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For the overthinkers.
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‘Men are simpler than you imagine, my sweet child. But what goes on in the twisted, tortuous minds of women would baffle anyone.’


Daphne du Maurier, Rebecca


‘You’re overthinking it, Ronnie.’


Snookie, Jersey Shore Family Vacation


‘Well, turn something on, I’m starting to think.’


Homer Simpson





David



We were in bed, doing the things you do at the beginning of a relationship, like count each other’s freckles, or hold your gut in.


Susan got up to hunt for food, and I tried not to grin too much, or high five myself, because I’d just had sex. She wasn’t gone long and soon I heard her outside the door. I thought her roommate might have caught her doing the walk of shame, and they were out there talking about my penis maybe, but I didn’t hear laughter, so it was fine.


I opened the door to find Susan, alone, balancing two plates and two glasses, like she was a circus seal and I hadn’t noticed, even though we’d just had sex, and I was sure I’d notice that, because the police might be there. But then she wasn’t carrying them, and they were on the floor.


Whoops, she said, but she wasn’t embarrassed.


Now I thought about it, our bodies had made noises like seals just moments ago, slapping against each other, but she didn’t seem to care, didn’t seem to know she was supposed to care, and I loved her instantly for it.


What were you thinking? I said. I wasn’t angry, though, because it wasn’t my food, or floor, and we’d just had sex. She could have dropped all the plates in the world as long as she came back to bed.


I wasn’t, she said, crouching down to pick up the spilled food, mopping the juice with her foot.


We’ll laugh about this later, I thought. The food, the weird seal sex. Now I know it’s not funny, though, because of her curse.


Our story starts with bread. Not a kiss, or birth. Not even a fun death. No life-changing event, good or bad. But bread. People like to blame the bankers, but for me, it was the bakers.


Like most modern women, Susan had bought bread before. It was a small thing, but credit should be given where credit’s due when it’s so much easier to just go to a place and have someone make you a sandwich. I had myself bought many sandwiches in my lifetime, taken that easy route. Really, my whole life was just buying sandwiches before she came along: thinking about them, buying them, eating them – stuck in an infinite sandwich loop.


But one fateful day, she came home without any bread at all, not even something pretending to be bread, claiming it was the real thing, but free from all the ingredients that actually made bread bread, fooled by goopy white women into believing it was bread, when it was, in fact, not. Sometimes she was even fooled by the word ‘wonder’ in front of the word bread, believing it would be so, because why would they lie when we all needed saving? It usually all made sense to her. She took the world at face value, because why would it lie to her when it was made for her, because we told her it was?


Susan came home that day and plopped herself down on the couch, then just sat there staring into space, and she wasn’t supposed to do that; in fact, she didn’t do that. This was a first. Staring into space like a teenager whose parent had moved the screen they were staring at and was just waiting for it to come back because this was how their face was now from all the staring at screens – this type of checking out was dangerous for her, and we’d done everything we possibly could to keep it from happening.


She was really fucking up our plan.


Her face looked damp, like she might have been caught in the rain, but it wasn’t raining, and her hair looked slightly like that of a mad person, or someone who’d been dragged through a hedge, and I didn’t think she had that in her diary that day.


But I knew to stay calm and act normal. I’d spent the last few years preparing for this and kept telling myself it had to be a glitch. Please, God, let this be a glitch, because I’m not ready.


So, what did you get? I asked her casually.


Although it was clear the answer was nothing, unless a fembot had lured her into a store and made her buy make-up again that made her look like she’d been crying/dragged through a hedge.


Nothing, she said, only confirming my fears that I wouldn’t be having any sandwiches that night, or ever again maybe. The horror, the horror.


Why were you crying? I said, knowing supermarkets could make you cry – the lighting alone.


I couldn’t choose, she said.


She was remarkably calm for someone who wouldn’t be eating a delicious sandwich that night or possibly ever again.


Was I crying? she said, touching her face. Oblivious was her default setting.


What are we going to eat? I asked, joking, but also deadly serious. A man could live on bread alone; don’t believe what they tell you.


