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JUNE 2019

OK, Ellie told herself. This was a good choice. It was perfectly sensible to be thirty-eight and hiding under your childhood single bed, even if there was a cardboard box poking into your back and enough dust down there to build a life-size model of yourself. That was an idea. Perhaps the model could take on everything she had to do today, and she could carry on hiding under the bed. Would he even notice the difference?

There was another knock at the door, louder than the one that had sent her scurrying under the bed in the first place, heart hammering.

‘Ellie! Hurry up! The makeup lady’s here and she’s very cross you’ve not had your colours done yet!’

Ellie held her breath. I’m not here. I’m not here. But then, where else could she be? The only window was too small to climb out of when you were a size fourteen, and the entire house was mined with relatives and friends. There was no escape from it, from this day, from her entire life. Her wedding. It was supposed to be a happy day, wasn’t it? She wasn’t supposed to be hiding under beds or contemplating escaping out the window. So why had her mother’s knock thrown her into a panic, sent her diving for the floor? She’d been lying awake for hours before it, turning things over in her mind. Clearly, something had gone very wrong.

Her mum knocked louder. ‘Eleanor! I don’t have time to babysit you, I’ve got to steam my hat!’

Briefly, Ellie wondered how one steamed a hat – in a saucepan, like a pudding? – but that was not important right now. What was important was how she was going to get out of this situation. Because she wouldn’t be under the bed in her fleecy sheep-printed pyjamas, choking on dust, if she wanted this, would she? She’d be flinging open the curtains like Snow White, coaxing birds down to perch on her fingers, filled with joy and hope. She would have already showered and had her hair and makeup done and put on the fancy wedding lingerie her chief bridesmaid had persuaded her to buy, which made her cringe to even think about. She would be ready, instead of hopelessly lost, lying awake since four going back over every choice that had led her here, wondering if it was the right one. Endlessly weighing up the pros and cons of getting married today.

She coughed out dust. ‘I’ll be down in a minute!’

She just had to buy some time, figure out what to do, make sure it was what she wanted. Her mother’s slippered footsteps retreated, creaking down the stairs, and Ellie let out a breath. In her head she was already drawing up plans. Step one, get out of her pyjamas and find clothes that weren’t made of satin or lace. Step two, escape from this room without being seen. That wouldn’t be easy. Given that she’d spent all her teenage years sleeping in this same small space, she knew it wasn’t possible to make it out without being rumbled by the creaky board on the upper landing, or the fact that her mother, sister-in-law, friend, various assorted cousins, and Auntie Joyce were all milling about the lower floor. Step three, find transport. She had no idea where her own car was – brides, it seemed, were not allowed to do things like drive themselves or put their own makeup on or make decisions. Step four, get the hell out of here. The train station? The airport? A quick ferry from Hull?

The urge to run was almost as overpowering as the dust, but no, that wasn’t what she wanted, not really. She couldn’t do that to him. And anyway, she wanted to get married – she’d said yes, hadn’t she? She just needed a little time to think, maybe talk to a few people and get advice, reassure herself. Soothe her nerves. Everyone talked about wedding jitters, didn’t they? Perhaps this was it. Ellie wriggled out from under the bed, noting that the standards of her mother’s cleaning had really gone downhill since she was young. Everything went that way eventually, if it was left.

Her undignified writhing had dislodged the box that was under there with her, and now Ellie recognised it. It had once held Tunnock’s tea cakes, and suddenly she wished she had one of those, sweet and sticky as a cloud. She’d been dieting for months, forgoing chocolate and buttered toast and cheese and glasses of wine, and for what? To squeeze into a dress that didn’t fit? To look good in photos?

Inside the box was a dusty collection of items. Several notebooks, dog-eared and faded. Ellie realised with a shock that these were the diaries she’d kept on and off through her childhood, the beginnings of novels she’d begun and abandoned in her teens. She’d forgotten all about them. Other treasures too. A toy stethoscope. A snow globe of the Eiffel Tower, from when she’d become obsessed with moving to Paris after too many viewings of Amélie at university. A Barbie doll dressed as a bride, a gift from her Aunt Joyce which had never really interested Ellie all that much – ironic, given that today was her actual wedding and she was spiralling into panic. A model of a New York taxi, the yellow paint chipping. And a small globe, which still spun wonkily on its axis. The places she had planned to go. The countries she was going to live in.

Ellie sat back on her heels (buffed and pedicured down to the dermis) and felt tears prick her eyes. This was why it hurt to go home. Here in a box were all her old dreams, the way she’d thought her life would turn out. Travel, discovery, being a doctor, being a writer. Love, friendship, marriage. She picked up the paperback books and saw they were from the Choose Your Own Adventure series, ones she’d spent an entire summer reading, holed up in the bay window of the living room downstairs, shutting out the world. Crocodile attacks, quicksand, pirates, aliens, villains and heroes. She’d been obsessed with the idea that choices shaped your life. But in these books, if you took a wrong turn and ended up eaten by sharks, you could just skip back a few pages and try something else. Decisions were not fatal. Not like in the real world.

