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The Men

You press your phone to your ear to hear Lillie over the noise of the restaurant.

‘I maybe definitely shouldn’t ask this,’ she says.

‘But obviously you’re going to anyway.’

You smile as she pauses and think she’s probably smiling too. ‘Do you regret any of them?’

You’ve been asking yourself this same question. Until now you’d always pictured them like stepping stones: each man since you were seventeen leading you closer to your ultimate endpoint. So how did you get here? It’s almost funny, given your strategic approach to finding someone you want to do this with.

‘Weirdly, I don’t think I do.’ You lean your head back against the padded leather booth as you glance at the clock and count fourteen hours and sixteen minutes until tomorrow’s appointment. ‘I probably should but it’s just, well, it feels kind of hard to regret love.’

‘What about the ones you weren’t in love with, though?’

‘OK, are you goading me into regret?’

Lillie laughs and then says quickly, ‘I’m just curious. I actually think it’s great you don’t regret them.’

‘It’s hard to know which of them to regret.’ As you say this, a couple of candidates immediately spring to mind. ‘Even if I took one out, would it have changed anything, or would I still be in this same place?’

‘Juicy hypothetical. I got a fish bone stuck in my throat the other day and it made me think about that medic I used to date—’

‘Luke?’

‘Good memory. And how much more useful it would be if I’d ended up with a doctor instead of a product marketing manager.’

‘George is better, though. Even if you do end up choking to death.’

‘Sweet. Speaking of which, this is precisely the worst timing but he’s just walked through the door with dinner. Can I call you back once we’ve eaten?’

‘Don’t worry, the locksmith should be calling any minute.’ But that’s not the call you’re waiting for, not really.

‘You know you can stay here tonight, right?’

‘Thanks but I think I need to be by myself.’

‘All right, but don’t go having one of those dark nights of the soul. Or actually, maybe this merits one.’

‘I promise to indulge in moderation.’

As you hang up, you check your phone for any missed calls. It’s still not too late for Noah to ring. This thought has been playing on a loop since Friday like a lyric or a jingle designed to sell you hope. It wouldn’t need to be dramatic; you’d rather it wasn’t. You wish you could insert yourself into his body and make the moves for him, open his pronounced bow lips to say the words, ‘You don’t actually need to do this because I want to do it with you.’

At the table opposite, a little girl in a chequered pinafore dress and gold hoop earrings is staring admiringly at you, her dark eyes large and doll-like. You’ve done nothing other than misplace your door key and drink sugared tea these last couple of minutes, making you nervous and undeserving of the attention.

It’s not even as though your situation is all that rare or unusual. Countless women make this choice every day. So why does it feel so surprising? Like stepping out of a cool dry plane and being hit by a cloud of hot humid air.

The little girl is still staring at you as her parents photograph themselves posing with their drinks. Shutting your eyes, you hear the grill from the open kitchen hiss as meat touches it; the scraping of chairs on the mosaic tiled floor makes your spine momentarily judder. It still doesn’t make sense to you. This wasn’t meant to be part of your story.




1. Elliot

You have kissed boys before and been out with them for several weeks at a time during which you have texted and held hands at the cinema but have never felt anything close to the teenage infatuation presented in Dawson’s Creek which has set the bar high and is what you are aspiring to. Ideally you want a love that involves climbing in and out of each other’s bedroom windows with ladders, but the impracticality of this means you will settle for long phone calls from the bay windowsill of your Victorian house in residential Norwich, and a complete desire to be with the other at all times. You aren’t looking for sex or even romance per se; what you want is a soulmate, someone you cannot live without, who will join up the dots inside your torso so that you glow like the tiny bulb in a circuit board.

It is inside your sixth-form college library, midway through annotating notes on Edward Gordon Craig’s set design for your approaching AS Theatre Studies exam, that you have the sudden realization – you want Elliot to be your boyfriend. This discovery is so obvious and simple that it makes you feel soft and dense as though your body is made of dough.

Elliot is a peripheral friend of yours, in the same circle of drama students who all hang out together and, although you don’t know each other hugely well, you always seem pleased by the other’s presence. You make a pact with yourself that if you focus solely on revision for the next two weeks, the moment your exams are over you will tell him how you feel. You are studious, not by nature but because you understand that good grades will give you opportunities and you are obsessed with the notion of keeping your future as open as possible, of not cutting off options you might later regret. Currently life feels as infinite as an unpolluted sky littered with stars, all and any of which might make up the constellation of adulthood.

