured and my jaw aches as I take a deep mouthful.

			‘No, I knew it was coming. I think it’s a great idea and I’m honoured they’ve asked me to speak. It’s just . . . God, it makes my mind rake over it all again.’

			‘I can imagine.’ Cate rests her hand on her chin and leans forward. ‘It must be so tough. No one supports their students like you.’

			I suddenly wish I was alone with this entire bottle. At home. Fire on and a laptop full of marking.

			‘It’s a full-time job. I don’t know how I actually have time to teach.’

			‘Rod. Back.’ Cate raises her eyebrow and I slump back in my seat. I can’t argue with her.

			Three years ago, Cate had been hauled up in front of a panel after encouraging a student to talk to her mum about the fact she was on anti-depressants. The mum had flushed the pills down the loo and put in a complaint about Cate. And then the student had put in a request for extenuating circumstances which claimed that Cate’s direct advice had led to mental anguish and to her getting a 2:2. It had been a year’s worth of paperwork and meetings.

			She doesn’t advise students on anything anymore.

			It’s strictly sentence construction and referencing in her office.

			Then last year her module evaluations described her as cold and uncaring about mental health and personal issues. One called her a robot.

			We’d drunk a fair amount of wine that night. So much that I hadn’t even caught the last train home. I’d slept on her sofa and been woken up by a small child with crusted green snot round one nostril demanding I make a hippogriff out of playdough. I’d sworn not to let myself get that drunk ever again.

			‘Ok. I know. I know I’m my own worst enemy. I never seem to be able to clock off.’

			‘You’re telling me.’ Cate sits back in her chair. ‘I feel like I’ve barely seen you recently.’

			‘Sorry. Things have been tense. I’m so busy. This plagiarism role is taking up so much more time than they said it would.’

			‘You know why they keep giving you roles? It’s because you keep doing such a great job. Just fuck something up now and again and you’ll find your workload diminishes significantly,’ Cate says.

			‘Well, you know what they say. You want something doing, ask a busy person. Or a woman in the office without kids.’

			‘Touché.’ Cate fluffs up the back of her hair. ‘So, seriously, how are you feeling about the memorial? Ready to make a big “O Captain! My Captain!” speech?’

			I flinch and Cate looks down.

			‘Anything I say just feels like I’m shouting into the void.’

			‘Nothing you ever do or say is in the void,’ Cate says and I detect a touch of, if not jealousy, something in the bitterness family. ‘I saw you got nominated again for a teaching excellence award. Congrats.’

			‘Thanks. We all know they mean nothing though.’

			‘Only someone who has won three of them can get away with saying that.’

			I take another sip and roll my eyes. ‘God Cate. What are we even doing?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘The hours, the emails, the round-the-clock care. I don’t resent it. They need it. But who are these children? Why are they so . . . broken? What’s happened to them?’

			‘I’ve told you. Use Boomerang on your office emails. STOP replying outside office hours. You’re your own worst enemy. You’re like a new mum picking up her baby every single time it cries.’

			‘I think most new mums pick up their baby every single time it cries,’ I point out.

			‘Well. More fool them.’ Cate tops up the glasses. ‘Both mine were sleeping through the night from six weeks.’

			‘You’re a freak of nature.’

			‘Thanks.’

			We both smile but a touch of frost has settled over our glasses. We drink the rest of the bottle, idly gossiping about our colleagues, how the men never empty the dishwasher or bother to find out why the photocopier isn’t working. They just leave it flashing aggressively and expect a woman to deal with it. Once we’ve bitched about the new faculty officer and how often the new lecturer works from home, we both start making a show of gathering our bags.

			I know it would be easier if I could feel a little warmer towards Cate. She really is the only real female friend I have. We WhatsApp at night, have after-work drinks and occasional weekend trips to the cinema. I wouldn’t call her my best friend, because I know I’m not hers. But that’s OK, I don’t want to be anyone’s best friend. It’s too much pressure. The job description is overwhelming and I have too much responsibility elsewhere.

			We walk down to the station and as soon as the cold air hits me I realise I’m a bit drunk. I remember I didn’t have time for lunch and that breakfast was a banana I’d scoffed on the walk to the office. Cate and I air-kiss and she heads off to her platform, her boots click-clacking and her smart black jacket moulded to her skinny frame as if it were custom-made. Two children and she still finds time to compete in ironman competitions and never returns her marks late.

			Her phone’s already out, she’s probably texting her perfect husband for a lift from the station. He coaches the U9s football and is a solicitor who works half the week from home so he can share the pick-ups and drop-offs.

			Smug bastards. If she didn’t have a family would she be getting award nominations too?

			I hope not.

			The screens on the big wall tell me I’ve just missed a train, so I nip over to the station pub for a quick one. I might as well carry on now. The wine here is bitter and much less palatable, but it passes after a while. I get some nuts and let each one roll around in my mouth, the chilli salt rubbing the acrid taste of the wine off my tongue.