She ran her hands over the embossed covers, dated and worn. So many places in her life where she’d made choices and decisions, picked one path instead of another, all of them leading her to today. And here she was, thirty-eight and about to get married. What choices exactly had led to this moment? Was it just one, or a series of them? If she could go back, and find that vital decision, whenever it was, and do something different, would she be here now, crouching on her not-very-clean bedroom floor, crying over a box of childhood tat? Impossible to know.

Another knock at the door. ‘Ellie! We’re going to be late for the church! Katie’s already had her base done and the lady’s plucked out half her eyebrows and she’s crying; Lucy’s had a tantrum over her flower wreath; plus Popkin’s eaten fourteen sugared almonds and been sick in the roses. You have to get ready!’ The handle rattled. Not trusting the flimsy 1990s lock, Ellie had shoved a chair up against it.

Ellie closed her eyes. I don’t care, she wanted to scream. I don’t care about roses and makeup and tantrums and how many sugared almonds the dog ate. I just need to think! I need time! ‘Mum, I can’t … ’

‘Just get in the shower, for goodness’ sake! I’ll try to stall the makeup lady.’ Footsteps headed off again.

Ellie took a deep breath. She couldn’t hide in here all day. Time was ticking on, and people would be arriving and there’d be florists and harpists and readers and bridesmaids and drivers and what have I done? Panic overtook her, and her breath caught in her throat. Did she want this? Walking down the aisle with all eyes on her, trying not to trip in heels and the unaccustomed long skirt? She had to get up. Make some kind of plan. She sat up quickly, and a sudden agonising pain filled her head as she cracked it on the wooden bed frame. ‘Ow! Holy Mother of Christ, that hurt!’

More knocking. ‘Ellie? Are you all right? What was that noise?’

Ellie breathed hard, blinking several times. The bang on the head had cleared her mind. The wedding was still hours away – she had time to think. Maybe if she could work out the steps she’d taken to get to this precise moment, it would show her whether she was making the right choice or not, and then she would know what to do next.




CHOICE 1 – OCTOBER 1998

Mr Cole tapped the pen on his chipped plywood desk. ‘So, Allie … ’

‘It’s Ellie, sir.’

‘Oh yes. Ellie. Um … ’ He broke off, staring into space for a moment. Ellie waited, observing the dust motes that shimmered in the small office, sweating into her bottle-green 100 per cent polyester uniform and hoping he wouldn’t notice the black nail polish on her chewed nails. But then, her careers teacher hadn’t noticed much for a while. The word around school was that Mrs Cole had run off with an ice-cream van man, which explained why no one in the upper sixth had had anything that could remotely be called guidance about their future careers. He began again. ‘So, you’ve got your six university choices?’

‘I think so. But maybe I should put York instead of Hull? I mean, is it worth aiming higher?’

‘It’s up to you, Ellie.’

‘But which one am I more likely to get into? And is it true if you put somewhere as your second choice they won’t take you, even if you get the grades? Because you didn’t pick them first, like? Are you better to put somewhere with lower asking grades, just in case you fail? What if your first and second choices want the same marks?’

Mr Cole blinked. ‘Um … what is it you’re applying for again?’

Ellie sighed. ‘Medicine. Sir.’ She was tipped to get 4 As in her A levels, but when she thought about her exams, it felt like standing toe-in on a high cliff, waves crashing below. She would do OK, wouldn’t she? The thought of failing made her shudder with fear. What would she do? Another year at home, retaking the exams, in her tiny room with her brother and parents fighting downstairs, the disappointment of her mum, her dad’s blank stare. Mark leaving her behind, moving on with his life, meeting exciting new people at uni … she couldn’t bear it.

Mr Cole was taking notes in shaky handwriting. ‘And your back-up course?’

‘Well, that’s what I want to ask. If I put something totally different as well, like English or history, will they think I’m not serious about medicine? Should I put something else sciencey, like biomedical sciences? Or since I’m doing my English A level, I could apply for it somewhere, and that might make me look well rounded?’ It was these choices that kept her awake at night, trying to game the UCAS system. ‘I mean, what I really want is to be a writer … ’ She tailed off, embarrassed to even say that sentence out loud. ‘I know it’s hard. Maybe a doctor who also writes? Or maybe I should have done a language, that could be useful, work for the EU or something.’ Ellie had loved her French GCSE, and harboured secret dreams of living in Paris one day, eating croissants and looking chic in a beret, but it hadn’t fitted with the courses she needed for medicine. God, it was hard. Why did they expect you to choose your whole life path at the age of not-even-eighteen?