And so you work diligently, using your self-imposed five-minute breaks to daydream about him, to foster your image of the two of you together, so that by the time you put your pen down in the final minute of your English Lit paper on Hamlet, all you can think about is being with him: whether the rust-coloured curls of his hair will immediately bounce back after running your fingers through them, if you will hold hands with your fingers intertwined or palm to palm, will you walk his family’s springer spaniel together? In truth, you get nervous around dogs but will make an exception to adhere to this image of perfect coupledom.

Two nights later in the house of your mutual friend Holly whose parents are on a Bermuda cruise, you and Elliot get together. With your permission, Holly has told Elliot about your feelings for him and has reported back that he is ‘surprised but up for it’.

‘Hey,’ you say, walking into the kitchen where Elliot is sitting on the counter taking Beechams tablets out of their packaging.

‘Hey. Want one?’

‘I’m all right, thanks. Have you got a cold or something?’

‘No. It just gets you more drunk.’

‘Oh. I didn’t know that.’

He tips back his head and swallows a couple with the large Smirnoff Ice bottle squeezed between his thighs. He offers you the packet again and instead you take the bottle from his legs and swig from it.

‘Have you ever counted all your freckles?’ you ask, lightly tugging your earlobe as you have seen girls do in films.

‘Maybe like when I was ten. Why, have you counted yours?’

‘Yeah, but I’ve only got sixteen.’

‘Sixteen’s ideal, I reckon. A smattering.’ For some reason, ‘smattering’ makes you both laugh. ‘Shall we have a cigarette?’ he says.

‘I don’t smoke.’ Your natural earnestness means it only occurs to you afterwards that you could have lied about this. ‘I could watch you, though?’ you say, keen to salvage the moment.

‘It’s fine, I’ll just wait.’

You stay drinking together, passing the bottle back and forth between his legs until Holly comes in to be sick in the sink.

Later that night, after substantially more Smirnoff Ice, you summon the courage to climb into his sleeping bag and make the first move to kiss him. His dark grey T-shirt smells of laundry detergent and reassures you of his hygiene, unlike most of the boys you know whose primary odour is sweat or Lynx from an aerosol which they spray without restraint. You lift up his T-shirt to stroke his shoulder blades, deliberating whether it would be romantic or corny to refer to them as wings, in the end whispering it and hoping he hasn’t heard. The next morning it is settled without discussion: you are boyfriend and girlfriend, and you are as happy as you can ever remember being.

It’s the look and feel of everything you see and touch being sherbet yellow, happiness that’s young and uncomplicated and lasts for three whole weeks. You only see him a couple of times during this interim but that’s not a problem, at least not yet. Without him there you can feed off the night you got together, slowly peeling the images on to your memory like transfer tattoos, rather than having to overlay them with new ones.

You continue not to see each other much; he’s always busy with college work, rehearsals with his youth theatre and hanging out with the circle of drama students, of which he’s at the centre. Although he invites you along, what you crave is time with just the two of you so that he can come to understand absolutely every part of you in the way that your parents and sister and best friends inexplicably fail to – a failure that makes you feel irrationally alone. For every sting of prior misinterpretation, you believe Elliot will be the balm, the cure.

The few occasions the two of you spend alone together you do a lot of kissing – never more than this even though you’d like to do more but his hands never stray – and laugh a lot. It feels comparable to hanging out with a best friend except for how much time is spent rolling your tongues around in each other’s mouths.

The album of that summer is Twelve Stops and Home by The Feeling and it becomes the soundtrack to your longing. In particular, the song ‘Fill My Little World’ seems to perfectly articulate not only your desire for Elliot to want you but your desire to assist him in wanting you. This striving for equal affection will be a recurring feature of your romantic relationships, but of course at seventeen, you cannot know this yet.

You wish you could talk to your sister, Romily, who – at twenty-one – would surely be able to tell you whether Elliot’s lukewarm conduct is anything to be concerned about, but she is Interrailing around Europe that summer with her university boyfriend, Doug. Although you get regular postcard updates on the various cities she’s visited and descriptions of gelato that make the Cornetto in your home freezer taste vastly inferior, she has no fixed address to reply to.

Ciao from scorching Rome! Everything is SO OLD here it feels like walking around inside a BC computer game (minus the togas). Yesterday we visited the Sistine Chapel which was pretty whelming. The food lives up to the hype, though! Even their pizza WITHOUT cheese is insanely delish. Love you long time, Romy xxx

A couple of times you try drafting responses anyway.

Ciao from thunderstormy Norwich! Rome sounds … ancient! V jel of the food (even though I still think pizza without cheese is criminal). Guess what … I’ve got a boyfriend! His name’s Elliot and he’s a thesp like me *ignoring your eye roll*. We haven’t done stuff yet but I think maybe he just wants to take things slow? What do you think?? Loadsa love, Marg xxx PS Are you saying you were only moderately impressed by the Sistine Chapel? If so, Mum says your use of ‘whelming’ is incorrect. The grammar lessons continue ;-)

But you’re so mortified when you read your replies that you rip them into confetti pieces and scatter them in your wastepaper bin.

