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This is going to be that moment where I’m finally told out-loud (not that people don’t think this all the time) that I am the most important person in the world, the most beautiful and intelligent too, and that she’s only here because it’s his way of pinching himself that he isn’t really dreaming. He is about fall to his knees and tearfully beg for forgiveness via lots of nice gifts, and she will rue the day she tried messing with my life.
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The blow rattles my skull and in the second before the pain hits I manage to realise that after everything that’s happened I’ve been a massive idiot to think that he was going to change anything, and if this hasn’t just sent a blood clot rushing to my idiotic brain to finally finish me off, then I think my heart’s going to collapse under the weight of my hurt.
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Blood streaks my fingers. I watch, for what seems like an age, as it pools into the cracks of my palm, darkens at the creases, a breakaway tributary runs across my little finger and round the other side. And in that instant anger tidals inside me, filling my body from the feet up, and as it cascades inside my head I see only white for a moment, and my muscles twitch and then bunch. I bring my leg back, and though I hear her shout for me to stop I swing it forwards and drive my foot into the abdomen with all the force I can muster. This is me now. All me. 
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I’m sitting at my desk wearing a big cardigan that makes me look like a fat troll, but it’s winter and I can’t afford the heating. Without it I’d be a troll anyway, so why not add the extra pounds for warmth? I’m holding a pen and it’s been sitting between my fingers for so long that a red groove is starting to appear. The pen is positioned over the card and for the past twenty minutes it has been moved back and forth from the blank space, though never actually close enough to leave a trace of ink. I haven’t written anything for twenty minutes and sooner or later someone outside is going to twig that all this time I’ve just been staring at a card, completely immobile, and they’ll realise what a total idiot I am. 

The card is cheap. It’s made from that flimsy, shiny material that poses as card, but has the same properties as crap paper. I can’t afford a better card. My student loan won’t stretch to superfluous luxuries like cards made out of actual card. It’ll only get chucked away anyway. Why bother? 

‘Why bother’ is a quarter of the thoughts I’ve had in the last twenty, now twenty three, minutes. Another quarter was how much of an idiot I must look to everyone outside. The third quarter was made up of nothing at all, when my stupid brain finally shuts down and all I do is stare and wonder how long I can remain static for. The final quarter was what I should write with my pen. How was I going to finish what I’d started? How was he going to read it and how brave was I to put what I really thought?

I look again at the card. It’s open on my desk, the crappy drawing of a penguin hidden from me. Maybe I shouldn’t give him this card at all. Maybe I should buy a better one for this purpose. But then he’d notice that everyone else’s were cheap and flimsy, yet his was posh and really stood up. Then he’d know what it meant and I’m not sure I can take that kind of rejection. 

I check what I’ve written one more time, even though I’ve read it through a dozen times already. My handwriting’s abysmal, it looks like an actual troll’s scrawled it. Why can’t I have the nice round handwriting that nice round girls have? The curvy type, with flowers above the ‘i’s, instead of this spidery, ugly mess. It’s not womanly, it’s thin and witch-like. No one’s going to look at it and think the owner is attractive. It speaks the truth I suppose. Maybe that’s why they hire people to check the handwriting of potential employees. To weed out the ugly troll-witch ones.

What I’ve written so far is this: 

“To Jake. Merry Christmas.”

I met Jake when I started university. It was that time when your world has shifted focus into something new and discomforting and you just don’t recognise your surroundings or the people around you. I guess no one knows anyone else at the start, except for that group of trendy beautiful people, who all know each other and all seem to have known each other for many many years. They sit together in lectures and the canteen and the library, and talk about things most people talk about on sitcoms featuring trendy people. They laugh and goof around and go out to clubs together, and each of them is gorgeous in one way or another, and they inter-date and never have awkward silences. I don’t get into those groups. I walk past them and feel them staring, and when I’m gone they all smirk at the weird girl with stupid hair. I don’t know enough people to form one of those groups. I could say it’s because I’m a minimalist, but really it’s down to me not having very many friends.  

Anyway, on my first day I walked into the lecture theatre, past a big group of people who I know looked at my shoes and laughed, and I ended up sitting on my own like an idiot near the front. And then Jake sat next to me. 

