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for who I was,


and who she became,


and for him, because he set me free before I knew how










Author’s Note


This is my truth. Of course, I’m a biased little shit. Biased because I am human, and that condition – humanness – renders all of us defective narrators, writer or otherwise. Because, well: we all have feelings. And emotions. And secrets, and lies, and inconvenient truths. All of it colours the story we tell ourselves about who we are and what made us that way. We rewrite our histories in shades of grey each time we learn something new about who we want to be, so that we might find the courage to keep on, one foot in front of the other, brave in spite of – and because of – that which terrifies us: break-ups. Change. Ourselves.


I’ve done my best. To demand any more would be forgivable, of course, but totally pointless. I’ve told a story about my past as honestly as I experienced it. But – if any other ‘character’ told you their version, it would undoubtedly be different. Their story would be coloured by different emotions, different feelings, different humanness. Their humanness. So please, allow me that. Allow me to be human, too. Allow me to be prejudiced. Unreliable. Subjective.


(Please also forgive all the name changes. My lawyer made me.)


This is my version of my truth. Because that’s just the thing: this is my becoming. I might be confused about who said what, precisely, but I’ve never misjudged just how sad I was, and what a long way it felt to find a place where I wasn’t any longer. This is the storified version of events – the most exciting way to tell it. I left out the bits that’d bore you. This isn’t a court’s transcript – these are the highlights. Lowlights. The bits that stick out in my mind. The bits I wrote down to make sense of.


The journey is my own. The journey is probably yours, as well, because what I wish I’d known is that we’re all becoming more ourselves. I offer this story, this narrative, as my way of saying, me too. I got hurt, too. I want to be better, too. We’re in this together, and for that I’m incredibly thankful. None of us is fucking up like we think we are.










One


I sat in the sweltering shade of the veranda and watched him work with meticulous devotion. He yelled at me often, the grey-haired gardener, for tiptoeing on the planted beds, as I smelled the choreographed mass of flowers that spilled out in every corner of the courtyard. They were magnificent – reds and blues and pinks and purples, pushing out from the borders and on to the pebbles of our tiny walled piazza. One of the monks – the one I only ever referred to as padre – would tell me their names in Italian, the spaces between his words letting me know that I was doing no harm. I’d repeat what he said, incorrectly, misstepping over roots and conjugations both, and he’d shake his head in frustrated, amused contempt at my incapacity for his lessons. It was a dance we did daily – our way of being seen by the other. In the twelve weeks I spent within that gated convent I learned a whole new language – but it wasn’t Italian. In that time, I learned the words I needed to like myself.


I tapped at my computer, trying to find the right sentences for the last paragraph to a chapter I’d just drafted. Valentino cast a shadow over my ‘desk’ – the spot near padre’s office where I wrote every day until it got dark. He splayed out his hand over my computer screen, and his thick, workman’s fingers struck my memory like a power cut. He had hands exactly like the man who had fucked me so hard that the next morning, as I cried getting out of the shower, my housemate gently but firmly asked, ‘Laura. Did he . . . did you consent to this?’


I’d had sores up the length of my back, from carpet burn. There were marks on my bum cheeks, and a smattering of bruises on the top of my arm. My neck was stiff and it hurt when I peed. The pressure of the water as I washed made me seize my breath in sharp shock, and I thought I could sleep for a hundred years. I’d wanted it like that, though. I’d wanted him to pin me down, to be rough. I’d wanted him to use me. Use my body.


‘Working, working, working!’ Valentino shrilled, waving in front of my face. ‘You’re too much serious for such nice girl.’


I never did figure out why a convent would be home to men. In my limited, caveman-like Italian I had ascertained that it used to be where the nuns lived, and when the ladies moved out it became a home for monks with limited mobility in older age: a sort of monk retirement home. Chiostro di Sant’Agostino was set back from the road that runs through the touristy, seaside town of Loano, just down the coast from the French Riviera. Hidden by trees, if you looked hard enough there was a small, engraved sign that said, simply, Convento.


Padre whizzed by, nodding at Valentino and me efficiently. He was an obese man, with brown religious robes homing rounded rolls. The weight of him meant he was bound to an electric wheelchair to navigate the grounds, and he’d sit just out of my eyesight for most of the day, round the corner, in his office, sucking on cigarette after cigarette with a mouth that accommodated four, yellowed, teeth. Monks do normal, human things like smoke. I didn’t know. I didn’t know they smoked and danced and ate ice cream. Padre loved his ice cream. We’d eat plain pasta and grilled vegetables at almost every meal, but at 9 p.m. there’d always be gelato.


Daily, I’d sit there for hours, Valentino teasing me in passing and padre going about his business of telling everyone else what to do. I’d ‘do my studying’, as Vale called it: writing and reading and looking at the lavender beside the statue of the Virgin Mary holding her rosary beads, repenting for that which only she knew. I was forgiving myself, too.


*


On the walk back to my house that first night, he’d pushed me up against the wall of a nameless street with my hands up against my head, and gyrated along the front of me. His dick was out – the largest, unruliest exhaust-pipe of a thing I’d ever encountered – my skirt hitched up around my waist, and he would’ve fucked me right there and then had I not said, breathlessly and just convincingly enough, ‘Get me inside. Get me inside the house.’