One afternoon at your house, you and Elliot go on Myspace and review each other’s profile photos. He tells you that your best physical feature is your straight white teeth and, when you look disheartened, says, ‘What I mean is your smile.’

‘Yours is your curls,’ you tell him, which are red and wild and vivid next to your own hair which is flat and a nondescript shade of brown, but in actual fact, it’s not his appearance you’re particularly drawn to. While you by no means find him unattractive, it’s his personality that has caused you to feel this connection to him. But you think that listing his personality as his best physical feature would be more insulting than him listing your teeth.

It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact details of how or why you break up; it just fizzles out, instigated by his lack of interest in seeing you, and you are pleased to feel a twinge of the heartache you have read about in magazines, although there is something undermining about the proximity of these break-up articles to sample sachets of lip gloss.

Later that summer you encounter Elliot at a party hosted by one of the drama circle. Everything is still amicable but for some reason he has been acting strangely all night, avoiding eye contact and finding excuses to leave the conversation you’re in. You can’t understand the reason for his aloofness when he’s the one who essentially ended the relationship, but are about to find out.

You are standing in the living room next to a circular coffee table on which there is a bowl of Jelly Babies; disappointingly, only green and orange ones remain. There is the distinct smell of Doritos ground into the carpet combined with the smell of grass that people are bringing on their bare feet through the open conservatory doors. Outside, Elliot is lying flat on his back while your friend Simon bounces him on the trampoline. You watch Elliot’s legs hitting the mesh seconds before his back does so that his torso jerks as it lands as though he is briefly sitting upright inside a coffin. He is wearing the same grey T-shirt he wore the night you first got together, making it hard to decipher whether the flapping in your ribcage is owing to nostalgia or attraction.

‘Why is Elliot acting off with me?’ you ask Holly who has just swayed over holding a bottle of Malibu by its neck.

‘I dunno.’ But she leaves a deliberate pause before she says this, prompting you to ask again.

‘What is it? What are you not saying?’

Her eyes have gone bright and narrow, the way your cat’s go when it skulks towards a bird.

‘OK, there’s something you should know.’ She’s trying not to smile but cannot suppress her relish in being Elliot’s emissary. ‘Simon and Elliot are more than friends.’

‘As in …’

‘They’ve been sleeping together and now they’re boyfriend and boyfriend.’

You could have done with more breathing space between these pieces of information. Oddly, the bit that’s most important to you is saving face. You can show you’re shocked but won’t permit yourself to show you’re hurting.

‘No way, are you serious?’ you ask, as if receiving a piece of gossip unrelated to you.

‘It’s crazy, right? I only found out like a week ago.’

You nod, trying to disregard the nausea currently permeating your stomach. It occurs to you, with both regret and irritation, that you will never again want to wear your white ruffle miniskirt and favourite jade tank top you are currently dressed in.

‘So, you’re OK with it, then?’

‘Sure, I mean it’s not like we’re together any more; I’m just, you know, surprised.’

‘Totally.’

You can’t recall at what point in the night this conversation happens or what immediately follows it. What you do recall is that it’s only later, when a girl throws up inside your suede bag and you’re confronted with the acidic scent of vomit you feel inside your own mouth, that you call your mother and ask to be picked up, promising to explain when she gets there.

Dressed in her Berghaus waterproof and tartan pyjama trousers, she drives all the way out to the village where the party is being held, in the middle of the night. Too stunned and upset at this point to care about the embarrassment you also feel, you tell her that Elliot is probably gay. As she briefly removes one hand from the steering wheel – something she never does and objects to other people doing – and places it on to your shoulder, you’re unsure whether the pain you feel is for the loss of what you thought you’d shared with Elliot or the humiliation of having been profoundly fooled.

The next morning, leafing through the week’s backlog of Guardians scattered across the kitchen table, your mother declares, ‘I’ve been thinking hard about this since last night and I think he must have decided that if he didn’t want to be with you then he didn’t want to be with any woman.’ She has firmly fixed on this conclusion to prevent you feeling rejected, and in doing so turns an awkward and painful first break-up experience into one in which you can go forth with confidence in your abilities to find a future partner – if you choose to latch on to the narrative she’s offering, which you do, gratefully replying, ‘Really? I guess maybe you’re right.’ You can see already that no irrevocable harm has been done. You’re relieved you and Elliot never slept together but are also critical of your own judgement, as if his lack of interest in having sex with you should have been a strong enough indication of his interest in men.