Jake is one of those guys that looks like he knows what he’s doing all the time. That calm and easy gait, the no worries attitude that makes everyone like him immediately. He’s ended up with a lot of friends. Someone with that much confidence always does. The other girls he hangs out with are very pretty, and laugh with him and smile at him, and stare at me like I’m a piece of crap. I never talk much when they’re near him. But when we’re alone I feel like I can be myself and not worry about what I’m saying, or what I’m wearing, or what my hands are doing. And not in a rude sense, just in a general, ‘wave them around when I talk’ sense. My hands are so big and ogre-like most people notice them, and when I see people watching my hands I get nervous and aware, and then I don’t know what to do with them. But with Jake I don’t care. He’ll grin at me and laugh with me, and I’ll laugh back. Basically you could say we get on like a house on fire. Not that a house would particularly enjoy being destroyed by a fire. Oh God. I’ve just realised. Jake’s the house. I’m the unwelcome fire. Great.

Anyway, when he’s laughing and grinning with his other female friends I get jealous. I feel special when I’m with him, and when I see him treating other girls just as special then it reminds me that I’m not special at all. I’m just another person he speaks to. He probably doesn’t even know my second name. I know his other friends think I’m a weirdo and wonder why he speaks to me. I wonder it too sometimes. 

Twenty nine minutes now. When it gets to thirty this has gone beyond casual wondering and into scary stalker. I have to decide, I have to move this pen, I have to get this card done. Of course, once I’ve written it there’s still the awkward step of giving it to him. Again, that’s not in the rude sense, I just mean simply giving him the card. I don’t do rude. I haven’t the confidence like some people. 

What I’ve been debating for the past thirty minutes (oh dear) is whether or not to end the message with ‘luv’ or ‘love’. Were we comfortable enough for ‘love’, or would it freak him out since I’ve only known him for four months? Was I too old to be using the poorly spelt ‘luv’, or was using ‘luv’ going to make it too obvious that I was avoiding ‘love’? And if I put ‘love’, would he realise that ‘love’ meant ‘love’, and suddenly decide to call me and say, the words catching in his throat, that actually he quite liked me too and maybe we should go out some time? And then I would stare into his eyes and he into mine, and everything would become clear and simple, and we would tell our story of how we came together over a Christmas card, though again, not in a rude way. 

I hear the front door close and this breaks my trance. I know what I’m going to put and my heart thumps as I write it quickly. I sign the card and stare at it one last time, imagining it through his eyes and trying to ignore the bad writing. Will it do? I think that yes, it will, and I get the crappy envelope. 

There’s a knock at my bedroom door. My heart leaps. Is Jake behind there? Has he got something important to say to me? Maybe he’s just checking in, but spots the card on my desk and reads it before I have chance to get it off him. Maybe he holds the card in the air so I can’t reach, and in trying to steal it back I knock us to the floor, and he’s on his back while I lie on top, and he reads it over my shoulder, and everything goes very silent and I think he’s going to run away, but he stares into my eyes with sudden understanding and kisses me, the longest, most amazing kiss of my life.

I answer the door with a little flutter in my stomach, but it’s one of my house mates. I try to stop my face from falling.

“Hey, I was just over at my mates,” she says. “You know Jake, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. Was this harlot going to tell me she’s fallen in love with him? Or worse, maybe he’s suddenly declared his love for her. I don’t like the way this conversation is going.

“I thought you should know,” she says. I cringe a little. “He’s died.” 

You know that pause between something bad happening and your brain actually knowing about it? Like when you put your finger on a hot baking tray. Your nerve endings and muscles and central nervous system know there’s something wrong, but there’s a little gap between everything else knowing and your brain knowing. And sometimes that little gap feels like an eternity. And then it all hurts like hell.

My brain registers the words and knows exactly what they mean, but there’s a moment of peace while the message, and the whole consequence of that message, reaches my heart. And then the trap door opens and I’m plunging hard into nothingness, the pit of my stomach’s rotating, my heart’s being pulled down, and I think I might actually throw up. 