He was struggling to keep up. ‘Do you want to do biomedical sciences?’

‘No, like I said … ’ Ellie stopped. She’d leaned forward, irked that he wasn’t understanding her, and in doing so spotted a glint in the top drawer of Mr Cole’s desk. A glass bottle. Vodka. Oh dear. ‘Um, it’s fine, sir. I’ll work it out myself.’

‘You’re still applying to Oxford?’ She could smell it on him now, a stale fire like her uncle at Christmas when he’d had too much sherry. Poor Mr Cole. But also poor her, because how could she hope to get into a decent university if she had to rely on him to sort out her UCAS application?

‘Yes, and you remember there’s another form to submit for Oxford, plus a reference and samples of work? You’re going to send it in for me?’

‘Of course. I have it right here.’ He rested his hand on a brown envelope, already stamped and addressed in his spidery handwriting. ‘Don’t worry, Allie. I’ll sort it all out.’

‘Ellie.’

‘Oh right. Sorry.’

As soon as she got out of Mr Cole’s stuffy cubicle of a room, she knew she had to find Mark. She dug out her homework diary and consulted the copy of his timetable she’d drawn onto the inside cover with her four-colour pen, so she always knew where he was. Physics and maths were Mark’s subjects. He was doing six A levels, the most in the school, his calendar crammed with applied maths and statistics and other weird things. He was applying to Edinburgh, too, the only university they had in common on their UCAS forms. She’d tried to persuade him to go for Oxford, but he was dead against the idea, thought she was mad to want to be with ‘a load of poncy Harry Potter poshos’. It didn’t matter how many times Ellie pointed out that Harry Potter wasn’t a posho. And anyway, Edinburgh was quite fancy too, wasn’t it? She could picture it already, the two of them in long scarves, striding down the cobbled streets with armfuls of books, a chill in the air and autumn leaves at their feet. Best friends, like they’d always been since they were five. Apart from that weird year at thirteen when Mark’s voice suddenly broke and she needed a training bra, and they stopped speaking for a while, but they didn’t talk about that.

Mark was just getting out of his maths class when she strode along the corridor with its smell of boiled cabbage and blocked drains, together with a collection of spotty weirdos of which he was the least weird. Though that wasn’t saying much. He looked like Harry Potter, she thought, with his glasses and sticking-up black hair. One of the other boys, whose name was Barry and who always smelled of meat paste, made a choking laugh sound. ‘Hey Grant, it’s your girlfriend.’

Ellie gave him the finger, which made him stumble away in disgust. Apparently it was fine for him to be gross, but girls had to be delicate flowers.

‘What’s up?’ said Mark, falling into step beside her as they made their way to chemistry, which they both studied.

Ellie found it bewildering, but it was necessary in order to get into medicine. Her other A levels – biology and English – were some classic bet-hedging. She hoped that wouldn’t go against her when the universities were making their decisions. A doctor who liked to read had to be good, yes? Readers were never bad people; Ellie was convinced of it.

‘Just had my “careers guidance” with Old King Cole and guess what? He was pissed.’

‘No way!’ Mark turned in shock to look at her, and she saw the smears on his glasses, the dried Clearasil round the spot on his nose. She had a similar one, but at least she could slather it over with Pan Stik.

‘Way. Booze in the desk drawer and everything.’

Mark scowled. ‘Crap. No way am I letting him near my UCAS form. Is it ’cause his wife’s gone off with Mr Whippy?’

‘Reckon so. I mean he was a careers teacher, he was never the best we had. But he’s really hit rock bottom now.’

‘I’m never getting married.’ Mark pushed his glasses up his nose with one bitten-nailed finger.

‘Me neither. Nothing but trouble. Now, can I copy your notes on moles?’

‘Not again, El!’

‘I’m sorry, I’m just not naturally good at it and you are! If you ever want some notes on The Scarlet Letter, I’m your girl.’

‘You are such a piss taker.’

They were walking down the main school staircase now, all around them a swarm of hormonal teenagers, shouting and calling to each other, some of the boys flicking wets bits of paper over the banisters, the odd harassed teacher ineffectually telling them to stop.

‘Thanks, Mark. You’re the best, Mark. I love you, Mark!’ She’d said it jokingly, but suddenly Mark stopped up short, right on the landing of the stairs. A girl behind them – Denise Crowley, who’d been wearing a double-D bra since she was fourteen – tutted and shoved him.

‘Jesus, Grant, watch where you’re going.’

‘You’d think he could see with glasses that thick,’ said her friend, Amelia Raglan, and a ripple of laughter rolled through the crowd of surging kids.

Ellie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t listen to Jugsy Malone. What’s up?’

Mark mumbled, ‘Um – Bazza was telling me about this party at the weekend. His mate from maths camp.’

‘Bloody hell. Bazza has mates?’