Whenever you see Elliot at points over the years, you’re struck by his extravagant gestures, by how much more at ease in his skin he seems, compared to when the two of you went out. The last time you bumped into him was a few summers ago on Hampstead Heath, at the intersection of two gravel paths. You congratulated him on his queer theatre company you knew about from Twitter and he told you how pleased he was to see you pop up in a BBC sitcom last year.

Heading away, you said to Noah, ‘We went out when I was seventeen. He was technically my first proper boyfriend, even though we never slept together. But emotionally he was the first person I ever felt anything for.’

‘He seems nice,’ said Noah, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘Kind.’

As you take in Noah’s energized strides, the damp patches under his arms, you feel grateful for his enthusiasm for walking, despite the heat.

‘Obviously his body language was different back then,’ you add, as if to reassure yourself you weren’t completely deluded to have fallen for Elliot – not that you harbour any resentment. Your discovery of his sexual orientation was presumably easier and less complicated than his own discovery and reveal of this.

Noah nods and smiles, hooking his arm around your shoulders. Placing your palm on his back, you stroke the wet cotton of his shirt, feel stifled with love, thick and un-budging. It’s so easy to wish happiness for Elliot and for all the men you’ve been with, believing that collectively they’ve led you to this moment, treading with Noah in the relentless sun.




2. Joe

You meet Joe the month you turn nineteen and are determined to lose your virginity. Each of your closest female friends has lost it by this point, while you are not only still a virgin but haven’t even fooled around with guys. You still recollect, with excruciating detail, a morning during the first few weeks of sixth-form college when Rosie and Amber – two of your oldest childhood friends – had turned to you inside the cafeteria and, with a coyness that struck you as artificial, revealed they’d gone to third base at a party you weren’t at. You’d been invited but had chosen not to go because you often get bored around the midpoint of parties and crave being at home, and so of course this was the party when they had taken it in turns to go into the bathroom and suck off two guys from their biology class.

Listening to them deliver this breaking news while trying to swallow the piece of cinnamon swirl currently lodged inside your mouth, you feel panic – confirmation that you are too far behind to catch up and will lack integrity if you suddenly adopt your friends’ loose approach you’ve shunned until now – deciding that the only way you can stay true to yourself while not staying a virgin is by getting another boyfriend, and fast. But in the months that follow, this proves to be more challenging than anticipated.

It’s not that you couldn’t get any boyfriend or that you’re being picky. At this stage, you have no set criteria in terms of what you’re looking for; your only requirement is a feeling of connection between yourself and a member of the opposite sex – something you don’t know how to fabricate, and without which can’t bring yourself to commit to someone, even temporarily.

‘I just don’t find the stuff boys my age talk about very interesting,’ you confide in Romily that Easter, observing her in the mirror as she contours her already prominent cheekbones.

‘Then try talking to them about the stuff you do find interesting.’

‘I think they find that a bit weird and intense,’ you say, wincing at the memory of quoting T. S. Eliot’s This is one moment/But know that another/shall pierce you with a sudden painful joy to the injured college rugby captain as you’d queued behind him at the vending machine. His expression of confusion, and stiff posture as he slowly turned in his neck brace to look at you, further heightening the discord of the exchange.

‘You’re not signing up to a marriage,’ says Romily, attempting to roll her eyes while applying mascara. ‘Just go for someone you’re attracted to and see if the other stuff follows.’

‘Is that what you did with Doug?’

‘Pretty much. We just kept getting together on nights out and then figured we also had good breakfast chat,’ she says, pulling at her lashes to separate them. ‘I doubt we even had a sober conversation for at least the first six months.’

From this moment on, the finding of someone who you want to both kiss and converse with over breakfast – and who shares this twofold desire – becomes your sole aim and deepest aspiration, but one that continues to remain unrealized. Since this discussion, more than two years have passed in which you’ve stayed chronically single and inexperienced.

It’s currently your gap year, and despite a six-month stint in Bordeaux where you go on dates with guys (including an Erasmus student who you share a dozen oysters with on the quayside, attempting to enjoy their gelatinous texture so you can feel sophisticated), you’ve still, to your shame, never had sex. Already the middle of June, there are now only a couple of months to rectify this before you leave Norwich to go to drama school on the outskirts of London.

You are working as a barmaid in a pub near the university campus when Joe comes in one night wearing a Rip Curl hoodie and Vans trainers. Immediately apparent is his defined bone structure and surfer hair which sweeps across his forehead resting just below his left eye, partially obscuring his vision; you’re at an age where aesthetics trump practicality.