So, I have to keep you away from bread now? I joked again, but I was seriously starting to worry. Things were popping in my forehead. My brain was screaming, I’m not ready! I needed more time with her.


Yes, she said, in a deadly serious voice, one I didn’t know she was capable of that sounded like it came from a deep, dark place of distress, one I was more than familiar with in my own head, but a place we hoped she never went.


We had no idea what we were dealing with really, kidding ourselves we could ever pull this off. If you think something is ethically wrong, it probably is, even if your reasons for doing it come from a place of love. But it wasn’t just a white lie we’d told her; we’d basically hijacked her brain.


We were awful people, and I think I always knew that. People were awful – why would we be different?


But this wasn’t the time to be dicking about in my own head. There would be plenty of time later to dwell, to drive myself completely mad thinking about all the ways we could have done it differently. I pencilled in regret and grief in my phone for later, but right now I needed to be in that room, with Susan, who was starting to unravel, because of bread, but mostly because of what we’d done to her.


So not knives but bread, I joked again, but I had a new layer of worry now because I was also worrying that she could tell I was worried, which was a layer I could do without.


Yes, she said in that voice again – a stranger’s voice – and I half expected her weird new face to melt right off there and then, or for something to pop out of her chest, because I watched too many movies, because we always had to be watching something, always had to be blocking whatever it was we were blocking, but that was normal now, wasn’t it? To already be onto the next thing, for content makers barely able to keep up with our demand for a constant stream of something, all to keep us from ourselves. That didn’t make me feel better, though, just more fucked.


If this were a sci-fi film, she’d be an android, and she’d glitch sometimes, and we’d know that’s what it was and be like, oh, that’s just Susan glitching, then switch her off and on again. But this wasn’t a film; she was really starting to come undone. Our worst fear was becoming reality, all because I’d wanted a sandwich.


OK, I said to pacify her, hoping it soothed her, while I tried to keep my head. One of us had to.


You’d do that? she said, Keep me away from bread? She said it in her normal voice again at least.


Yes, I said. You know I would. I reminded her what bread we liked, what cheese, if Kraft Singles counted as cheese.


Squares are good, she said, and I breathed and felt the most relieved I had since she came in the door and I was only minutes away from eating a grilled cheese sandwich.


You OK? I asked, again with the OK, because it was her safe word. Up until this moment she’d always been OK, big fan of the thumbs-up, like she was from the 70s. So for her not to be OK was a huge fucking deal, and a bad one.


I went to sit with her on the couch and turned the TV on and flicked to a music channel to help deflate the situation. MTV wouldn’t let her unravel, I thought. They needed her. She was their last hope.


But then her mouth opened and all these words fell out and fast.


I’ll be on the security tape standing in the bread section for hours picking one up, then putting it back, lol, she said, but she wasn’t laughing.


Damn you, MTV!


I picked some up twice, she said, frowning.


I’ll be on the security tape crying in the bread section like a crazy person, she said.


I was crying, wasn’t I? she said, touching her cheek.


I couldn’t decide, she said, leaning her head on my shoulder now.


But she was so calm, like it all happened to someone else. It was just me that was freaking out. Every possible alarm bell and siren in my head – of which there are many, it seems; all different pitches, oddly – was going off.


This was the most she’d said in a long time, about something other than a celebrity, or movie, or dog. She mostly spoke in popular catchphrases, idioms – amazeballs, yolo – all the nonsense people said was destroying the English language; it was her language, because it was fun, available, everywhere, soft in her mouth, easy to digest. It was the language of youth, of pop culture. It made sense to her somehow, when to most of us it was fun for a while, but then we needed real words, some meat in our sentences, our sentiments. For her, life was too short for whole sentences, or words even. She didn’t take any of it seriously, though; it was all there for her to consume so she consumed it before it consumed her. And not just TV and movies and music, but art and literature, everything, anything, all the good stuff, but mostly mediocre. The rest of us were desperately trying to squeeze meaning out of it all when, really, earth was just a big dumb rock with nothing to give, our existence on it answerless and stupid.