I back away from the door, away from the bitch who has destroyed my world with that one sentence. She’s still talking but I don’t hear her. I collapse in my chair and stare at the carpet, and through the haze I see one piece of old blue-tac that’s been trodden into the fabric and wonder how it got there. My ears feel like they’re popping, my pulse is reverberating around my skull and I close my eyes, wanting it to stop. I hear the door shut and realise I’m alone. And then I realise that I am alone. No Jake. Jake’s died. He’s dead. The impossible has happened, he has been wrenched from my life. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Nobody warned me about this, nobody even so much as hinted. He was so alive and he can’t not be here anymore. He was my potential love and now I have no one.

At the strike of my most selfish thought my head cracks and spills hot tears down my front.  I cry, non-stop, for more than thirty minutes.
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I’m sitting in a cold café for a catch-up coffee with Sam. It’s January so everyone’s wearing that bleak post-Christmas expression, except for me. I’m actually looking particularly beautiful today and positively shine among all these grey faces. What would I have to be bleak about? Life at the moment is pretty damn fine. Uni’s a breeze since the work’s easy and all I have to do is socialise all day. Besides which, I have a theory that everything happens for a reason, and that that reason is me. Why else would the world be as it is? I know I’m destined for greatness, though in what field I’m not yet sure. But if it’s all predetermined then I don’t have to worry about that shit. Not like all these extras who’ve just realised that Christmas is over, a new year has begun and their lives are just as pointless and pathetic as before, only now there’s no big celebration to distract them from it. Hell, I would be depressed if that was me. No wonder some people are driven to madness. Just looking at the free paper this morning shows me a world of depressed losers. Some kids hold a suicide pact, some guy goes mad and tries to kill his work mates, someone else decides to start a war. I’d feel sorry for them if they weren’t all so stupid.

Actually, this café scene is quite interesting, with the contrast between all these dull and frumpy people and me. If I were a director, though I think I’m better suited to being in front of the camera, then this is one of the scenes that those weirdoes in film classes can analyse to see how the clever direction has highlighted my beauty. I’ve noticed that those analysts always seem to find homosexual references in everything, though I can’t see anything particularly gay about this scene. Maybe you could spot a bit of lesbian tension in the way Sam stares at my faultless hair with adoration, all the while fingering her frizz-fest. But if I were to go down that route, Sam isn’t really in my league. I’d be with someone taller, classier and altogether more beautiful. Someone who-

“So, what do you think?” Sam says. I’m slightly startled, and realise Sam has probably been talking to me for the past ten minutes or so. She’s staring at me with her piggy eyes, waiting for me to answer. I smile at her and shrug.

“I really don’t know.”

“Come on. As my best friend, what would you say?” Sam persists. The question of whether or not she is my best friend has never been raised, but I allow the mistake to pass because I’m caring and thoughtful like that. 

“I honestly can’t say,” I reply, holding my hands out in a confession of ignorance.

“I don’t know what to do,” she whines, taking a sip of coffee. 

“Oh dear,” I soothe, tilting my head and looking concerned, catching the eye of some guy out the window.

“I know ,” she says, blocking my view with her large head. Then, as if telling me a secret to end all secrets, she whispers, “he texted me all through Christmas.”

“That’s nice,” I say, finally realising what she’s babbling on about. David, a guy she’s mates with and has fancied for who knows how long. Sam tends to fancy many men, a side effect, I think, of having no men fancy her. I have the opposite problem. Lots of people in the queue but none I would touch with a barge pole, or any other kind of large stick. I don’t think the right calibre of men are at this university anyway. I plan to find the right one after I graduate and maybe become an actress. Finding a man isn’t something I worry about all the time. But Sam does.

“I really like him,” she blushes, as if I’ve never heard this before. “I think I’m ready to ask him out.”

“Really?” I ask, genuinely surprised. Sam rarely has the courage to order from a barman, let alone actually propose something unpleasant to a guy. 