Pulling him a pint of Kronenbourg, you get chatting and he mentions he’s a student at the university, has just finished his exams, but is staying in Norwich for another month until the lease on his house-share runs out. You’re surprised when he says he’s studying Computing Science because he defies the stereotype in that he’s talkative and asks questions, is viscerally drawn to the football score on the television in the corner, and proves comfortable conversing with sustained eye contact. You find it remarkable that he not only reveals he’s single but also appears to be attracted to you when he joins a game of pool with some other students and you catch him looking at you on several occasions while he chalks his cue. At the end of the night as you collect up glasses, you pretend not to notice him lingering by the bar, even though you can see his reflection in the large rectangular mirror above the fireplace.

‘Hey, so a few of us are going to Chicago’s tomorrow night if you’re up for it?’ he asks, drumming the tips of his fingers against the wooden counter.

‘Sure, I’m always up for some Ricky Martin.’

‘That’s good cause “Livin’ La Vida Loca” is pretty much guaranteed.’

‘Obviously now I’ll have to hold you to that.’

‘Pressure,’ he says, smiling out of the side of his mouth so that you think of one half of a skateboard lifting off the ground. ‘We’ll probably end up pre-drinking at mine if you want to join?’

‘I’m working till close but maybe you can take my number and let me know where you’re at?’

As he retrieves his Motorola flip phone from the pocket of his baggy jeans, you can’t help feeling hopeful this might be the chance you’ve been waiting for.

The following evening you arrive at Chicago’s shortly after midnight and push through the dance floor until you find Joe energetically flailing in a circle with four others. He puts his arm around you while his friends wave in your direction as they mouth the lyrics to ‘Mambo No. 5’.

‘Here. I’m guessing you’ve got some catching up to do,’ he says, placing his blue WKD in your hand. You don’t mention you’ve been drinking vodka lemonade behind the bar during the final hour of your shift, just finish the rest of the bottle and join in dancing and lip-syncing. Your first kiss is during The Cardigans’ ‘Lovefool’, and although the feeling you get is closer to pleasure than indifference, it’s still notably far from arousal. But objectively he’s attractive, intelligent and kind. Over the next decade and a half, you will experiment in dating men with a host of varying attributes, but at least two of these three traits, in various combinations, will always be present.

Together you and Joe go on nights out and drink snakebites until your head throbs. One afternoon you help him bake a birthday cake for his housemate during which your mother makes repeated excuses to enter the kitchen, curious to see the sort of man you have chosen as your next boyfriend.

‘Perhaps I ought to top up the birdfeed,’ she says, peering through the window at the feeder full of nuts, less than twenty minutes since her last appearance.

Ignoring her remark, you pass Joe the bowl of flour. ‘Do you want to sieve?’

‘So, Joe,’ she says, turning to face him with her back to the sink. ‘Margot says you’re studying Computing.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, with the exception of Romily, we’re a Humanities household, so you’re a welcome addition.’

‘And by that she means your role as my boyfriend is to assist with her crosswords.’

‘I’m sure Joe can handle a bit of dual functionality,’ says your mother, looking pleased with her remark.

He pulls at the bottom of his T-shirt and laughs in a way that implies agreement.

‘Now. Big O notation. Can you give it to me in layman’s terms? Ideally in the time it takes this kettle to boil.’

‘Er. I can try.’

‘Correct answer.’ Your mother believes that even the most complex technical concepts should not be beyond her basic understanding. ‘I warn you now, it’s a fast boiler,’ she adds, as your father enters through the French garden doors dressed in samurai armour and carrying a sword.

‘Ah, you must be my daughter’s latest suitor. I suppose I ought to propose a quick duel?’

‘Just ignore him,’ you say to Joe who looks caught between alarm and confusion.

‘It’s, er, nice to meet you, Mr Wilkes.’

‘Oh please, call me Michael. I don’t go in for formalities.’

‘Great costume,’ says Joe, looking more relaxed. ‘What’s the theme?’

‘Theme?’

‘For the fancy dress.’

‘There is no fancy dress.’

‘Oh. I just assumed …’

‘He just wears weird things and says weird stuff,’ you say without emotion as you cut into the butter.

‘One shouldn’t require an occasion to don one’s finest attire. Don’t you agree, Joe?’

‘Yeah. I mean, yes. I mean, one should not.’

Pained by Joe’s awkwardness, you glare at your mother and father and gesture towards the door.

‘You can both leave now.’

Three weeks in, Joe suggests catching the train to Great Yarmouth for the day where your shoulders go pink from sunbathing. You eat battered haddock and chips on the beach, the grease lingering on your fingers after cleaning them with a square lemon wet wipe, leaving your hands smelling of fried citrus. Lying on the sand, watching the encroaching tide, you feel full and expansive like a parachute opening in flight. Tonight is the night. The decision makes you curiously bound as well as liberated, as though you have willingly handcuffed yourself and given him the key when, in fact, he has no idea that this evening you intend to lose your virginity to him.