Rebecca



Someone brought their baby to the bookstore and everyone crowded around it making stupid faces and even stupider voices, but I was immune. To me, it was a lump of meat in a bow, because it had a bow on its head, so we knew they weren’t raising it non-gendered, which was a huge fuck-you to most of us trying to undo all that damage our parents and society had done over the last few thousand years.


Have you met the baby? Ed said to me as I was pretending to read the back of the latest Franzen, hoping soon there wouldn’t be such a thing.


I was a lump of meat in a bow myself once, so I’m good, thanks, I wanted to say, but didn’t, I just said, I will, when I’m ready. You’d think I didn’t have my own out there in the world somewhere.


Minus those early meat-lump years, I’d always felt trapped in my own head. Most buildings with walls made me feel physically trapped, especially if there were people in those buildings, which there usually were, but my head was always worse. On the outside it looked OK, I wasn’t hideous, but on the inside, it was all swirling vortexes, clowns with knives, the darkest shit, and if I was sure of anything, it was that my thoughts were going to kill me one day. Not even bad thoughts, just thoughts, because I had zero control over them. It felt like I had a wild animal inside me most days, but that animal wasn’t happy about being locked up in my head, obviously, so there was this fun daily battle where the animal would thrash about a lot and I’d have to keep shouting at it to calm the fuck down. If I could take my head off and throw it off a bridge, I would. People say that about their phones now, but it’s their heads they want to throw really. I would have loved a lobotomy, even as a gift. But then Sylvia Plath had electric shock treatment, which was close enough, and that did fuck all. Still, I told my husband I wasn’t to be trusted with ovens, just in case, which got me out of cooking, which was a huge bonus in a marriage if you already felt like all the domestic chores women had to think about might kill you anyway. Isaac and I joked about it, because what else could we do? Sylvia had children and they didn’t save her, but this wasn’t about her, or even me and Isaac. This was about me and Susan.


Even before Isaac came along I knew if I had children, I didn’t want them to ever feel trapped in their heads. I didn’t care if that meant they were vapid, vain creatures, who cared about things I never cared about, like sports, or celebrities, or celebrity-owned make-up brands. That glorious material world Madonna sang about, before she got weird arms, then refused to grow old gracefully, worrying us all, because she had to have people around her all the time in case she fell, because bones couldn’t lie. My heart couldn’t take it.


I cared about the things you couldn’t see or touch, the huge, important things on the tips of everyone’s tongues, behind all those bloodshot, screen-addicted eyes. I cared so much and so deeply, but where did it get me?


If my parents were around, they’d tell you how I’d always been like this, but they weren’t. They weren’t dead, they just weren’t around. They brought me up to like being indoors and by myself. I was never forced to do anything, or even to go outside, so I didn’t, other than to school, or the doctor once or twice, the library at weekends. My parents had me believe it was unnecessary to go out when there were so many books inside, quietly demanding that I read them, which I did. My parents never wanted children, they wanted to read themselves to death, but one day my mother happened to read something about motherhood that intrigued her, stirred something in her, and then later read something that aroused her, and after a lengthy discussion about how one child might not be that bad, I was conceived. Not from love then, but out of curiosity, and I know this because my mother told me.


I was named after a character in a book, Rebecca. Although technically I was more like the unnamed protagonist of the story. But my mother couldn’t call me Unnamed Protagonist, so she called me Rebecca, after a vengeful ghost.


A boy in class teased me once about how quietly I spoke and a kind teacher said, some people are introverts, we’re all different, Rebecca is just quieter than you, and I felt truly seen. I still cursed the boy because I’d just read The Crucible. I liked being an introvert and that the word even existed. It made me feel better, understood. Words made things solid. Words I understood.


Coming from the family I did, I never saw quietness as a problem. It was only other people who increasingly made me feel like I was possibly doing it all wrong – life, everything in between. That boy in my class was just the start. My mother was a worrier, my father a depressed functioning alcoholic, and I suspected that when I got older I would also be those things. My family existed in the corners and shadows of our home, alone together, as they say, but more alone.