“Do you think I should?” she asks. I pretend to consider the question. Sam asks for my advice on most issues and will follow whatever titbits I offer. It was my suggestion, for instance, that she have her hair cut to shoulder length, though on retrospect it was a bad idea. Only highlights little Miss Chinny. Still, I feel it is my duty to impart any wisdom I can. The girl needs it badly.

“If you want to,” I say.

“Well, I thought I’d at least talk to him some more. After what happened before Christmas, I mean, there’s no point in holding back is there? You never know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

“What’s that?”

“When Jake passed away,” she whispers, as if his family are sitting right behind us. She immediately holds a look of sorrow, probably for effect. 

“Oh,” I say, giving my mug a little squeeze. It was a shame about Jake. He was a nice guy and I know he secretly fancied me. He was always making jokes with me and was actually funny enough to make me laugh occasionally, though he wasn’t anywhere near the standard I would accept in a boyfriend. I managed to successfully avoid the awkward conversation whereby he admits his love for me and I try to let him down gently, though seeing his spirit crushed. He would never have been the same guy after that. It’s good that he let it be, just giving me a lingering look here and there, which I pretended not to notice.

Sam and I went to his funeral just before Christmas. It wasn’t a whole lot of fun, sitting in a cold church listening to a vicar drone on about some sort of religious matter. I’d worked on oozing a cool composure. I didn’t smile and instead held a look of thoughtful sombre, like I was contemplating life and death in a philosophical way. I was also wearing this long black coat that drew out my already divine figure, which made me look almost regal.

Sam, however, had sat next to me like a wobbly plate of weeping jelly. I’d spent most of the service pretending to ignore the snot bubbles that were pulsating from her nose, which kept reminding me of a frog’s throat. She was inconsolable, though I did from time to time put an arm around her just to show everyone my caring nature. I was the mature, philosophical one. Sam was the blubbering whale. I think some of the tears were for effect, and the rest because Sam is quite weak and not intelligent enough to accept the facts of life

Still, Sam seems to have got back to her everyday life quite happily. She certainly looks like she enjoyed Christmas, perhaps a little too much. My metabolism means I can treat myself and not suffer for it, but poor Sam was having enough trouble keeping her obesity levels down on her regular diet, never mind the extras involved with Christmas.

“It was such a shame,” she says, staring at the table.

“Yes,” I reply.

“So do you think I should talk to him?”

“I think it’s a bit late now,” I say, holding back a smirk. Sam looks mortified.

“Not Jake, David!” she gasps. I smile.

“I think you should go for it. Seize the day and everything. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“He hates me.”

“Exactly,” I say, feeling slightly guilty for the look of worthlessness that has crept on to Sam’s face.  “But what’s the best that could happen?”

“Well...”

“You’d get to go out with him,” I declare, happy that I can encourage and lie at the same time. “It’s worth it, isn’t it?”

“I guess,” Sam says, and I can see she’s made the decision to do it. I feel a moment of pleasure for making such a difference in her tiny life. It’s what I do. 

“So, when are you going to talk to him?” I ask.

“Tonight, I think. I know he’ll be out and I need to get drunk first,” Sam grins. Good old Sam. “Will you come out with me?”

“Ok then,” I say. I was already going out, but it’s nice that she thinks it’s because of her.

“Great,” she beams. I finish my coffee and hold my breath, waiting for the horrendous but inevitable question that always follows the phrase ‘going out’.

“What shall I wear?” I wonder if she can see the terror in my eyes. Of all Sam’s uncertainties that I must help her with, choosing an outfit is the worst. She always complains that everything she puts on makes her calves look fat, or her arse look bulky, or her stomach like a roll of dough. The fact is, her calves are fat, her arse is bulky and her stomach could be rolled out to make the base for some sort of pie, but the sad truth is I can never tell her that. I could, but I’m not that type of person. So I have to use the phrase ‘no it doesn’t’ a thousand times, all the while trying not to look at her bulky bits because that could draw attention to them.

“How about that skirt I bought last week?” she asks. “Or does that make me look fat?”

“No it doesn’t,” I say, tutting at her. “Of course it doesn’t, it looks great on you.” 