Five hours later you perch on the edge of Joe’s bed studying the Watford FC poster on the wall above his headboard while you wait for him to come back from the kitchen. Sitting down next to you, he hands you a wet bottle of Heineken which you take a couple of malty sips of before placing it on the floor and pulling down the straps of your top expectantly. He looks hesitant but, when you nod, quickly changes his expression to casual acceptance as though not wanting to make a big deal out of the moment in case it triggers you to change your mind. As he starts to undress you, he gets stuck unhooking your bra and so you switch to undressing yourselves which makes more sense to you anyway. Looking at him, you wonder what he makes of your naked chest. You find your breasts cumbersome and ugly but will just have to trust the magazines you read that men will consider them sexy, in the way that you personally dislike the taste of watermelon but appreciate it has mass appeal.

You bleed only a small amount and he is very considerate throughout, checking you’re OK as he gently thrusts into you under the thin navy duvet that’s cool against your skin. Afterwards, it’s relief you feel more than anything – that you have got it over with, that you will no longer feel like an imposter when sex enters the conversation among your friends.

At the end of July, you go to stay with him at his family home in Watford and, at his mother’s suggestion, he takes you on a walk around the local nature reserve to see the herons. At nineteen, you have no interest in any kind of bird, and are convinced that the moment any develops, you will be decidedly old.

You like being able to hold Joe’s hand and be a girlfriend but don’t think you feel the things you’re meant to and still get slightly anxious before each time you have sex. While it no longer hurts, you have no desire to have him inside you; the most you can muster in terms of excitement is when you close your eyes and picture your naked bodies entwined – an image that makes you feel suave and worldly.

His parents make a fuss of you, topping up your wine glass with sweet, warm Chardonnay while referencing your ‘posh background’ which makes you uncomfortable because you aren’t posh, just more well-off than them. To compensate for this, you compliment his mother on the tidiness of their cream living room and glass-topped dining table, empty except for a silver vase of artificial orchids.

‘My parents’ house is a tip compared to yours. There are literally no surfaces not covered in newspaper.’

‘Your parents sound very clever. Joe says they’re both doctors.’

‘Mum,’ says Joe, looking embarrassed as though he has disclosed a piece of confidential information.

‘Not really. I mean, not the proper kind. They just teach at the university.’

‘Gosh, well, Joe’s the brains in our family.’ She laughs and you laugh with her, not wanting to cause offence, although it occurs to you too late that your laughter may be offensive. At points throughout your stay you wonder whether you ought to be more reserved, to not imply you necessarily see a future with Joe, but can’t help responding to his parents’ eagerness with enthusiasm and, when you leave, tell them you hope to see them again soon.

For the final month of the summer, you go travelling in Indonesia with Romily, who will shortly return to Bristol to begin the fourth year of her Biochemistry degree. Although you don’t miss Joe, you enjoy trying to as you gaze at paddy fields while listening to John Mayer on your MP3 player. One afternoon you ride fast on the back of a tour guide’s motorbike, clutching his ribs and taut waist as he bends into the mountainous curves, convinced any second you might die, promising someone or perhaps just the air that if you survive you’ll never do this again. A lot of life for you is about ticking boxes but not so that you can brag to others, only in the sense that you want to experience as much of it as possible.

‘So, do you think you’ll end up marrying Doug?’ you ask, lying on your stomach on Kuta beach, propped on your forearms watching a surfer catch a wave before falling off his board.

‘Probably not,’ says Romily, resting the open pages of her book against her torso like a tent. You envy her flat chest and athletic physique next to your own sizeable bikini cups and fleshy thighs which make you feel self-conscious, as if there is too much of you by comparison.

‘Why not?’ Having grown accustomed to Doug’s background presence in your life, you feel nostalgic about the potential loss of him.

‘He just feels increasingly brotherly.’

‘But I like that about him.’

‘You’re not the one going out with him,’ she says, repositioning her sunglasses on top of her head.

‘He’s so sweet and fun, though.’

‘So are Labradors.’

‘Yeah, but he smells better.’

‘He does smell great.’ She pauses and you sense her slight reluctance to fully engage in the conversation, a hesitancy as she teeters between the role of older sister and friend. ‘I just think it would be weird if this was it for me now in terms of partners. I mean, it would be like you marrying Joe. I take it you’re not planning on doing that.’

‘No way.’ Your tone is both flippant and emphatic. ‘Joe’s nice, I mean he’s really nice, but he’s not the one.’

‘I hate that expression. There’s no one person for every person, how could there be? I mean, statistically you just wouldn’t find them.’ You’re used to her employing pragmatism to win arguments, a skill she has acquired from your parents.