I craved solitude the way other girls needed attention from men.


Before Isaac, people seemed like a lot of work. Books didn’t ask anything of me. They couldn’t hold me or say nice things to me, but they couldn’t hurt me or say mean things either. I’d hooked up a few times with boys I met at readings, boys in my lit class, but they were all so full of feelings, and I just wanted a warm body. I had enough of my own feelings. I dreamed of nice quiet boys, boys who would sit and read with me in silence, but who wouldn’t object if I straddled them every now and then.


My goal was always to get out of my head. As a teenager it was easy, normal. I did every drug going, only I didn’t care about the high, I just wanted to escape myself. I wasn’t one of the cool kids, but I liked getting wasted so no one hassled me. I wanted oblivion and they wanted fun. It meant I let boys take advantage of me more than I’d like to admit, but I did let them; I was almost passed out, but it’s the almost that keeps me sane. I wanted it. I never once said no. I wanted someone else to take over, to make me feel good, please. It was another level of sadness, my body trying to blot out my mind. I never wanted Susan to feel this.


I always went back to books, though. I could pick one up anywhere anytime and immediately be in someone else’s head. It didn’t matter what book. I was supposed to have a favourite author, or genre at least, but I didn’t. Any book with words that would override my own internal dialogue would do. Got words? Sold. And I worked in a bookstore, so I felt bad that I wasn’t more discerning. People would come in and ask me for recommendations and I’d have to send them off to speak to someone else, like I was possibly illiterate, part of some special employment scheme. I should have just pretended I didn’t work there. Sometimes I wanted to shout, it’s all the same, it doesn’t matter, just read anything, as long as you read! Because that’s how I felt. But I didn’t think my boss would appreciate it. My colleagues were all really into the stuff they were into and I was just pretending, a cover for my secret goal of oblivion.


I figured one day I’d know how to deal with it all, but for the moment I just wanted to forget it all.


One boy I dated told me he astral-projected. OK, it was once, and he was high, but I slept with him anyway. I wanted him to teach me how to do it, but he didn’t know how he did it, just that he did it, which was no use to me, so I moved on to his friend whose dad owned a bar and could steal us liquor.


For a while I would get boys to come and pick me up in their cars and have them drive me around. I picked sweet boys who didn’t expect anything so if I made out with them or put my hand on their crotch it was enough. I only wanted them for their cars, or more specifically the motion, the movement. It never ended well; they wanted more – not sexually, but they needed to know if they were my friend or my lover and, really, they were neither, they were just a means to an end. I needed to get out of my house, but also my head.


I didn’t know what to do with all the feelings, all the thoughts, all the time, I had no place to put them, so I chose to block them. I just wasn’t very good at it. Maybe having Susan was fate then.





David



After telling me what happened at the store, Susan was quiet and flicked through the music channels on the TV. It seemed to be over.


I kept a close eye on her for the rest of the night, but the whole thing seemed behind her. That was Susan. Attention span of a goldfish. Although I didn’t know what goldfish those scientists had spoken to.


I remember one night she flicked to a channel where a woman was giving birth and wasn’t the slightest bit disturbed. I saw flashes of red and a head coming out of a vagina, and I couldn’t sleep for a week. Susan was just picking her nails, asked what I wanted for dinner. I’d like my memory erased please, I wanted to say.


The only sign that something had happened and left a mark was that she ate nothing but cheese sandwiches for the next three days. She was eating her feelings perhaps, which was normal. But to me it was a sign something was very wrong. I wanted to block my feelings with delicious sandwiches too, but one of us had to be the grown-up.


That’s enough sandwiches, I said on the fourth day of her new diet.


Don’t you want something green? I said, waving a limp head of lettuce at her neither of us remembered buying that could have possibly been there when we moved in.


Chill, bro, she said, I was just taking your advice, sticking to the plan.