“You think?” she says, smiling to herself. I nod and hide the great wash of despair that’s suddenly covered me. With just a few kind and selfless comments, I have unwittingly signed myself up to an evening of irritation and false smiles. A whole evening of ‘should I? Shouldn’t I? But I’m ugly, he hates me. What do I say? What did he mean by this? Does my hair look Ok?’ Basically, a whole evening of lies on my part. I begin to realise I shouldn’t have agreed so readily to her offer, but she’s checking her watch and realising she’s late for her lecture and time is most definitely against me.

“I’ll call you tonight. Maybe you can come over and pick me an outfit?” she says, getting up and gathering her bags.

“Ok,” I say, with sinking misery. I say goodbye and watch her leave, taking any prospect of an enjoyable evening with her. I could have said I didn’t want to go but that would have been mean, and I’m not a bitch like that.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3


[image: image]


There are many times when I’m sitting on a train or a bus that I think how wonderful it would be if we were to crash right there and then. I’d be sitting on what could possibly be a patch of stale urine and I’d almost will something to happen, some stray lorry to veer across the road or a car stuck in the railway tracks waiting to help derail. I can imagine the impact, the sickening crunch of metal on metal, the sudden switch of forces, and I can see myself being flung out of my seat with an exhilarated smile because finally I would have something to do that was more interesting than sitting in lecture theatres surrounded by morons. I would have a purpose to my life, a goal. Either to survive and get back to full health or maybe die slowly in a wreckage of twisted metal. Either way it would be something different. Something unexpected. Something to give me an excuse to just say sod it to everything that I have to deal with in this miserable world. Shake it over and start fresh. Or just stop it all. I’d be happy with whichever.  

Of course, such fantasies aren’t restricted to public transport. When I’m driving, well, that’s an obvious one. Walking, as I am now, gives rise to all sorts, from being mowed down by an out of control driver, riddled by a crazed gun man, or crushed by a straight forward bomb. The simple blood clot can pop up anywhere, making me vomit blood in a lecture hall as it clogs my lungs, or jolt my brain like a bullet and cause me to keel over in the street, eyes rolling back into their sockets. After Jake died I added meningitis to the menu. That I’d maybe crawl to my bed, head burning with fever, neck cramping, lights blinding, and I would slowly fall into a coma as my blood was poisoned. 

None of it ever happens, though. But sometimes the effort of existing in this stupid world is so debilitating that I wish I could just stop.  There are moments where I feel like conking out in the middle of shops, taking a few clothes hangers with me and refusing to wake up when the twiggy shop attendants come to help. I hate shopping. As I walk through the busy streets now I can feel my head threatening to loll forward and my legs happy to give way. It’d be so easy to let myself go right now. Down to the pavement. Right now. 

But I don’t. 

I hate crowds. Pulsating masses of public filth. Staggering around like aimless idiots, getting in my way, making me stop when they suddenly change direction. The noise and stench surrounds me.  A woman walks in front at a pace that isn’t pleasing. She holds a baby in her arm and it hangs off her shoulder. It looks a little uncomfortable to me. I could take that child right now if I wanted to and run off down the road. It’s staring at me with over-sized eyes, a bit of drool running down the chin and on to her coat. She’s not paying attention to it. I could grab it easily. As I try to get past her my arm muscles actually tense. But I don’t do anything. Why the hell would I want a baby? 

Sometimes I scare myself.

I’m sitting in the lecture theatre and it takes all my energy to stop myself from reaching forwards, grabbing the girl in front and lifting her out of the chair by her head. Anything to get her to shut up. I would hold her in the air, my hand as big as a bear’s, and her chin would rest in that little bit of skin between my thumb and first finger. I once got a paper cut there and it hurt like buggery. Which I imagine is quite uncomfortable.

Around me the lecture hall fills up, a cloak of stupidity surrounding me, gagging me. The noise is unbearable. None of them realise the pointlessness of it all. They’re oblivious to the world, lost in their own shallow thoughts. They don’t think as deeply as me. They are like tributaries while I am like the sea. You could stand ankle deep in them, but in me you could drown. 