‘All right, fine, I mean the one as in the one you choose to marry.’

‘I don’t know if I even want to get married,’ she says, flexing her feet.

‘I kind of know what you mean, actually.’

Growing up, while your friends designed bridal gowns on their exercise books at school and described at sleepovers their dream weddings, it has always made you feel deeply awkward to visualize yourself dressed in white next to a full-grown man at an altar. Instead, with meticulous detail, you have privately fantasized about motherhood, attempting to conceal the level of your longing, for fear of sounding strange and matronly. Throughout your teenage years you keep a list of potential baby names on a scrap of paper inside an old tin in your bedroom cupboard which you routinely revise, crossing out and adding new ones. You take a keen interest in Rosie’s younger siblings who you offer to babysit for free, and when your parents’ colleagues descend on your garden for the annual departmental BBQ you cannot help remembering the names and ages of their accompanying children, which becomes so embarrassing that one year you pretend to have forgotten this information, causing your mother to regard you dubiously, although thankfully without comment. Your mother will indulge your fascination with other people’s children, providing you yourself do not become a teen-pregnancy – the most egregious waste of your education. At present, your own imagined future offspring (identical twin girls) are full of your own ego; they are the prettiest, sportiest and most popular in their class. They are the version of yourself you wish you’d been.

‘As in I definitely care more about having kids,’ you say, picking up a pile of soft dry sand and letting it fall through the slots between your fingers like water from a showerhead.

‘It’s not like it’s an either/or scenario,’ says Romily, rotating her wrists before adjusting her ponytail; her chestnut waves look particularly rich in the sun. ‘We’ve got ages before we need to think about this stuff anyway.’

‘Sure, I’m not in any rush. We’ve still got time.’

‘Tons of time.’

You look down at the tiny hairs on your arm which have risen upright like millipede legs despite the heat. ‘I’m going to swim again. Coming?’

‘Just let me finish this chapter. I think someone’s about to get murdered.’

‘Nice.’

Landing at Luton, pleasingly tanned (in so much as you have visible bikini marks), you take a coach to Watford where Joe is waiting outside the station. You present him with a shell necklace and a pair of Havaianas flip-flops which precipitates the conversation in which you agree to stay together when you leave for drama school next month and he goes back to Norwich for the start of his final year. In actual fact, that weekend you spend with him at his parents’ house will be the last time you ever see each other but neither of you know this yet.

Ten days later, your father drives you to your student halls in Eltham, situated half an hour’s walk from the campus where you will spend the next three years.

‘Are you going to miss me?’ you ask, pressing your feet against the dashboard.

‘Not particularly, no.’ Despite his lightness, there’s a truth to the remark that saddens you.

‘You could at least try getting to know me,’ you say, splaying your hand against the hot glass of the window. ‘You socialize with your post-grads and they’re not that much older than me and Romy.’ As far as you’re aware, your father’s dynamic with his students has never preoccupied your mother or sister beyond the odd remark, but for you it is a source of prolonged intrigue and envy.

‘I socialize with a select few, the ones I find stimulating. And the fact is, you and your sister don’t interest me enough yet as people.’ His casual dismissal of your character stings in a way that is both painful and enticing.

‘Dad, that’s quite brutal.’

‘Brutal? Nothing about your life is brutal. You’ve led an entirely sheltered upbringing from what I can see.’

‘That’s not my fault. If anything, that’s your fault,’ you say, annoyed by his glib accuracy.

‘Margot, listen to yourself. Trying to cast blame for your privilege is the sort of thing I’m talking about in terms of why I don’t yet feel I can relate to you.’

‘How about the fact I’m your daughter? How about the fact we share the same blood?’

‘Remind me why I’m paying for you to become more dramatic?’

Attempting to take the moral high ground, you reply coolly, ‘I don’t think we should continue this conversation. It’s just weird and I can’t work out how serious you’re being.’

‘I’m entirely serious.’ He glances across at you before continuing. ‘Look, your mother and I adore you both but we’ve made things very comfortable for you and your sister and as a result I don’t find either one of your life experiences suitably engaging.’

‘Normal dads don’t say things like that. They just love their children unconditionally.’

‘I love you immensely but we’re talking about liking not loving.’

‘What, so now you’re saying you don’t like me?’ You feel torn between defensiveness and curiosity.

‘I’m saying there are aspects of fathering you I find problematic.’

Hugging your knees to your chest, your scrunched-up legs feel compressed like a coiled spring. You are out of your depth – vastly unprepared and ill-equipped for the way in which the conversation has spiralled.

‘The rub of parenthood is that you can’t predict the ways in which it’s going to fulfil and disappoint you and by that point you’ve already committed to it. It’s too late.’