It was like he was mad I’d made him wait. By the time my door was open his hands were on my neck, in my hair, on my waist, his mouth wet and heavy in my ear. He’d tossed me inside with a shove as soon as the door sounded its unlock.


He didn’t give a shit what I wanted. Who I was. What this meant. This man, this stranger, he’d forced a tension up through my arms that stretched all the way down to between my legs, and as he grappled at my crotch, at my stomach, at my chest, he felt his way around my body as if memorising where he was going to use me next. He attacked me with his big, chunky paws, plotting a map of my curves.


He pulled away.


‘Take off your clothes,’ he’d said.


I took off my clothes.


‘Good,’ he’d said.


I awaited further instruction.


He stood, looking at me in my nakedness, and I let him see me. I wasn’t embarrassed. My nipples prickled at his sight. I felt sexy. It was powerful to be wanted. To be looked at like he’d swallow me whole. Devour me. He was issuing the commands but it was me who’d gotten us this far, me who’d been confident and in control enough to engineer his desire this way. But it wasn’t so much that we had sex, as much as he did sex to me. I was his willing participant, but I could’ve been anybody. I was a vessel.


*


I sought solace by proxy. In my time by padre’s office there would be knocks at the convent’s door, and another old or disabled monk would let in one more soul seeking their right selves. I was in good company. It was mainly Romanians or southern Italians down on their luck, and I spoke with them all. I was navigating my way out of the bad relationship I’d developed with, and against, myself, communicating in a tongue not mine to understand the stories of my own humanness. Mistakes. Remorse. Clemency. They’d bring grimy-looking cakes and wilting flowers, and I’d tell them, ‘Che bello,’ smiling and wide-eyed and desperate to step out of my own imagination, my mental jail, for the length of a stilted conversation about the death of their husband, the mouths they had to feed, how they didn’t want to drink this way anymore if only God could help them. Folks far worse off than me. There was perspective in that.


*


I’d met Big Dick in a club. It was a friend’s birthday and I’d found myself excited about a night out. I’d been running a lot, and felt fit. Toned, with that healthy glow regular, sweaty exercise gives you. When my body is strong, I feel strong mentally. It’s my quickest way to Superwoman. I remember posing for a photograph before we headed on out, and thinking, Uh-huh. I feel GREAT. Endorphins ran high.


‘Oh god,’ Calum said, when I commented out loud that maybe my legs weren’t so bad after all. ‘She’s there. In the zone. I see it in her eyes.’


‘The man-eating zone?’ said his boyfriend, Liam, pouring double – maybe triple – shots of peach schnapps.


‘Be nice to me!’ I’d said, eyeing my reflection in the window with views across Derby city centre.


Behind me Liam and Calum exchanged a look. Calum said, ‘It’s us who have to stomach your stories the morning after the night before.’


I scowled over my shoulder, adjusting my boobs in their balconette bra. ‘Spoken like a man who knows exactly who he’s waking up to every morning.’ Patting down my chest, I turned to them. ‘Do my tits look shaggable in this top?’


Calum raised his glass in salute. ‘Asked like a woman who has no idea who she’s going to bed with.’


I seldom did in those years.


*


In the convent, I worked with visiting teenagers from all over the country as part of a special project that capitalised on their unique talents in science and art and dance. I taught English for less than three hours a day in exchange for room and board, and was given absolute free rein with them. We’d practise English by doing ‘love parades’ in the local town, handing out sweet notes and free hugs. We’d write letters to our past selves, reassuring our younger versions that everything would be okay. We penned letters to our future selves, to be mailed out in exactly one year’s time, to remind us of what we were and how we’d hoped. ‘Sometimes, we feel like we did something we shouldn’t have done,’ I’d tell my class of seventeen-year-olds. ‘And we think we will be sorry for that until the day we die. But if you remember every time you make a mistake, you won’t have room for the happy memories. So. Let’s put it in a letter and then keep the bad memories there. Then we can write new, good ones, with the room left over. Doesn’t that sound nice?’


*


It had been about midnight – two hours past my regular bedtime – that I stood at the bar, teetering in platform heels and tugging at my peplum skirt. I rubbed my lips together, massaging in remnants of red lipstick, and caught sight of myself in the mirror behind the bar. As I did, my reflection found the stare of eyes not my own. He was short and balding, a little chubby: cheeky looking. I refused to look away first. He smirked. I pursed my lips. He looked away and I ordered gratefully – I’d been on the dance floor for eight songs in a row, and hair was matted to the back of my neck in sweat.


‘That’s a lot of vodka,’ a voice said, and turning, I saw it was the guy from the mirror.


‘Just water,’ I said, raising my glass and downing it. I put the empty down on the bar. ‘I don’t need booze to have a good time.’


‘I’ll bet,’ he said.


I cocked an eyebrow.


A man stood next to him. Tall. Dark hair. Symmetrical face. Full lips. Rough around the edges. He tipped his head in greeting.


I don’t remember how it happened, but the smaller, cheekier one, his attention went somewhere else for a minute. To the barman, I think. And . . . and, I don’t know. I guess because the smaller, cheekier one was obviously interested, and willing, and wanting to engage in some kind of exchange, my attention went to the enigmatic, slightly out-of-reach one, the one who’d I’d have to actively pursue. The challenge. The ego-boost.