Should we go out to eat? she said then, but she was already putting her shoes on and I had to smile.


OK, I said, cashing in on this return to our reality. This was what love felt like.


Happy Meal? I said.


God, yes! she said, her eyes lighting up for McDonald’s. I had broken the spell with the promise of fat, salt and sugar, the magic trifecta.


With that she dragged me outside into the bright sun and it was like the world was saying, hello, David and Susan, we missed you, we will look after you! But only if you get a Happy Meal. You must abide by our rules.


Before Susan, I was either at work or playing video games, or both, when my boss wasn’t looking. Life was something that happened around me, but I wasn’t part of it. Now, with Susan, I could be in the world with more ease, knowing she belonged there, and so maybe, by association, I did too.


I met Susan at a party. There was nothing odd about her; what was odd was that I was at a party. I should have realised that a pretty girl who chose to play video games with me rather than mingle or dance or whatever people did at parties had something secretly wrong with her, something like webbed toes maybe, or three knees.


My roommate, Nick, had decided he was going to throw a party and was clearly having some sort of breakdown. He hated parties. When everyone was partying at college we listened to music and played video games. We smoked weed, though, so were still cool. We just didn’t party. The thought of going to an actual nightclub made us feel physically sick. We had a friend who went to one once and never came back. This is the story I’ll tell my children if they ask if they can go to a club.


So, Nick was going through some stuff and declared one day that we were going to have a party, because that was something people did, and those people seemed to be doing better than us, so we would have a party and have fun, damn it. When people shout at you that you will have fun, you know you have to at least try. He was my friend and I wanted to support him through whatever this was, so I said sure, but I made it quite clear that while I was happy for him to have his party, and I would definitely drink and smoke whatever anyone offered me, I would not partake in any mingling or dancing. Fine, he said.


I would do what I always did, play video games and eat pizza, only this time there would be a throbbing bass and strangers asking me where the bathroom was even though our place was so small there really weren’t many options. I mostly directed people to a closet.


There was always the small chance someone would want to play with me. I envisioned some dude plonking himself down next to me, asking if he could play but then picking up the spare controller before I could say anything, and because it was a party, I’d have to be OK with it and I’d be trapped forever because I lived there. He’d probably end up moving in and I’d have to go to his wedding and I really just wanted the opposite of that.


But as it happened, the person who wanted to play was a girl, and she smelled like she bathed in Sprite, which, for all I knew, was something girls did.


Mario Kart is my jam, she said, picking up the spare controller and destroying me.


She hammered away at all the buttons like a lunatic but still managed to win. She also moved her body when she turned corners, which was equal amounts adorable and weird. If it had been anyone else, I might have offered some advice, but whatever she was doing was working. I had met my match, in life and love, but more importantly, in Mario Kart.


After beating me several times she got up and left. The world of Mario would never be the same.


I looked for her. I wasn’t supposed to be engaging with the party, I was supposed to be merely tolerating it, but now here I was, almost mingling, just to get a girl’s number.


I asked around but no one knew her. She could have just walked in off the street.


So, I went out to the street, just in case she was there. She wasn’t.


I hadn’t been that close to a human girl for some time (Nick in his bathrobe holding some lotion didn’t count).


I must have interrogated everyone at that party. People probably thought I was her dad, or a cop.


Eventually I found out who she was. She was a friend of a friend and I’d never been so happy to have friends that were way more sociable than me. People who actually knew more people than Nick.


In the least creepy way possible I found out where she’d be one night. The internet had really taken the fun out of stalking. People told everyone where they were and what they were doing at all times. No trench coat needed.


She was going to a silent disco, which I immediately didn’t like the sound of. This girl was already changing my life in ways she’d never understand and now I was going to have to go to a club?


I had to google what a silent disco was of course, because I knew nothing about what people did. I knew what silent meant, and was fine with it, but the disco part made me feel nauseous and brought back memories of being forced to go to school dances and standing next to the exit the whole time before finally just sneaking out and going home to play video games and then, when my mum asked if I’d had a good time, I’d say, I had a time and she’d say, well done, because she knew I was trying. Somewhere between then and now I’d stopped trying a bit, but apparently I was starting again, and all because a girl had beaten me at Mario Kart and wasn’t physically repulsed by me.