‘Yeah? Well, that’s why I’m not having my kids till I’m at least thirty,’ you say petulantly, angling yourself away from him and watching as two children begin hitting each other in the back seat of a red people carrier.

He shakes his head in your peripheral vision as he exhales. ‘You don’t stop wanting irresponsible or conflicting things just because you turn thirty.’

‘I reckon Mum did,’ you say, unable to resist glancing at him as he smiles in acknowledgement of your mother’s flawless parental record.

‘Yes, well, as we know, your mother’s exemplary. She’d dismiss my claims entirely. Although, arguably, she never wanted irresponsible or conflicting things in the first place.’

‘Well, that must have suited you to some extent otherwise you wouldn’t have married her. Or do you regret that too?’

‘Margot, I don’t regret any of you,’ he says sharply. ‘Not your mother, you, or your sister. You’re all immeasurably good.’

‘Why do you say that like it’s an insult?’

‘That wasn’t my intention. I’ll work on my delivery.’ He sounds sad and suddenly tired of the discussion.

‘You should do that. And just so you know, I’m going to do so much living before I have my children that I won’t be able to resent them, not even a bit.’

‘I wish you every success with that.’

‘You’re patronizing me.’

‘I’m admiring your certainty. I wish I could share in it.’

‘I don’t want to talk any more.’

‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. I thought you wanted us to connect as people, outside of our roles. That’s something I wish I’d done more of with my own father.’ You stare at his tanned forearms, at your grandfather’s leather watch strap on his wrist, and feel a stab of guilt and frustration that you are running out of time to get to know each other, and that this latest attempt has not gone the way you intended.

‘I said I don’t want to talk.’

‘In that case I’m going to turn up Janis Joplin.’

‘Presumably if I overdosed I might also be of interest to you.’

He bellows with laughter, gripping the steering wheel, and you try not to smile but the sound of it feels like a victory.

‘Now, if you can come up with more lines like that,’ he says, twisting the volume knob, ‘there’s hope for us yet.’

As he winds down the window, he begins singing along to ‘Me and Bobby McGee’. When he gets to the chorus of la da das you join in and when you look across at him you see his eyes are wet.

To your chagrin, the drama school itself technically sits within the boundary of Kent, within the salubrious grounds of a former stately home overlooking a lake. Nevertheless, you are on the cusp of London, edging towards it. Occasionally you get irrational bursts of panic that the city will announce it is too full and you will be denied entry before you’ve had a chance to fully experience it, but reassure yourself that you don’t live in a dystopian universe where this scenario is presently feasible.

On arrival inside the communal kitchen you are greeted by a willowy girl with an angular jawline who you recognize from your recall audition. Her monologue had been unequivocally strong and you’d felt a hot burn watching her, a small dial inside your throat fluctuating between envy and admiration.

‘I’m Lillie,’ she says, twiddling a strand of her ash-blonde hair. ‘With an ie, not a y.’ You’re struck by how well she suits the name – the light ethereal quality both to it and her.

‘Margot,’ you say, feeling weighty next to her.

‘I remember you. You did that Hermione speech, I knew you’d get in.’

‘Yeah, well, I thought the same about you when you did your Portia.’

To your mind, there is a split second where you size each other up, wondering whether you ought to retain a competitive distance, before she picks up a mug from the counter and asks, ‘Tea?’

‘Sure.’

You’ll quickly come to learn the abundance with which she drinks this, will find endless unfinished mugs of it in her room while she obliviously wanders into the kitchen to make another cup.

Waiting for the kettle to boil, she pulls an open packet of custard creams down from the shelf, offering it out to you.

‘I’m OK, thanks.’

As she takes a biscuit and bites into it, you notice a half-eaten one on the counter next to her. You will soon discover that her thinness is not a result of temperance but of her genetics and a tendency to forget about whatever she’s eating before she’s finished it.

‘Is that your boyfriend?’ she asks, pointing at the screensaver on your phone as you place it on the white plastic table and take a seat on one of the six lime-green metallic chairs.

You nod. ‘We haven’t been together very long, though.’ Do you add this defence in anticipation of the relationship’s imminent ending? Or is this just how you interpret the line in hindsight?

‘He’s hot,’ she says, delivering the statement as though it’s fact, making you pulse with pride.

While she retrieves a carton of milk from the fridge with the fluidity of a contemporary dance move, you send Joe a blank text message with three kisses. You do this throughout the week when you remember you haven’t spoken to him, or realize with guilt that he has not even entered your mind – too preoccupied with the intensive timetable of induction classes and socials.

At the end of Freshers’ Week you text him asking if he’s around to speak. You can see already that this new world of yours is going to be intoxicating
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