I close my eyes a little and imagine living life without thinking. In a way I envy them. If I didn’t think so much maybe I’d be happy. Maybe ignorance is bliss. Though as I’m currently surrounded by ignorance, I know it is most definitely not blissful. Not from a bystander’s point of view.

*
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I sit alone in the lecture theatre, staring hard at my blank note book like there’s something vitally important on it. If I have something to stare at then it stops me from looking aimlessly around, which makes it look like I’m a lonely idiot to everyone else. I check my watch in an obvious way, so the guys sitting behind me know I’m actually waiting for someone and not just sitting on my own like a loser. The clever ones sit on their own, with their little computers and their intelligent eyes, and they pick things up quickly and have come here only to learn, so gain respect from the others and aren’t bothered in the slightest that they’re not with anyone. But I’m not clever enough to do that. I’m sitting alone because Nancy is late and because Jake is dead, and I am so pathetic I have no other friends.

The thought of Jake stirs that old wrenching feeling in my gut so I quickly pick up my pen and write the date on my paper, just to give my brain something else to think about. It’s been a month or so and I still miss him. He’d be sitting next to me right now, making a comment on the lecturer’s hair, causing me to grin and secretly blush. I wouldn’t really notice the other people in the hall. The ones who are looking at me now, whispering about me. I miss Jake so much sometimes it’s just beyond fair.

I went to his funeral with the intention not to cry too much. I’d done ok for a little while.  I’d avoided any thoughts about him, about what was happening, about how I was feeling. But they were all there, lurking beneath the surface of my brain. The disbelief that it had happened to someone I knew, my friend, my good close friend. They warned us about it all the time, but only in the same way you get warned about all the other terrible things that could happen, which would never really happen to your own little world. Like cancer and HIV and pregnancy and global warming. Bad stuff, but far away bad stuff. To have it appear in my own life was surreal. Jake being gone wasn’t right at all. It was losing a little part of my world, one that shouldn’t have been lost for a very long time. Maybe I would have lost touch with him eventually, or maybe we would have been together. But that was all going to happen some time later on. Not now. Not this quickly. Whenever these thoughts crash into the forefront of my mind they bring the crushing realisation that I have no power to change what has happened. And with that thought I usually cry. Great blasts of tears that redden my face and make my eyes puffy afterwards. It’s not attractive, but then I never was.

I saw his parents at the funeral. His mum looked a lot younger than I’d imagined. I wanted to go to her, to tell her how wonderful her son was and how sad it was to lose him so quickly. And she might have said he’d told her all about me and that she wished he had brought me home to meet her, and that maybe I could have stopped all this from happening if only he didn’t hang around with the other girls. But what could I have said, really, that would have made her feel any better? There was nothing. As per usual, I was useless.

I shift in my chair, blinking back the moisture from my eyes and trying to hide the noise my stomach just made, which was most definitely my stomach but to others could have sounded like a fart. I bet the lads behind me are smirking at each other, whispering ‘there’s that weird girl on her own. No wonder she’s got no friends, she farts all the time.’ At least it was my stomach and not some passing wind, because if I did one of my silent-but-deadlies then the whole lecture theatre would smell me. There’s no one near enough that I could pass the blame on to. I could only pretend to find the smell just as disgusting, and look around as if to say ‘who did that’? I’ll bet the pretty girls don’t fart at all. They’ve probably had some kind of surgery that prevents them from doing anything remotely human. Nancy doesn’t fart, but if she did she wouldn’t really care. In fact, she would turn it into something that would make her look fabulous. That’s what Nancy does.

The lecture has started now and she’s still not arrived. I try to pay attention, thinking maybe this time I’ll concentrate the whole way through so that suddenly everything makes perfect sense rather than the usual confusion. University is really hard. I know I’m going to fail and everyone will see what a fraud I am. I don’t know how I passed sixth form, it must have been a mistake, or biased marking, but I know when I fail my degree everyone will realise I really am just an idiot. I panic sometimes when I realise I have no idea what I’m studying or how to complete the assignments, and nobody else seems to have the same problems. I don’t know what I’m going to do after my degree and sometimes I just see my life spiralling down the plug hole, a big waste of dish water. Sludge.

“Sorry!”

Nancy is here.