			I scroll down my emails and make sure there’s nothing urgent. I’ve learnt that now. You can’t take your eye off the ball else you’ll be hanged, drawn and quartered with your entrails splattered all over Twitter or The Common Room blog.

			The usual from the staff, a few students panicking over marking criteria, but nothing too serious. Nothing to make my nerves tingle and my heart race. The platform is busy. The students who commute are all here, with one wireless earbud nestled in an ear. I didn’t understand what they were at first. I thought we’d had an influx of students with hearing impairments.

			‘I’m definitely drunk,’ I confirm to myself as I finish the last of the wine and check my emails again. Then I refresh the page and check again.

			Outside the pub the tracks rattle and I imagine the steam of the trains from the past, the dirty air and the hustle and bustle of porters in a time when travel was considered romantic.

			I think I see you for a second. I know it’s not you.

			But they are all you. Every student. Every time I look at one, they all have the same pain in their eyes.

			I see my train pull in early so I get my January-sales elbows out and hustle to the platform. My mouth is dry and I would kill to grab some water but I really don’t want to have to stand, and unless I get there soon I know I’ll have my face in someone’s armpit all the way to Harrogate. I manage to trample over a snogging couple with matching lip piercings. I wince at the thought of the metal getting all tangled up, and throw myself down in a coveted table seat. I slide over to the window seat, possibly not looking my most graceful, and smile at the kid who shuffles into the same seat opposite. I don’t take much notice. He’s chav couture, baseball cap and huge jacket. I don’t get the student vibe but he looks about the right age.

			I check out the spectre of me in the window reflection. My thick, long dark hair is misshapen and static, and I wonder just how many times I have run my hands through it while sitting in the pub. I should have it cut shorter, something more applicable to a 39-year-old lecturer. I see in the reflection the boy with the cap is looking at me. I stare down at my lap so he doesn’t think I’m preening, then chastise myself for caring. I get out my gloss and smear it across my lips. Somehow, it makes me thirstier.

			The train is full, but not rammed. There are a few people standing in the doors, but the odd empty seat is littered about. No one else is sat at our table. I suppose it’s actually a bit late for the commuters.

			We haven’t moved yet. I look up and the kid catches my eye. He has a faint moustache and fluff on his chin. I can’t work out if it’s deliberate or he just hasn’t shaved. His eyes are hazel and they crinkle as he smiles at me.

			‘Alright.’ He pronounces it without the ‘l’. Aww-ight. I want to draw all over his tongue in red pen.

			‘Hi.’ I flash him a proper smile. One with teeth and the slight dimple in my left cheek. The one many drunk strangers have claimed will be the un-doing of them.

			I’m still waiting.

			‘Where you been?’ He kind of does a back to front nod at me, his chin jutting upwards.

			‘Work. Then for a quick drink. You?’

			I only ask out of politeness. I actually want to close my eyes and rest my head on the window and let the purr and buzz of the tracks send me to sleep.

			Of course, that will not be how it works out. I already know.

			‘Spoons. Then Alpha. Early spin set. Wiv some mates.’

			I have no idea what he’s talking about.

			‘Early night for you? It’s only . . .’ I check my phone. ‘Bloody hell how long have we been sat here? Are we delayed?’

			‘Dunno.’ He shrugged.

			I feel warm all of a sudden and wriggle out of my black coat. The top button on my bird print blouse has come undone, and although I’m hardly flashing cleavage, my entire throat and décolletage is exposed.

			I decide not to bring attention to it by faffing about with the tiny buttons.

			I do not love the company of wolves.

			I’m thinking about Angela Carter and tomorrow’s seminars when the train fires to life.

			‘Finally,’ I say out loud.

			‘I’m Callum,’ the kid says. Of course he is. He looks like a Callum.

			‘I’m Jenny.’ He offers me his hand, which is both sweet and unpredictable, so I shake it briskly. His handshake is far too limp and his palm is calloused. He has a lot to learn.

			‘So Callum, are you a student?’ I ask, already knowing the answer. ‘Or have you got a job? Year out?’

			‘I’m not a student. Do I look like a fucking student?’ Callum rolls his eyes and looks out the window like I’ve just accused him of being a kiddy fiddler.

			‘No need to swear.’ I raise my eyebrows. ‘And I don’t know. What does a student look like?’

			‘Not like me. Soz.’ He sniffed and unzipped his jacket. It was taking up at least a seat and a half.

			‘What are you apologising for?’ I ask. ‘Not looking like a student?’

			‘Nah. Swearing. Not used to ladies.’ He cracks a smile at this and raises his eyebrows. I give a little snigger. I can’t help myself. ‘You, like, a teacher or summat?’