‘Laura,’ I said, with a tried-and-tested look that my friend Fern has come to refer to as ‘Mona Lisa-ing’: penetrative eye contact that follows you across the room.


I have no idea what name he replied with.


 


Afterwards, he’d asked to stay over. ‘I have a girlfriend,’ he said. ‘If I go home at this hour she’ll ask questions. It’s easier if I go home in the morning and say I kipped at my mate’s house.’


I was used to following his lead already.


‘Okay.’ My voice was small, now, stripped of the power of sex. ‘Urm. I don’t have a spare toothbrush for you or anything.’


He pulled me under his arm and held me into him. He smelt like men’s deodorant and my cum. His hand drifted to the small of my back and after lying in silence for a while, he started tickling me, lightly.


‘You haven’t asked me anything about myself,’ he said.


My brow furrowed in the darkness. ‘Is there . . . is there something you want to tell me?’


‘I’m an artist.’


‘You are?’


‘Yes. Acrylic, mostly. Big canvasses. They sell for a lot of money.’


I don’t know why I was surprised. Maybe I expected an ‘artist’ to be more sensitive, less outgoing. But then, when I thought about it, he hadn’t been outgoing. At the bar he’d been shy and reserved. I pursued him, and then he fucked hard and fast and impersonally.


‘Why did you come home with me?’ I asked.


He grabbed at my bum, plucking greedy handfuls. ‘Because of this,’ he laughed. Then, changing the subject, he added, ‘I like my hands. That’s my favourite part of myself.’ He moved around me to extend both arms so I could see them in the moonlight peeking through the blinds. He had long, heavy-set fingers, and a wide span. I reached up to match my palm to one of his own and we suspended gravity and judgement for a half a moment – held hands, mid-air – our first and only sign of tenderness.


 


A week later, he texted. I didn’t get it until I’d woken up the next morning, and it smacked of ‘Do you wanna fuck?’


I texted back, ‘A “How are you?” text after midnight? You could only have been after one thing . . .’


He messaged back right away. ‘Am I that transparent?’


‘You don’t even know my name. Yes.’


‘Your name is Laura. Wait – what’s *my* name?’


I honestly could not remember.


‘You’re taking too long to text back. This deserves a punishment.’


I’d been saved from myself.


‘Punishment? Oh, goodness. What will you have me do . . .?’


‘First thing’s first. Saturday night? You free?’


‘Yessir.’


‘Eight p.m. Saturday, wear something very short. So short that I can see your cunt.’


‘Yessir.’


*


The convent had bare, empty rooms. Tiled floors and blank walls and a shared bathroom with a tub so stained that it made one thing surprisingly clear: if a monk needs to pee, he doesn’t get out of the bath to do it.


The cook in the kitchen would always save a banana for me but pretend like he’d forgotten to, keeping behind the small token on the shelf above where he made the bread, until I rapped gently on the door at break time: 10.25, every morning.


My mattress was thin and hard, and I shared my living quarters with an American girl called Megan – a one-time model from the Magnum ice cream adverts who’d used the payout from a cycling accident to come practise her Italian in situ.


I moved slowly, in the convent, worrying that any false physicality would somehow ruin me. Undo the work I’d so desperately committed to doing. I thought if I lifted an arm too fast or widened my step too much I’d rip a seam of myself, burst open and spill out and never be able to stem the flow. I had so much fear.


I remember the hot, oppressive heat of the summer, as a wave the temperature of the devil, Lucifer, swept through the country, and how, three days before I finally left, the sky cracked and the clouds made way for rain and I stood on the balcony and let myself get wet because, somehow, it was that for which I had been waiting. For my sky to crack. For my pressure to ease. That was the day the man I thought I’d marry, a man I’d been with six years, married my friend instead. In many ways, that’s what all this was about. Him. Her. Me.


*


Big Dick called me as he arrived and hung up before I answered. It was code for him being outside. I let him in to my university halls of residence wordlessly and he followed me upstairs, past the communal kitchen and into my single room. The first thing he said was in appraisal of my dress and heels and hair: ‘Fuck. Good girl.’


He sat down on the bed and watched me linger, nervously, I suppose, at the door. I turned the lock, waiting for him to say something else. I was damp between my legs and my nipples rubbed against the lace of my bra. I took short, shallow breaths. Couldn’t meet his eye.


‘Pull your dress up,’ he said. I pulled my dress up, to my waist.


‘Go over there,’ he said, ‘And put your hands on the counter, by the sink.’ Slowly, I did that. Moved towards the tiny tiled corner of the room, where I brushed my teeth every morning. ‘Open your legs.’ His voice came from behind me now. ‘Wider.’


I was bent at a 90-degree angle, my forehead almost touching the worktop beside the taps. My chest rose and fell. I couldn’t see him. The fabric of my thong brushed against one bum cheek as his hand caressed the other. He parted me, and spat on to my arsehole. He made me bleed.










Two


Three years before convent life . . .


 


I knew as soon as he got off the train. His eyes were sunken, the circles underneath them even bigger than the ones he danced in order to avoid embracing my hello. He had a cold sore on the left corner of his bottom lip – a condition he was prone to if he didn’t sleep enough – and his gaze pooled with salty tears.


‘We need to talk,’ he said, voice breaking.