‘It sounds kind of cool. This guy, his parents are loaded, right? There’s even a hot tub! And they’re away visiting his sister at uni in Southampton, so he’s got the place to himself.’

Ellie started walking down the stairs again. She was going to be late for chemistry and didn’t know where he was going with this. ‘So?’

‘So, do you want go?’ Mark was behind her and she couldn’t see his face.

‘What, Bazza told you to invite any girl you know, since they’ve never spoken to one?’

‘No! Well, yeah. But that’s not it. It might be fun. If we went together.’

Ellie was frowning now. What was he on about? Go together? They went everywhere together, spent most weekends in Mark’s living room watching films or episodes of Buffy, his sweet mum bringing them trays of orange squash and Bourbons arranged on a plate.

‘OK,’ she said cautiously. ‘As long as I’m not the only girl there.’

‘Honestly, El, you can be good at maths and not a total dweeb.’

‘Aye, can you though?’

‘You’re such a tool.’ They were at the chemistry lab now, and crashed in to secure their usual bench, with side-by-side high stools. Mark fished goggles from his bag. He was such a nerd that he had his own hypo-allergenic ones. ‘Will you come, though?’

‘Course I will, you wazzock. Nothing else to do, is there?’ Ellie heaved herself up on the stool and prepared for an hour and a half of barely comprehending boredom. As Miss Maginn droned on and on about atomic weights, Ellie found herself looking over at Mark. He was making notes in a laconic way, in his neat, rounded writing – probably he already knew all this. He was the kind who read ahead in the textbook. It wasn’t a big deal, was it, to go to a party together? Why had he made a point of asking like that? Something about it snagged at her, but she didn’t know what.

She felt a poke on her arm. Without taking his eyes off the teacher, Mark had slid a note over to her, written in the green ink of his own four-colour pen, on a torn-off piece of file paper. Carefully nodding along to Miss Maginn, who wore the same mustard-coloured suit three days a week, Ellie unfolded it on her lap. It was a little drawing, a stick figure with frizzy hair, and an animal that looked like a mole, beside a tiny hill. Mark had written NOT THESE KIND OF MOLES ELLIE!!!!

She folded it up, suppressing a smile and digging him gently in the ribs. Of course she’d go to the stupid party. She’d never even seen a hot tub in real life.

‘Ellie! ELLIE! Turn that racket down, your dad’s trying to rest!’

Ellie sighed and reached over to turn down the volume on her CD/radio player, a much-prized present from the Christmas before. However, since she didn’t get much pocket money and CDs cost fourteen quid each, she was still taping most of her music off the radio, catching the tail-end of the DJ talking or snatches of ad jingles. Mark, who had a part-time job in HMV, was always making her mix CDs on his family computer, painstakingly writing down the band and track name on a bit of lined paper from his file block and slotting it into the plastic case. Ellie didn’t always like the songs, but hadn’t the heart to tell him the Spice Girls were still her favourite band. She’d been singing along to ‘Stop’ at full volume when her mum banged on the door. They always had to be quiet around the house. Dad was always tired. He’d been tired ever since he lost his job as a factory supervisor, four years earlier.

Another spike of worry. How was she going to pay for uni? Her mum worked at the benefits office in town, which didn’t pay much, and Dad was clearly never going to have a job again, even assuming he could even get out of bed, which he didn’t many days. She’d have to get a part-time job, and she’d heard they didn’t let you do that at Oxford, the terms were so short and the workload so intensive. She’d at least need to find a job over the summer, save up a bit. The car factory in town was supposed to pay well, though it was boiling hot inside and back-breaking work.

Ellie sighed. She wasn’t going to think about all that tonight. She was going out, something she rarely did, if you didn’t count Mark’s living room. She looked at herself in the mirror. Her frizzy brown hair had been tamed into submission with copious amounts of serum and Elnett. Brown eyes ringed in liquid liner, which had taken three goes and was still a little wonky. Heather Shimmer on her lips, White Musk perfume sprayed behind her ears and knees, as she’d read about in Just Seventeen. She was wearing a tight metallic top she’d bought in Miss Selfridge, and a short black skirt with black tights. She wondered briefly what Mark would say – normally she wore jeans and army jackets, exactly like him. But she was seventeen. It was nice to dress up for a change. A surge of something went through her – excitement, fear, a kind of pain that was almost pleasant. God, she hoped this party wasn’t totally lame.

‘Ellie! Mark’s here!’

She couldn’t remember the last time her mother had spoken to her without exasperation. Could you not brush your hair? Could you not have put the dinner in the oven? Could you not just be totally different? Thank God Mark had passed his driving test and she didn’t need to ask for lifts any more. Hopefully she’d do her test soon, though there was no money for lessons. She grabbed her army jacket – she hadn’t totally changed – and ran down the stairs, anticipating and hearing her mother yell at her not to make so much noise.