			‘Wow. Almost.’ My mouth feels fuzzy and all my spit has turned to chewing gum. ‘I’m a lecturer. God, I’m thirsty.’

			‘Here.’ Callum unscrews a water bottle in his pocket and offers me some. ‘If you don’t mind my germs.’

			‘Oh, thank you,’ I say gratefully and take a huge gulp, swilling it round my mouth and trying not to think of the plaque and disease floating about in the water. I feel the cack in my mouth start to melt away. I take another sip and pass it back. ‘I really needed that.’

			‘Awww. See. Good for summat.’

			‘Have you got a job Callum?’ I am speaking slower. I can tell.

			‘I’m a sparky. For me dad, like.’

			‘Really? That’s great,’ I say. ‘Is that something you’ve always wanted to do?’

			‘I dunno.’ He shrugs his shoulders and looks everywhere but at me. ‘Just like the pay, me.’

			‘I’m sure there’s more to it than that. What made you interested?’

			‘Nowt else to do. I’m thick.’

			‘I very much doubt you’re thick,’ I say. ‘Otherwise people wouldn’t trust you, quite literally, with their lives.’

			‘What you mean?’ He wipes his nose with the back of his hand and I try not to curl my lip.

			‘Well. I can’t even change the fuse in my plug. I guess you rewire entire buildings? Make it safe so families don’t get electrical fires? Doesn’t sound like a stupid job to me.’

			He shrugs again, but meets my eye this time.

			‘I was shit in school. Just couldn’t be bothered like. Just wanted out of there. I bet you’re an English teacher aren’t you?’

			‘Why do you say that?’

			‘I was shit at English. Failed my GCSE.’

			‘How old are you now Callum?’

			‘How old do I look?’ He grins and leans forward.

			‘No, I’m not playing that game. You’re what? Nineteen, twenty?’

			‘Yeah.’ He sits back.

			‘And what’s it like, working with your dad? Are you close?’

			‘He’s aww-ight.’

			‘Just the two of you?’

			‘Nah it’s like, his company. Travel round. Building sites. I was in Edinburgh yesterday. London next week.’ He swigs out of his water bottle and offers me some, but I shake my head. It feels too intimate now.

			‘You must love that it’s not the same every day?’

			‘Nah, it’s dull as fu— Dull as.’

			‘What do you like about it?’

			‘Nowt. The pay.’ 

			I try not to roll my eyes.

			‘What if you got a job that you loved that paid just as well?’

			‘Like what?’

			‘You tell me.’

			‘I dunno.’ He looks back out the window. ‘What the fuck is wrong with this train?’

			‘What did you want to be when you were little?’

			‘Dunno.’

			‘Don’t say that. Everyone remembers.’

			‘Dunno. Fireman, maybe.’ He looks at me, then looks down, his cheeks a faint pink.

			‘That would be amazing. Don’t you still want to do that?’

			‘Nah. Can’t anyway. You need like, a GCSE in English and Maths.’

			‘Have you thought about re-sitting?’

			‘Aren’t I a bit fucking old for school? Anyway, got a job han’ I?’

			‘You can do it at night college. So you can still work during the day.’

			The train roars to life and we move with a jolt.

			‘Can ya?’

			I smile and pull out my phone. By the time we reach his stop I have texted him links to the local college pages on adult education and to the Firefighters UK home page. I also could have sworn I felt his fingers tracing my knee where it crossed over my leg but I decided to leave that one alone and hope to God I was imagining it.

			‘This is me,’ Callum says as the train slows and he pockets his phone. ‘Thanks. You’ve been mint. You on Insta?’

			‘No, I don’t do social media.’ I smile. ‘Who needs that anxiety?’

			‘That’s a shame.’ Yes, it was definitely his fingers.

			‘OK Callum,’ I laugh, ‘take care of yourself.’ I wave as he unfolds himself into the aisle. His trainers are so white it blinds me. He gets off the train and I deliberately look away from the window, and catch the eye of a man in a grey crumpled suit.

			‘That was really nice of you,’ he says.

			He looks a bit pissed. But then, so do I.

			‘Ah. Not really.’

			‘Totally was. They just want to be heard don’t they?’

			‘Don’t we all?’ I ask ruefully and lay my head back on the seat. I close my eyes and let the warm, familiar buzz wash over me. What if he becomes a firefighter and goes on to save the lives of children? Or the life of the person who discovers the cure for cancer. I’m enjoying my fantasy when my phone buzzes.

			I open my messages.

			And there it is.

			A dick pic.

			A huge erect penis in the hand of Callum. I know it’s his because I recognise the Sheffield United tattoo on his wrist.

			I let out an involuntary groan. Three dots flash up.

			Ur so sxy. I wanna fuck u all over.

			I don’t understand what he means by this. All over where? In my ear? I consider asking him to work on his sentence construction but decide better of it and start flicking through my emails.

			I don’t block him though. It might damage his confidence.
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