It was funny, but at the supermarket that morning, as I loaded up my trolley with smoked fish and Thai curry paste, croissants and jam and Maçon Villages and coffee, a smorgasbord of his favourite things as a way to demonstrate I cared, that I missed him so very much now that we lived apart, I’d thought to myself, This is an awful lot of money to spend if he’s coming down here to break up with me. I’d brushed it aside, amused at the darkness of my own mind, because we’d been together years – six as a couple, almost four more as friends who were always going to be more. He was based in Stockton, and I in Derby, because we’d both committed to heading to separate universities as ‘mature students’. We weren’t eighteen-year-old freshmen: we were almost twenty-three. Twenty-three is still childlike, if not childish, but I was old enough to know I’d marry him, despite a temporary distance. I was part of his family, and he mine. We weren’t breaking up. We were inside each other.


Afterwards, in amongst a cloud of menthol cigarette smoke and midday beers, self-loathing ripe for analysis, I realised: I knew before I knew.


(I’m learning that often, we do.)


(Intuition can be a wildly problematic truth.)


The meander to my house was a silent one, save for the jangle of the buckle on the boots he had bought me two Christmases ago. Bile rose in my throat and, as my key turned in the door, I felt soundless tears spill down my face, rolling in tracks to fall on my shaking hand as it turned left in the lock. He reached out to steady it and I pulled away. A bodily recoil to mirror the emotional. He closed the door behind us and I said, without turning around, ‘This is it?’


‘I’m . . .’ he said, unable to finish the sentence. But wasn’t that just it? ‘I’m’ and not ‘we’re’? That was the sentence.


And then he started to cry.


David was the house that made me. We met at school when we were fourteen years old, and were known as belonging to each other long before either of us knew it ourselves. It was magnetic. Biological. Our friends, teachers, even our parents – they could all see it. By fifteen and a half we were on again, and off again, drawn to each other but unsure, in that particular teenage way, on exactly what to do about it. At seventeen we were boyfriend and girlfriend, bunking off sixth form to have sex in my car somewhere in the North Yorkshire hills. By eighteen we travelled the world: summers at his family château in France – a place I’d helped ‘do up’ when they bought it for a steal and in ruins – backpacking trips to India and Cambodia, Laos and Greece. At nineteen we moved in together, at twenty we decided we were far too young for such craziness, and two or so years later both pledged to build our brains at university, finally, and to both families’ relief – 200 miles apart but still together.


Over the New Year, four months after setting up home in different parts of the country, we’d struggled to be alone. It was as if we’d forgotten how. We’d loved to cook together, to build things, make things, as a team, but a screaming row over the béchamel one evening left us with our backs to each other in bed that night, knowing that it wasn’t about the fucking sauce. I’d been weepy. Clingy and in need of space at the same time. He lost his temper with me a lot, demonstrated his frustration through nit-picking at how I folded the bathroom towels and buttered my baguette. We didn’t have sex, and we’d always had sex. Our bodies were our first tongue – we used them as a gateway to speech. It had taken four more months for one of us to build courage enough to say what it all meant, but it had been blindingly obvious for longer than I was prepared to admit: we didn’t fit. Not any more.


‘I’ll make tea,’ I said. ‘I think we both need tea.’


We had tried. We had fallen in love very young and very hard, and knew nothing but each other. The man he was, was a man I had shaped, as a young woman he had moulded me. It was real, true love because how could it not be? How could it not be the kind of love you don’t think of as first love? For us both, this was it. The Love. Until it wasn’t.


I held on to his waist, knowing this would be the final time I’d get to and so committing to memory a list of things to remember. The way he smelt, the design of his pelvis against the soft of my upper tummy. I let make-up seep on to his T-shirt, a hand-me-down to him from my brother. I wondered if he’d still wear the things that came from me. I let him rest his chin on the top of my head, felt him stroke the length of my hair and cradle the arch at the back of my neck. There were vague suggestions that we would always be in each other’s lives, that we were friends, above all else, with a decade’s worth of falling and fighting, stolen chaste kisses and clumsy first times, all of that growing and learning and experimenting and and and . . .


‘And thank you for the memories,’ I said, as he left, less than an hour after he’d arrived, the tea I’d made untouched and cold in china mugs we’d bought together.


He turned and smiled at me – a heartbreaking, sad side-smile with only half of his mouth, robbing me of my relationship. As I closed the front door I collapsed to the ground, where I tried not to throw up, retching and heaving through solid and uninterrupted hours of primal sobs.


He’s gone, I thought to myself. He’s gone.


I called his mother. The phone rang out. I don’t know what she could’ve said to me anyway.










Three


‘Pete and Eduardo have offered to get you stoned,’ Calum told me. ‘And I think you should do it.’


Calum is my best friend. From our very first day at university together we spoke the same language in the same way, moving to the beat of the same invisible drum. Outrageous humour and a chiselled, beautiful face, falling in friendship lust with him was inevitable. We have an easy, light relationship, characterised by silly voices and impressions of our mothers, juxtaposed with a fierce determination to become published writers. Meeting him I was overwhelmed with a feeling of, Oh! There you are! He’s the Darby to my Joan. The Nutella to my spoon. Everything.