“Car trouble!” The lecturer smiles at her. Nancy doesn’t seem to notice that she’s stopped the entire lecture, or that she’s just told a hundred-odd students about her car when half of them don’t know who she is. But Nancy doesn’t care about those things and because she doesn’t care, she pulls off these displays in such a fabulous way. She’s spotted me and is making her way over, beaming at anyone who looks. I hope the guys behind notice she has chosen to sit with me.

Nancy is my best friend. She’s one of those girls who’s naturally beautiful. Whether her hair’s a mess or her clothes aren’t quite matching, she carries them off in a quizzically gorgeous manner. Even her name verges on being ridiculous, yet somehow it suits her to the ground. No matter what I do with my hair it always ends up frizzy and crap. My clothes are sloppy and if anyone notices they’ll know I have no idea what fashion is. Even if I did try to wear fashionable clothes they wouldn’t look right, and everyone would know I was just trying to fit in and they’d point and laugh. 

Nancy can wear whatever she wants and she’ll still look fabulous. Men adore her. She can pick any guy she wants and be pretty certain of shagging him. She talks to everyone about anything with such ease it’s like she’s known them for ever, even if she decides never to talk to them again. She confides in me like I’m her most precious friend. I know she does it with pretty much everyone, but that’s just how she is. I don’t mind, though. When I’m with her it’s like I’m part of something wonderful, even if she never really listens to me. It’s not so bad. I haven’t got anything to say anyway. 

Nancy clambers into the seat next to me and flashes me a smile.

“Hiya hon, how’re you?” she says. I open my mouth to speak, but she’s unpacking her bag and declares, “I had the best Christmas ever.”

“Really?” I say, giving the lecturer a sideways glance. Nancy’s talking in her normal voice, which is a few decibels louder than everyone else’s anyway. I think the lecturer is secretly wishing he could shut Nancy up. Or maybe take her into the backroom. You can never tell these days.

“Oh my God it was just insane. I was so drunk and Jason was a total bastard, and God, do you know what Lisa did?”

“What?” I say, not quite sure who Lisa was.

“She went and cheated on Matt with Johnny at New Year. They were in the bathroom for ages and do you know what happened?”

“What?”

“I walked in and found them,” she seems quite proud of this. I raise my eyebrows and make my mouth into an ‘O’, all the time thinking who the hell is Lisa.

“They were going for it on the side of the bath, and I walked in and was like ‘whoa, what’s going on’?! And they just stopped and Lisa gave me a well evil stare, and Matt was like ‘Oh no’, and-”

“I thought she cheated on him with Johnny?” I say.

“No, that was another time. But Matt fancies me, which is why Lisa gave me evils, especially as I slept with him the week before.” Nancy takes her pen out and starts copying the notes I’ve made. I blink, slightly confused. She has a habit of talking to me about people I have never met, nor am ever likely to meet. But I wonder if other people hear these conversations and think that I too am involved in these complex shagging triangles. Maybe they’ll mumble to each other about how ‘it’s always the quiet ones’ and I’ll suddenly gain a reputation that’s sexy and dangerous, and one guy will build up the courage to try and tame the wild beast that is me. 

Nancy’s always telling me about her sexual antics and this only serves to remind me of my complete lack of antics. Of course there’s been some antics, but only in a nervous, non-firework kind of way. A quiet, serious, boring antic. Maybe that’s why he left me. But Nancy shags anyone and everyone, and she does it with such gusto that every time is the most fantastic time in the world. I long for the day when I can woo a man back to bed and tell Nancy all about it the next morning. But that will never happen. I’m too pathetic to do something like that. Nancy only has to look at a guy to get him into bed. She’s a bit of a slag, really.

I watch her copy my notes with a half smile on her face that suggests she’s thinking of something amusing and probably naughty. She doesn’t seem to read what I’ve written and doesn’t seem to care that she might not understand it. Nancy just breezes through university. I never see her do any work, but assume she must have some intelligence to get here in the first place. She has such a flippant attitude. I suppose I hate Nancy, secretly, because she makes me feel so crap. But I don’t pass on the opportunity to spend time with her, because she’s someone who’ll talk to me and maybe one day I can be as confident and care-free as her.