Alan was hovering in the kitchen as she passed through. ‘What?’ she snapped.

‘Eh … you’re going out with Mark?’

‘Not out with Mark. Just to a party like.’ She looked at her brother with exasperation. Spots erupting along his jaw and cheeks, a sweaty smell that wasn’t held back by his cheap body spray. God, she was so glad she was almost eighteen and out of this place. ‘Are you … what are you gonna do?’ Suddenly she felt sorry for him.

He shrugged. Fifteen was a crap age, too young to drive or get served in pubs. ‘Dunno. Watch telly, maybe. Mum’s on the radge though.’

‘When is she not? There’s a good film on Channel Four.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ He paused. ‘Have fun.’

‘Um – thank you.’ A horn sounded outside – Mark getting impatient. She ran out, picking up the house key she’d finally been allowed the year before when her mum started working full-time. As she raced to Mark’s Mum’s Jetta, she could hear he was playing Oasis. This was going to be fun.

Mark didn’t say much during the car journey. When she climbed in, he blinked. ‘You look dressed up.’

Was that good or bad? ‘It’s a party, right?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I suppose.’ He fumbled with the ignition. He was in the same clothes he wore all the time – a Back to the Future T-shirt, and black jeans that were too big for him. But he had gelled back his springy brown hair and put on aftershave, which she recognised as Lynx Africa, body spray of choice of most of the boys in her year. Not Mark before, though. The smell of it fought with Ellie’s White Musk in the small car.

Ellie sang along to the radio, but petered out when he didn’t join in, feeling self-conscious. ‘All this UCAS stuff is so stressful like,’ she said. ‘You know, I’m not even eighteen yet and I have to decide the rest of my life? How am I meant to do that? Pick one thing and shut down all the rest? Wrecks my head.’

‘You aren’t really shutting them down, though. Not in other universes.’ Mark indicated carefully and made a left turn.

‘Oh here we go. What you on about, Einstein?’ Although Ellie made fun of him when he talked about physics, she actually enjoyed it. The way his brain worked, full of concepts she could hardly bend hers around.

‘The many-worlds theory of quantum mechanics.’

‘Eh?’

‘It’s this idea. That every single thing that’s possible has happened in a different universe and timeline. So when you’re obsessing about choices like, there’s no point, because everything’s going to happen anyway. Somewhere, anyway.’

‘Not to me, though.’

‘A different you.’

‘So how many universes are there?’

‘Infinite.’

‘But … ’

‘Infinite is infinite, El. Anything that can happen will happen.’

Ellie tried to digest that. Was it comforting, or just terrifying? ‘Well maybe that’s true, but I still have to choose a university in this universe, and I’m proper freaking out I made the wrong decision.’

He glanced at her. ‘You should do what your instinct tells you. Your gut.’

She hesitated. That was writing, English, journalism. ‘But I might not get a good job … ’

‘Come on, El. You’re seventeen, you’ve got time to make some mistakes and try different things. You want to write, yeah? And you’re good at it.’

‘I don’t know about that.’ Mark was the only person who’d ever seen bits of her work, painstakingly typed out on a computer at school, saved on a floppy disk.

‘You’re good at it. Trust me.’

‘It’s not really a job, though, you know? I need to earn.’ She needed up and away from this town, was what she meant. From her home. Her mother.

‘You’ll always be grand, no matter what you do.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because. You’re smart. You’re strong.’

Ellie felt herself blushing. It wasn’t like Mark to pay her a compliment. Usually they just slagged each other off mercilessly, or spoke only in quotes from Buffy or Friends. ‘But … ’

‘El, don’t worry so much. It’s the here and now. You’re here now – enjoy it.’

She nodded, unconvinced. Soon, they were pulling in at the party house, a large bungalow with a two-car garage. The windows were vibrating to the sounds of that song ‘Brimful of Asha’. Ellie got out, staggering slightly on the grass verge in her heels. Mark gave her a look. ‘Can you walk in those?’

‘Course I can.’

They made her a little taller than him, she realised. They rang the bell and Ellie saw that there was already an empty bottle of Smirnoff Ice in the flowerbed. Someone’s parents were going to be mad when they came back. The door was opened by a guy she recognised vaguely from the year below, who wandered off without saying anything. Ellie relaxed a little – clearly, this was an OK party. She had feared finding a bunch of Mark’s maths nerd friends sitting about playing Pictionary. But there were a lot of people here, some she didn’t even know, who must have been from the other school in town, the posher one. She hung her jacket over the stairs and saw Mark take in her tight top and short skirt, and blink again.

‘What?’ She felt self-conscious – maybe she looked stupid like this.

‘Nothing. Come on, let’s find Bazza.’

They pushed their way into the kitchen, where the music was louder and the table was covered in different types of booze. Ellie was impressed – she never dared try to buy it, even though she was almost eighteen and most of the shops in town couldn’t have cared less. She picked up a WKD and looked around for a bottle opener, determined to have fun even if Mark was in a weird mood.