We were on our way home from a writing class at the University of Derby, our fellow workshoppers Pete and Eduardo a short way behind. We were mates-by-circumstance, I guess, since we spent so much time in class together, or reading one another’s work at home. Through each other’s stories we knew sideways secrets and hidden desires, even if we didn’t know last names or whether to sugar their tea. Writing is intimate that way. Pete and Eduardo were my favourite guys in a group of misfits as clichéd as a creative writing class should be, because they were both brilliant despite outwardly not seeming to give a shit in that green, earnest way so many ‘creatives’ have. Crap at punctuation but poets, the pair of them.


‘I’m sorry – what did you say?’


‘I told them about the break-up, and how this is the first time you’ve left the house in thirteen days, and they said what you need is a big old spliff so that you chill out for a minute.’


‘You said that?’


Calum raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes. You need some kindness, Laura, and not least from yourself. I understand that you’re devastated, and rightly so. Obviously. I know. But you do this thing when you’re sad; you shut down. Hide away. It’s not healthy.’ I went to interrupt, but he cut me off. I listened, resentful, arms folded. ‘You’ve always been soft on Pete, even when you were with David. So as your best friend I’m taking it upon myself to break this ice maiden façade you insist on maintaining with him – ah! Shut up! You’re a bitch to him because you’re worried he fancies you and you had that weird kiss thing and you fancy him a bit, too – YOU ARE A BITCH TO HIM! Stop interrupting me! Anyway, where was I? Ah. Yes. As your best friend, I’m taking it upon myself to see to it you have somebody who cares to help you get through this wretched time in a way that I, as a homosexual, cannot. And today, I reckon that’s Pete. I approve of Pete. He’s a good one.’


I was incensed. ‘But you don’t get to tell people my business, Calum. You’re telling them things I told you in confidence.’ Tears pricked at my eyes. Again.


‘Come on, duck, one look at you and it’s obvious you’re at the bottom of a hole. Fucking crater. I’m proud of you for getting it all out of your system, but let’s figure out a way to make your eyes look a little less bloodshot, shall we? The show must, eventually, go on.’


My best friend’s brutal kindness was a kick to the stomach. Rationally, he was right: I had to interact with the world at some point. Wars, famine, assault – folks endure human atrocity on a much grander scale than getting dumped. Emotionally, though, it was the privileged middle-class princess in me who couldn’t think of anything worse than acting like everything was okay when I couldn’t imagine a day when I might laugh again. Smile, even. It was inconceivable to me that there would ever be a night alone to be welcomed, only survived. I didn’t know how to be without David. How to be alone. It had taken every ounce of my resolve to even make the end-of-term class; Calum had to practically dress me and frogmarch me there himself. Every minute of my day felt like an hour, and every hour was misery. I was empty. My heart was so heavy I carried it in my shoes – when I eventually wore them. I didn’t know what to do with myself.


Calum stopped walking, causing me to do the same, and turned around to the boys behind us.


‘That’s right, isn’t it, Pete?’ Calum called. ‘You’re gonna take Laura home and get her stoned?’


Pete is cocky; he’s got a cheeky-chappy swagger and a Brummie accent that mix to invoke Brand, Hemingway and Dylan. His army-green duffle coat and dark stubble make him look like an anarchist playboy. Even in the dark of an early evening he looked like he’d been on the lash for three days, and could do three more straight before knocking out 600 pages of an instant classic that he’d never give interviews for.


Pete caught us up and grinned. ‘Well, yeah. If you’ve broken up with your fella and that, you should come and have some fun.’


Eduardo slowed beside him. He’s South American with beautiful, brunette, incredibly shiny hair and mahogany skin, and when Ed reads his work aloud in our sessions his voice is as beautiful as his words. He trips on the ‘th’s and rolls on the ‘r’s, and makes little kissing motions with his lips at the end of most of his sentences – ‘An’ ‘dat is the rrreason she ne-ver loved a-gen (kiss)’, which get everyone – even the boys – all hot and bothered, making it really tough to give constructive feedback.


‘I’m not sure what Calum has tried to tell you,’ I said. ‘But don’t believe any of it.’ I struggled to make eye contact, and fixed to look at the toe of my boot as I scuffed it amongst a pile of dead, wet leaves on the pavement instead. My voice betrayed me.


‘So you didn’t start crying when Erica read out her piece about the cat and the tree, and that wasn’t why you left the room for twenty-odd minutes?’


I gaped open-mouthed at Calum. He shrugged.


‘Say no more,’ Pete continued, slipping his arm around my shoulders. ‘Don’t be embarrassed by it, darlin’. The reason you can write like you do is because you feel things as deep as you do. I like that about you. In fact, you, my friend, are just the kind of girl I want to spend my evening with, if you’ll do us the honour?’


His grip was electricity and I froze at the contact. I didn’t want to be touched. Looked at. Seen. Pete sensed it, squeezed my upper arm hard, and dropped his clutch. He nodded at me, almost imperceptibly. I get it, it said. I’m listening.