“Jesus, do you know who texted me this morning?”  Nancy says, stopping what she’s doing yet preventing me from getting any more notes down. The lecture has now gone way beyond my comprehension and I decide to write it off completely. I won’t be any stupider, after all.

“Who?” I say, not really interested.

“Craig,” she says, looking at me as if the name is of great importance. I raise my eyebrows in defeat.

“Who?”

“You know, that guy from that night before Christmas.”

“Which guy?” I say, regretting my choice of phrase. There were a lot of nights and a lot of guys. Nancy doesn’t seem to have noticed the potential insult. Maybe she doesn’t see it as one.

“The one from the Christmas party,” she says. 

“Oh, I didn’t go to that,” I reply. The party was only a few days after Jake and I wasn’t up for any form of socialising. Nancy must have been, which doesn’t surprise me. She came to the funeral even though she didn’t know Jake that well, but she barely said two words to me and seemed uncomfortable when I cried. I didn’t want to cry in front of her anyway and was glad when she left early. Nancy isn’t the greatest of friends for that sort of situation.

“Oh right,” she says. Probably didn’t care if I was there or not. “Well there was this guy I met,” she smirks a little. I can only guess what ‘met’ means. “And he wants to know if I’m going out tonight. Think he wants to hook up again.”

“Oh,” I say, realising this conversation has nothing whatsoever to do with me. “And do you?”

“I don’t know. Can’t remember what he looks like.” She flicks some loose hair out of her eyes and hands me back my notes. The lecturer has reached his conclusion and is using several words I don’t understand. 

“So what are you going to do?” I ask, trying to show an interest.

“Well I’m gonna go out anyway and see what he’s like, and if he’s not nice then I’ll just lose him,” she says. “You’re coming out tonight, right?” She says it like the whole evening hangs on whether or not I grace it with my presence. It’s a nice feeling, even though I know the minute she lays eyes on this guy, or some other guy, she’ll lose me like an old rag and I’ll be on my own. Still, I hope the guys behind us hear that my friends depend on me to go out with them. I’m in demand. I was already going out anyway, but I nod enthusiastically.

“Of course I’m out.”

“Cool,” she smiles. “I’ll find you in there. What you gonna wear?”

“Maybe a skirt,” I say, uncomfortable. My going out clothes are as pathetic as my day-time clothes, not that Nancy differentiates between the two in her wardrobe. 

“That’s nice. Think I’m wearing one too,” she says, packing her bag up. The lecture isn’t quite finished, but I think she’s used up all her concentration for the day. If Nancy wears a skirt, that means her legs will be on display and Nancy has fantastic legs, especially compared to my drumsticks. I know that tonight she’ll be looking as fabulous and sexy as Nancy can and I’ll be standing next to her like some sort of frigid prune.

I’m not looking forward to it one little bit.
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I love getting ready for a night out. Making myself look even more beautiful than usual is a past-time to savour and enjoy. My eyes sparkle, the mascara and eye liner expertly defining them, eyebrows perfectly set, lips full and pouting, skin glowing. I catch my reflection in the mirror and smile as the setting sun casts shadows off my high cheek bones. It’s fair to say I am looking very good.

My outfit is simple yet sexy. I don’t tend to follow fashion trends. I’m not a dedicated follower of fashion, fashion is a dedicated follower of me. Many times I’ve noticed people wearing something I’d been sporting a few months before. I pity the girls who religiously follow each week’s ridiculous fashions. I follow my own style and look shit hot, and they follow the magazines and look shit stupid. No wonder half of them hate me so much. Their jealousy shines through their absurd outfits. The other half use me as a fashion guru, following in my delicious footsteps and producing lots of clones of me. Smaller, fatter, uglier clones. 

Sam is a good example. I was at her flat earlier, attempting the impossible. Her original choice of outfit was one of the most appalling images I had ever seen.

“I look terrible, don’t I?” she’d moaned. I’d succeeded in not laughing.

“No you don’t. But maybe you could try this.” I’d suggested, as I picked
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