Sometimes, there were nights when everything came together. The right combination of people, everyone in a good mood, the best music playing, the stars all aligning, chats with randoms in the queue for kebabs, taxis available and cheap, weather not cold or raining or windy, no wait at the bar, no bad energy. This party was like that. It was true there was a hot tub, and people were stripping off and getting in wearing just their undies. Ellie had no intention of exposing her M&S cotton pants and bra to the world, but the splashing and shrieking and bare flesh on view, the glimpses of dark nipple through wet material, did add a fun, edgy feel to the party. People were just the right level of drunkenness – loose and friendly but not lairy. She knew from experience they had an hour, two hours tops, before it turned, so she’d better join in. She downed two WKDs in quick succession and picked up a third, wandering through the rooms of the house. Mark, deep in conversation with Bazza about their maths homework, watched her go, as if he’d like to say something, but didn’t.

In the conservatory, she spotted a knot of people she didn’t know, several girls and two boys, most likely from the other school. One of the boys was strumming a guitar, an Oasis song. The other boy struck her right away, as if the rest of the room had faded into soft focus. Floppy brown hair, fraying leather bracelets round sinewy wrists, a denim shirt with rolled-up sleeves. Oh, hello. He caught her eye, too, and smiled, it being the perfect night that it was, the planets in conjunction and her horoscope in the right house and everything firing as it should. Ellie didn’t stop to talk – this being the night it was, she knew he would find her. She wandered out to the garden, where the overexcited hot-tubbers had spilled water all over the patio. She sat down on a wooden bench, feeling the cool night air on her bare arms, slightly drunk and happy. This was one moment in her life: she was seventeen years old and trying to decide what to do with the rest of it. This time next year she might be hundreds of miles away, with different friends, a different world. Mark might not be there. There was sadness in that thought, but also a tiny flare of something like fear, or even excitement. She could change if he weren’t right beside her, someone who’d known her since she was five. Who knew who she’d meet or what she would do? And they’d always be friends no matter what – wouldn’t they?

‘Aren’t you cold?’ A voice above her. The boy from the conservatory. He’d come to find her. Ellie’s heart raced with this new possibility, where she could be a girl – a woman – that men came after, instead of developing hopeless crushes on people who never looked at her and instead hooked up with thin blonde girls from the year below right in front of her eyes.

She smiled up at him. ‘You could keep me warm.’ Who was she? She never said things like that – she could almost hear Mark snort with derision in her head.

The boy sat down beside her, the sleeve of his denim shirt grazing her arm. His skin was dizzying – warm, smelling of CK One, his pulse beating beneath his chin. Oh.

‘You must go to Parkside, yeah?’ He had a posh accent, barely Geordie at all.

‘Yeah. I’m Ellie.’

‘Adam. Just finished at Northolt.’

What a great name, and he was a year older, practically at uni. A warm feeling was growing in her solar plexus. ‘So, were you Liam or Noel?’ She jerked her head back at the Oasis-players.

He laughed. An amazing sound. ‘God, so pretentious, taking a guitar to a party. I tried to stop him.’

Then, and Ellie wasn’t entirely sure how this happened, everything got fuzzy and intense and she was very aware of her own heartbeat, and his fingers were brushing her neck, and he was kissing her. He tasted of Juicy Fruit gum. His tongue was in her mouth. Oh. Wow, what a night.

He detached, and it took her a second to catch her breath and realise a girl was standing over them, hands on her hips. One of the ones from the conservatory. She was extremely pretty, with very straight, very shiny black hair, and dressed like Ellie normally would be – combat jacket, ripped jeans. She stared at Ellie.

‘So. Who are you, and why do you have your tongue in my boyfriend’s mouth?’

Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, Mark appeared behind the girl in the conservatory door, staring at Ellie with his eyes colder than she’d ever seen.

‘I’m really so so sorry. I’m mortified.’

A tense half-hour later, filled with crying (Ellie) and shouting (the girl, whose name was Michelle, and Adam, who was now her ex-boyfriend) and stony silence (Mark, and what was it even to do with him?) Ellie was being driving home by Michelle. She wasn’t sure how this situation had arisen, but she knew Mark had at some stage disappeared, leaving her at a stranger’s party where she was suddenly the subject of a trial by teenage girl. She was absolutely furious with him for that.

‘I didn’t know – I mean, he never said he had a girlfriend.’

Michelle sighed, eyes on the narrow country road ahead, lit only by the odd cat’s eye and the distant orange glow of the city. ‘It’s fine. He never does say. I’m glad, really. You’ve done me a favour. At least he’ll be gone to uni soon and I won’t waste my time waiting for him while he snogs other girls in the student union.’