A silent disco was where people danced to their own music wearing headphones, apparently. My mind raced like it did on the brink of something new, already picturing telling people how we met, already naming our kids Mario and Luigi, even if they were girls.


She was wearing pyjama bottoms and a Wu-Tang T-shirt. Her eyes were closed, lost in the music. I had to casually bump into her without her thinking I was going to assault her.


Hey, I said, trying to make my face seem open.


I know you, she shouted, and I smiled and nodded, and she smiled and closed her eyes again, but she knew me, and wasn’t that all any of us wanted?


I thought she was fearless, something I wasn’t, but it turned out she was just thoughtless, which was actually almost the same. She had a confidence but not an ego, like this was just who she was but she didn’t think about it. She gave you everything and didn’t seem to want anything for herself. She was the only person I’d ever met who seemed truly at ease not just in herself but the world. I had no idea what I was getting myself into, which I guess is how love works.


Susan’s friends seemed prickly with me at first, each taking turns to give me disapproving looks, until they realised Susan genuinely seemed to like me, or had mistaken me for someone else. They weren’t subtle; at one point, someone pointed at me, made a face, and Susan shrugged. I didn’t try to touch her, or her drink, all night, which I hoped translated to, I’m one of the good guys.


Her best friend Kate was a radical feminist – I knew that because her T-shirt said Feminism Is the Radical Idea That Women Are People, so I thought she didn’t like me just because I was a man, which I was actually OK with, because people had not liked me for far stupider reasons.


When Susan was in the bathroom, she knocked into me, then said, sorry, but I could tell by her face she wasn’t.


Take a walk with me, she said, like she was Tony Soprano.


I followed her outside.


So, she said, you and Susan.


What about us? I said.


I see you, she said, getting right up close and almost sticking her fingers in my eyes.


I get it, I said. You don’t know me.


I don’t want to know you, she said.


Good, you don’t have to, I said.


Good, she said, looking me up and down. I know enough.


You know nothing, I said.


Oh, I know, she said.


Just then another of Susan’s friends came outside to vape.


Susan’s looking for you, she said to me, blowing something that smelled of blue Doritos into my face, because that was a flavour now.


I’m watching you, Kate said as I went back inside.


I’m watching you back, I said.


I thought that was just what girls did for their friends. I couldn’t have known it was something else. That Susan was something else.


I went to see Susan at her work the next day. She worked at a women’s gym as a spin instructor and I felt intimidated immediately, which was the point, if you were a man, which technically I was.


Kate rolled her eyes when she saw me. She stood at the front desk, arms folded, nostrils flaring, wearing all-black gym clothes and giving off distinct Darth Vader vibes, only she was wielding a luminous green water bottle instead of a Lightsaber. She was wielding it all the same, guarding her women, but mostly Susan.


Women only, she said, pointing to a sign that said Women Only, so I went and waited outside.


Susan came out a few minutes later.


Hey, you, she said.


Hey, you, I said.


And that was where my flirting skills stopped.


You can pick me up after work if you want, she said.


Cool, I said.


Eight, she said.


Eight, I said.


In your car, she said.


Right, I said.


She went back inside and Kate came out.


She only wants you for your car, she said, and I thought, Ha, she’s going to be very disappointed then.


She was right in a way, but it wasn’t the car Susan wanted; it was the motion. She needed to be moving at all times. I learnt this the hard way after the first time we slept together. I needed time to recover like most humans, but Susan was up and ready to do whatever was next. There had to be a next, it seemed.


There was no lounging in bed, no snuggling, which I was led to believe all girls wanted, and which I wanted. No, Susan was already putting her jeans on and dragging me outside. I thought at first it was because she was embarrassed. Like she suddenly looked at me naked in her bed and thought, What the fuck have I done? Who is this guy? Like she was always bringing random men home and I was just another mistake, and if she could just get me outside it might be like it didn’t happen.