When I first met Pete, university was just starting. I was with David and content, and Pete was single and very actively looking. Because he is irritatingly handsome and full of happy-go-lucky banter – an observation made by my lesbian friend, so it must be true – he has a way with ladies and gents alike. I gave him shit for being such a charmer, and he couldn’t sit on my face to shut me up because I wasn’t offering. I think it threw him. When you’re so charismatic, a wordsmith with the confidence to manipulate 100 per cent of those you meet, nobody tells you no. We’d always flirted, but it was flirting done on the understanding that nothing would ever develop – hurtling towards marriage as I thought I was. One night, not long after our first class together, Pete and I had sat in the corner of a club after bumping into each other in town, and for hours and hours we talked and talked – battled and battled – and he’d tried to kiss me as we bid each other goodnight. I realised what was happening almost too late, turning abruptly so that he caught my cheek, and the incident was never spoken about between us ever again – even though it cast a shadow over every interaction we subsequently had. We awkwardly went back to lunchtime fag breaks and meandering walks to the bus stop. After that, though, the no-holds-barred quips and insults continued to find basis in a sort of quasi- and restrained mutual attraction that would never be realised especially now that egos had been bruised. Not that shagging somebody else was on my mind, of course, even in new singledom. But I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t harboured a small crush on him. I could begrudgingly see his appeal. I had always been faithful to David, head over heels in every way, but I’m human: I was aware other men – Pete – existed.


From the depths of my melancholy I currently wished that no men existed at all.


‘What’s in it for me?’ I croaked, tentatively looking at them both from under my eyelashes, all Keira Knightley and contrived.


He kept it playful. Pete knew I was in a delicate state. I could tell by the way he stood – close enough to be sincere, far enough away not to crowd me. He didn’t take his eyes off me. He silently willed me happy. ‘You get to see the inner workings of the genius that is Pete and Eduardo.’


‘I saw a TED talk that said the ancient Greeks believed that we couldn’t be a genius, only possess genius when it chose to bless us with its presence to help our work along a little,’ I detoured.


‘That’s exactly what I’m saying, beautiful.’ He cracked a smile at my defrosting. ‘Come be our daemon for the night.’


‘He just called you a genius,’ said Calum. I rolled my eyes.


Pete added, ‘A genius who knows how to break hearts. Look at you! We’re begging you for your time! Do you want me to get on my knees for you?’ I scowled. Pete sank to the ground. ‘Look. I wouldn’t do this for just any woman, you know.’ He pulled out a ready-rolled joint from a tin in his breast pocket. ‘A gift, my stand-offish Athena.’


His earnestness made me giddy. Stood at the side of the road with them, I felt the small stirrings of something other than utter doom. Being with Pete was like cracking open a door to shed a sliver of sunlight on myself. It felt warm and comforting. Safe. An important baby step back into the world. I sighed. ‘I’ve only ever been stoned once before, and I didn’t like it,’ I told them both. ‘You’ll look after me, won’t you? You won’t be dickheads?’


‘Beautiful, with us in tow nothing can go wrong,’ said Pete, sensing his victory and rising to a stand. ‘It’ll be good for you, doing something that isn’t very Laura.’


‘Stop trying to piss me off.’ I willed myself to act as normal as possible, to be unbeaten by my own mentality.


‘Stop letting him,’ said Calum, signalling his intention to depart with a kiss on my cheek.


‘Off you come, then, you naughty little girl,’ said Pete. ‘Ooooh, whatever would your mother say?’


I scowled. ‘My mother’d love you, unfortunately.’


 


I’m a lot of things, but a drug-taker isn’t one of them – even weed. I know that in theory smoking a joint isn’t a big deal, but I hadn’t done it since school. I was so desperate to impress a guy called Charles Newforest that I toked way too much, passed out, then woke up to vomit the spaghetti his mother had made us for tea over his bedroom carpet. Charles had cleaned up my sick for me, and never invited me back.


I didn’t know why I was there, in Eduardo’s bedsit. Pete was probably right – I was doing something that wasn’t very Laura. Trying on a different part of my personality, maybe. Finding an excuse to spend some time with a man who made me feel hot as fuck, but wouldn’t actually fuck me. In a tentative, reserved sort of way, I trusted Pete to be gentle with me. I didn’t need to explain anything to him. He seemed to just . . . know. It was as if he wanted to help me, to bear witness to my struggle. I didn’t know I needed that: somebody to say, I see you hurting. I acknowledge you. Somebody with enough distance to show awareness of my broken wing without swooping in to try to fix everything. Tenderness. Compassion.


The boys folded bits of paper and sprinkled tobacco everywhere – turns out the roll-up in Pete’s top pocket was just a regular smoke. We sat in silence on Ed’s floor as the spliff was handed back and forth, back and forth, and I tried to relax into the moment. I’d had a crippling time. After all these years, a decade growing up with David, I just did not have the mental tools to be suddenly without him. After he had left that day and I’d finally picked myself up off the hallway floor, I drank half a bottle or so of neat vodka (because that’s what they did in films), and within forty-five minutes had thrown it all back up again. The crying and the booze was enough to exhaust me into a slumber that lasted until 3 p.m. the next day, when I woke up disorientated and confused. On suddenly remembering what the vodka was supposed to make me forget I retched again. There was nothing left in my stomach to vomit. I stumbled for the remainder of the bottle and stayed in bed for two more days before I finally called Calum to say, in a whisper, ‘He doesn’t love me anymore.’


‘Oh, shit,’ was his reply.


Suddenly, I sat bolt upright and turned to face Pete.


‘What?’ he said. I watched his mouth intently as he spoke. ‘Laura? Hello? What?’ I continued to stare.