Michelle Allenby was Ellie’s age, at Northolt High School, but she was dazzling in her confidence, her self-assurance. She had a Chinese mother, Geordie father, a spirit that was all her own. Ellie was utterly mortified – she had kissed someone else’s boyfriend! She wasn’t that kind of girl. At least Michelle didn’t seem to blame her, but Mark clearly did, and that gave her an anxious burn in her stomach, part anger and part guilt. She couldn’t bear the idea of him thinking badly of her, even though she was cross with him for leaving her.

They were almost at Ellie’s house now, and tears filled her eyes again, thinking how she’d tripped out with such high hopes for the night, in her silly short skirt, and how terribly everything had ended up. The story would be all round both schools by Monday morning. Ellie Warren, boyfriend stealer. Slapper.

‘Listen.’ Michelle put the handbrake on with a vigorous pull. ‘You seem cool, Ellie. You must be – he only goes for the cool ones. I heard you write a bit.’

‘How did you—’

‘Oh, when I saw Adam sitting with you, I asked who you were. That guy you came with said you were this amazing writer, working on a book even?’

Ah, Mark. Talking her up before throwing a strop at her. ‘Well – I like books. Dunno if I’m any good, though.’

‘I’m an actress.’ Michelle said it with no self-consciousness. ‘We have a theatre group, at our school. If you ever wanted to be involved – write a bit, help us stage things, act if you want – that would be really cool. I believe in artists working together.’

And before Ellie knew it, the girl had written her phone number on Ellie’s forearm, with a marker pen she’d fished from the glovebox, and Ellie was out and standing on her front drive. The light had gone on inside the house – she’d be in trouble for the sound of engines and voices. Mark usually dropped her up the road a bit. An artist? An actress? Who was this girl? And suddenly Ellie realised that there could be an even more exciting outcome to a night out than meeting a boy. Meeting a friend, for example.

A few weeks later, the UCAS letters came. Ellie was invited to an interview in Edinburgh to study medicine, and to one at Oxford to study English. It was time to make a choice.

Edinburgh

Ellie had been at university for exactly two and a half days, and she was already face to face with a dead body. An elderly man, his skin shrunken and shrivelled, his teeth loose, his internal organs yellow and fatty. She knew this because their tutor, a ruthless Glaswegian called Dr Alistair Menzies-Fraser, had already sliced their cadaver from chin to groin with a gigantic buzzing saw. The boy next to Ellie, a broad-shouldered rugby-playing type, turned pale and began to sway on his heels.

‘Here. Puke into this.’ A nearby girl, her hair tied back in thick braids, seized a kidney-shaped metal dish and held it out to the rugby boy, who heaved up purple-coloured bile into it. The girl examined it with interest. ‘Red Bull,’ she said, with scientific curiosity. She had a strong Scottish accent.

‘Are the contents of Mr Stevens’s stomach more interesting to you than this poor wee man’s liver, Miss Carney?’ barked Dr Menzies-Fraser.

Ellie quailed at even being in the line of fire of his wrath, but the girl didn’t seem bothered. ‘I’m conducting a double-blind study into the corrosive effects of energy drinks on the digestive system,’ she said coolly. ‘Sir.’

The professor stared her down, fluid dripping from his saw and onto the tiled floor. Ellie felt her own stomach heave.

‘Very good, Miss Carney. Now, who can tell me what this piece of viscera is?’

All the medical students surged forward to get a better look at the poor man’s innards. Ellie glanced at the girl with naked admiration.

‘You’re so brave.’

The girl shrugged. ‘I spent my gap year in a refugee camp in Sudan. No bother dealing with these old bastards. You just have to not show fear, like with a dog.’ She held out a hand, the one not holding the dish of Red-Bull vomit. ‘Laura.’

Ellie shook, feeling the girl’s confident grip, her rough palm and short sensible nails. Round her wrist were various twists of leather and festival armbands, the mark of the gap year student. ‘Ellie.’

She wished she’d brought more to university than her provincial education, her final year spent driving about with Mark singing along to obscure indie bands, putting on terrible plays with the drama group Michelle had cajoled her into joining, and holed up in her room desperately trying to get the grades she needed for this course. After the strange night of the party, Mark had been normal with her again, and said sorry for leaving her there. Ellie hadn’t been able to stay mad at him for more than a few days, so they’d made up. Michelle had become a good friend too, the three of them often driving to gigs in Newcastle or Sheffield, or fighting over what film to watch at the local multiplex – Ellie always pleading for She’s All That or 10 Things I Hate About You, Mark insisting on something nerdy set in space, Michelle preferring the Oscar winners, sure she would star in one soon.

Ellie moved forward, part of an eager gaggle hanging on the anatomy professor’s every word as he pointed out with his saw the liver, the pancreas, the bile duct. It was just like the model in Ellie’s sixth-form science class, but rendered in real life, in yellows and purples and pinks. It was fascinating. And terrifying. This was someone’s actual body. At least they were dead – she could hardly imagine what she’d do if faced with a real-life alive person, depending on her to save them.