It was really important to me – overwhelmingly so – to watch his mouth. Because it hit me: we weren’t stoned. And even though my head felt funny and the room was woozy, I knew, with starling clarity, that I was being tricked by Pete and Eduardo. They were making me think we were smoking pot, but actually it was only tobacco and I was convinced I was high just because I wanted to be. And, probably, I was three puffs away from volunteering to do something really stupid, and they would tell everyone and laugh at me, and – they hated me, didn’t they? Pete and Eduardo hated me, like everyone else, and – AND DEAR GOD. Is this paranoia? I asked myself. Am I paranoid? No. No way. What? Who said that? This isn’t a big deal, I reasoned with myself. Who’s paranoid? Stop it. Stop it, stop it, stop it.


‘Don’t kiss me,’ Pete said. ‘You look like you’re going to kiss me. Don’t do that. Don’t ruin it.’


In my head I thought to myself, DON’T SAY ANYTHING! HE IS TRYING TO TRICK YOU! HE WANTS YOU TO ACT STONED SO THAT HE CAN LAUGH AT YOU! And so I didn’t say anything. I continued to watch his mouth.


‘Can you say something? Or do something? Anything?’ he said. ‘Look, I have a girlfriend now. I like you and everything, and I know what you must think, but . . .’


‘Shut up,’ I said. ‘Just shut up.’ And then I threw up on myself, of course.


*


The first time David and I kissed, we were barely just teenagers and in a church graveyard. I tripped over a stone, landing on my knees with a thud, and as I creased over double, laughing at my myself, he’d sort of launched on top of me, pinned me down and pressed his mouth to mine. I’d pushed him off, startled and embarrassed, got up, and carried on walking.


We had variation on variation of that several times over the course of the next few years. ‘He’s just my friend,’ I’d squeal at weekend sleepovers and on school breaks. ‘I don’t fancy him or anything.’ But neither of us ever did what our friends did, making out with different people at every party, getting and receiving handjobs that we’d dissect afterwards in groups. It was always a given that, no matter how an evening started, we’d always end up in the corner, together. When we finally kissed properly, both willing and more prepared, in Year 11, it was in a friend’s garage that his parents had let him convert into a den. Matty Hill had a disco ball and two big speakers that played heavy beats you could feel through your feet from the other side of the room. We’d smoke stolen Lambert and Butlers and drink tinnies somebody’s brother had got for us, and one night, on the sofa, when our lips brushed against each other, mouths parted and tongues danced. We only broke apart because of a sudden cheer, and when I opened my eyes we were confronted with twenty bystanders and somebody shouting, ‘Finally!’ as everybody else hoorayed.


I thought about that as I sat on a bench outside Eduardo’s building, shivering but relishing the feeling of the stoned fog lifting from my mind. I’d done the best I could with my vomit-speckled trousers, and my shirt was now balled up in my bag. I was cold under Eduardo’s borrowed jumper. Pete sat down beside me.


‘You wanted me in there, didn’t you?’ he said, finally.


I looked straight ahead. ‘Wanted you to get me some air, yes,’ I said.


We watched the traffic.


‘He’ll regret this.’


I looked to my lap. ‘Will he?’


Pete bumped his shoulder to mine. ‘I’d snap you up in a heartbeat,’ he said.


‘I should go home,’ I said.


A police car whizzed by with its siren spinning, blue lights making everything ugly.


‘Why don’t you talk to me properly?’


The traffic came to a standstill as the light glared angry red. A boy in a backwards baseball cap watched us through the window of his old Ford.


‘I’m stoned,’ I told him.


‘Why are you always on your guard with me?’


‘Nobody should enter battle unarmed.’


A young mother walked past with a toddler bundled up against the chill in a bright pink stroller. My hands were freezing. I held them together, blew into the gap, and let the warm air heat them as I brushed them against one another.


‘Come here,’ Pete said, as he took my hands and rubbed them for me. I let him – just for a tiny sliver of a second. I watched him work and in the softness of his eyes there was something I hadn’t seen before.


Eventually I said, ‘I have to go.’


He nodded. ‘I know.’ He loosened his grip gently and we stood to walk. I stuffed my hands into my pockets. ‘You were going to kiss me,’ he said, as my bus pulled up.


‘You’re delusional,’ I replied.










Four


It was four months after we’d broken up that my phone rang. I’d been about to go to bed and didn’t much feel like talking to anybody. I saw that it was Elizabeth, an old school friend, and, knowing that Ibby is not somebody I could only afford five minutes for, I let it go to voicemail, resolving that I’d call her back tomorrow. I washed my face and brushed my teeth, patting down lotions and potions as I dialled my answering machine to hear her voice before sleep.


‘Hey Frou,’ she said, using our nickname for each other in her sing-song plummy tones – the sort of poshness that can tell you your arse looks fat in the same breezy tone as the dog has died. ‘I’m calling because . . . Well. It’s the weirdest thing. I just thought you should know, and I love you and I’m here for you and I’m sorry but: he’s here. At the bar. And you’ll never guess who he has his arm around . . .’


I hit her number and she picked up immediately.


‘He’ll marry her,’ I said down the phone. ‘You mark my words. I know them both inside out. If they are in public, together, and don’t care who sees, I’m telling you: they’ll get married.’


I was right. They were engaged within the year.


*


Gwen had been in the crowd that night, one of the cheers as David and I kissed for the first time. She’d been there when we first had sex, in the toilets of a Chinese restaurant, slipping a condom under the bathroom door and afterwards softly asking me if we’d used it. We’d taken flamenco classes together, ridden the bus to school side by side, I’d picked her up in my new Volkswagen Polo the day I passed my test and driven her around to show off my new wheels. As we’d grown up she’d listened wide-eyed over bottles of Veuve Clicquot we couldn’t really afford but bought to demonstrate our young sophistication, to my stories of elephant rides and Delhi Belly, championing the travels David and I undertook without any judgement that we’d chosen aeroplanes and guidebooks over university and a degree. She studied away, south of London, and so we saw each other less and less often, as childhood friends often do. By the time she was working in a local hospital, newly qualified as a physiotherapist, it was me who lived away for my own studies. I’d thought we’d grown apart because that’s just what happens sometimes, but now I wondered – casually, at first, and then with more conviction – if the reason we’d allowed nature to take its course was because she’d always had a soft spot for him. For my boyfriend.


*


‘You won,’ I said down the phone, pacing my bedroom with my mobile in one hand and a glass of neat supermarket-brand vodka in the other. I’d seen the accruement of a glass and ice as an improvement on straight from the bottle, but I was slurring my words: consumption level was at the same consistent high. ‘You won in a competition I didn’t even know I was in. I’m not surprised you won’t pick up the phone to me. You made me feel like shit for not being a better friend to you, for not being in touch more, but, fuck it, Gwen. I was there when it mattered. When I found out about your dad the first thing I did was call you, and when you broke up with Ian I shed fucking tears for you.’ I jabbed at the air with my fist, forgetting I was holding my drink and feeling it splosh out on to the carpet. ‘But this whole time you just wanted what I had, didn’t you? When we had the huge fight, that night at Ziggy’s, in York, you said something about his goddamn DICK SIZE for fucking fuck’s fucking sake, and you acted like it was ME who was out of line! I didn’t have a clue! You played the fucking injured fucking princess card with everyone that night, and I came off like the gobby cunt with no compassion.


‘I can’t believe you never even called me so that I could hear it from you first. I don’t even want to know how long this has been happening for. I’m sure everyone must think this is the best thing since sliced fucking bread because of how you’ll spin it. I’m honestly physically nauseated by you. Sick to my stomach at the thought of you plotting, lusting after my life, charming everyone into thinking it all just happened and you can’t fight true love and, actually, you’ve wanted this for years, haven’t you? You must really hate me, Gwen. Really fucking hate me. What a performance! You know, if you’d been honest about wanting to steal him from me right from the beginning I’d have more respect for you than I have right now. You liar. You filthy fucking liar. You whore. You piece of fucking shit on the bottom of my dirty fucking shoe.’


A thought occurred to me as I spat into the phone, hoarse at the stress of anger on a scale I’d only ever read about. Setting my empty glass down, I cradled the phone under my ear and undid the bottle for a refill.


‘Shit the bed.’ I slammed the bottle down in understanding. ‘That’s why you were so fucking weird that day at the hospital. When Mum fell over and we waited four hours to get seen and you walked on to the ward and went paler than pale could fucking be at the sight of us. And I thought that was worry! Concern for why we’d be in fucking hospital! But it’s because he was there, wasn’t it? With me. Together. You must’ve hated that, you spiteful little bitch. Seeing him with my family. Well. HE LOVED ME. He loved me, so much, so, so, much, and you . . . you . . . oh, shit.’


I gasped for air. ‘You won, Gwen,’ I said, finishing as I’d started. ‘Enjoy your fucking prize.’


*


I called Elizabeth nearly every day over the next few weeks, asking if she had any more news on them being together, and eventually she stopped answering my calls. David didn’t pick up to me at all. Thorough online stalking confirmed that Gwen had visited him a few months ago with some other friends of ours, just before he’d dumped me. Gwen and I might’ve drifted – I’d drifted from a lot of old school friends, really – but David still kept in touch. He was good that way. Loyal. Willing to make the effort. I’d seen pictures of them in late winter sunshine, hiking through North England hills and hanging socks by real open fires. In nearly every photograph they’d been together and at the time I’d felt a pang of envy but I’d attributed that to jealousy because I wasn’t cooking en masse and watching movies all snuggled up together in a house in the woods. I never thought that I was being made a fool of. I wondered how many other people knew. Mutual friends who’d silently had to pick sides. I’m proud of who I am but I’m well aware that Gwen is more palatable – she’s smoother round the edges. Less opinionated. Rides horses, plays the piano, fluent in French. Speaks when spoken to. Looks like Audrey Hepburn, petite and packaged neatly. By comparison I’m a blonde, loud, hurricane of a mess, constantly asking why and demanding who and talktalktalking. I take up so much more space. Before embarking on university David had been a policeman and we’d always joked that I’d make a terrible officer’s wife. I can’t make small talk and I challenge authority and, well, Gwen would be fucking perfect for that role, wouldn’t she? Wife material in the absolute. Maybe it’s right what they say; we’re all either a Jackie or a Marilyn. Madonna or whore. Marriage material, or not. I knew which category I fell into.
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