‘Here’s the spleen,’ said the professor. ‘You’ll notice if I cut here’ – more buzzing and a disturbing squelching sound – ‘what’s released is green in colour.’ Two more students turned around, bolted for the stainless-steel sinks along the walls and threw up into them. Ellie closed her eyes briefly, but held firm as her stomach lurched.

Laura Carney looked at them with disdain. ‘Lightweights. These lot’ll no make doctors. Your stomach OK, Ellie?’

‘It’s grand,’ said Ellie resolutely. She was thinking to herself, with a sense of wonder: Can I do this? Really? She’d always assumed she’d be a doctor, but now, confronted with actual blood and guts, she felt only a rising panic.

As they exited the anatomy lab a while later, hands scrubbed to a sore pink, Laura and Ellie naturally fell into stride. The other girl was tall, and wore flat DM boots and a sensible anorak. She wasn’t girly or shiny like the others in Ellie’s halls of residence, which echoed day and night with the hiss of hairdryers and body sprays.

‘What you doing now?’

‘I was going to meet my friend Mark. He’s in the Physics Department.’

‘Is he sound? Like, not a total physics nerd?’

Ellie considered it. ‘He’s kind of both, I guess.’

‘All right so.’ As if it was the most natural thing in the world, Laura looped her arm through Ellie’s. ‘I’ll tag along.’

Ellie marvelled at her confidence. Imagine just inviting yourself along to things! Imagine just knowing your company would be welcome.

By the time they’d reached the student union, along streets which all contained some beautiful or interesting building, students in hoodies and scarves all over the place, a babble of excitement in the air, Ellie already knew Laura’s life story. Her parents had come here from Ghana to go to medical school and never left. She’d spent her gap year working with Médecins Sans Frontières, she played bass guitar, she didn’t eat meat. Ellie was hopelessly intimidated, and desperately wanted to be her friend.

They rounded the corner into the cobbled square where the students’ union was. Ellie saw Mark on the steps, talking to a handsome boy in a beanie and long black coat. It was only September, but it was Scotland, and an autumn chill filled the air already.

‘There he is.’

‘The hottie in the hat?’

‘Eh, no. The Harry Potter-looking lad.’

Laura squinted. ‘Oh, aye. He’s cute too.’

As Ellie and Laura crossed the square towards Mark – who she saw with something between affection and exasperation was in his usual ThunderCats T-shirt and frayed jeans – and the boy he was standing with, whose name she didn’t know, Ellie had the strangest feeling that every step she took in the fading sunlight, in the September of the year she was eighteen, in her first term as a medical student at Edinburgh, was walking her towards the rest of her life.

Later, many hours later, Ellie was queuing at the bar in a loud and scuzzy pub somewhere off the Royal Mile, waving aloft one of the weird Scottish tenners that didn’t look like real money. It was warm in the pub and she’d stripped down to her vest top, her hoody tied around her waist. She wasn’t entirely sure how they’d ended up here, such was the force of Laura Carney’s personality. She had swept Ellie, Mark and the handsome guy off Mark’s course, whose name Ellie had not managed to learn, into a wild pub crawl from the student union to several dive bars in the city. Somewhere along the way they had lost the handsome boy, who’d been last seen queuing for a deep-fried Mars bar.

Ellie finally caught the eye of the barman, a short, bearded man in a Slipknot T-shirt, and screamed out her order for three vodka Red Bulls – Laura’s suggestion, as it both got you drunk and let you stay up. Ellie’s heart was already beating so fast she could hear it buzzing in her ears as one of her favourite songs came on, the Green Day one about being paranoid or bored. She glanced over while the barman opened three tins of Red Bull. She blinked – what she’d seen didn’t make any sense. She looked again, saw the same thing.

Laura Carney was kissing someone, arms around their neck, stooping down a little because she was taller than the boy. And the boy was … Mark. Laura and Mark were kissing.

Well, that was fine, wasn’t it? Even if Ellie felt a bit like a gooseberry. She liked Laura, and Mark was her best friend. It would be cool if they got together. That was why they’d come to university, after all, to meet new people, make friends, fall in love. She just hadn’t quite expected it to happen so soon. As the barman slammed down three glasses and she handed over the money, Ellie ignored the small pocket of cold that had formed just under her ribs, and tossed back her drink.

Oxford

‘Ohhhh, hiiiii, I totes didn’t see you there, darling.’

Ellie blinked. Did people actually talk like that? She looked at the girl who’d just arrived on her corridor, lugging several huge cases. Did eighteen-year-olds here have Louis Vuitton luggage and swishy, highlighted blonde hair? Apparently so.

‘That’s all right,’ she mumbled, backing into her room, narrowly missing
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