Now I know it wasn’t that. I wasn’t some random guy she brought home. I don’t think there were ever random guys. There was just me.





Rebecca



I thought I might be a librarian one day, but in an old-fashioned library, where you had to be quiet, where you got to shush/scare children. I wanted to shush and scare children, not have my own. I wanted my libraries like temples, not Starbucks on a Saturday. But I didn’t want to study to be a librarian, I just wanted to read my life away, like my parents wanted. I compromised and ended up working at the college library. I thought people would go there to study, not look at porn, but I was wrong, because students were terrible, awful, horny people.


Isaac was one of the terrible, awful, horny people. He caught me on a good day, when I was also horny, like it was catching. He wasn’t one of the lit dicks I usually hooked up with at least. He was a few years older and studying film. He had a similar upbringing to me, only he spent his time alone watching films. He spent hours in his room; his mother had to drag him outside so he didn’t get rickets. You’re lucky, I told him, with a pain in my chest thinking about what a parent should be. Everyone’s parents were worried about their children getting rickets, everyone’s but mine. Isaac promised his mother he’d try his hardest not to, and always drank whatever juice drink she bought that had extra crap added to it specifically for pasty boys like him, but she still nagged him to go outside, because it was what mothers did. I didn’t know about that sort of thing. He compromised and went out to the cinema.


Our perfect day was going to a bookstore, then a film. He made me see that films were just books really and that TV was short stories, and the way he spoke about it all made me appreciate the physical world in a way I hadn’t before. I felt stupid for never giving it a chance. Foreign films were the perfect compromise because the subtitles gave me something to read. I forgave him for liking Ace Ventura more than Reality Bites. I liked watching him laugh. More often than not I’d watch him watching the film and it was joyful. I learnt how to be with someone else, how to let that person take over me.


I thought you were supposed to be a serious film student, I’d say, when he was laughing at a fart joke, and he’d tell me about the importance of movies for movies’ sake. The pleasure in letting yourself be entertained. It was all foreplay. He wanted me to be happy, to make me happy, to teach me how to make myself happy, even if that meant letting Jim Carrey make me laugh. I had to want it. I wanted it. Him.


We teased each other. He pretended books were so boring and I would say movies were dumb – the ones he liked anyway. He liked Star Wars, but he didn’t love it like some boys did, so I could live with that. Really, we both loved anything the other loved because we were falling in love. We opened up the world to each other the way it’s supposed to be when you meet your person.


We didn’t want to be apart ever again, so he moved in straight away. It was natural. You don’t let love leave.


We rarely left the bed in the early days. Having a TV in the bedroom was non-negotiable for both of us. We didn’t feel like we were missing out on anything. We knew what was out there. We had everything we needed. It sounds terribly romantic because it was. Susan was a product of that love and I always hoped those foundations might have been enough to save her.


I was prone to depressive periods, though, because of my parents, because it was the 90s, because I was a young woman, and because life was hard, but each time they came I braced myself, took to my bed and read through them. I was lucky enough to have people in my life who understood. I was never forced to see a doctor or told to go outside or cheer up. There was the understanding that this was life and it would pass. And it did pass. I was quietly sad for those periods; it felt like my brain was trying to kill me somehow, and I hoped that no one I loved would ever have to feel that way. A loop of despair that feels like falling.


I told Isaac I didn’t want children for that reason, and he told me he didn’t want children because he worried that he’d still love me the most, which helped me not feel like I was falling into quite such a big pit of despair, just a medium one.


Despite not wanting children, I suspected having a baby might be the thing to save me, like the way you think, If only I found the right pair of jeans.


I knew that if I had a baby, it would have nothing to do with biological clocks, or love even; it wouldn’t come from want or need, but from boredom of myself. Oh, the joy of having something else to consume me other than my own rotten thoughts! ‘I’m bored of my own bullshit’ wasn’t an acceptable reason to have a child, though; you had to pretend it was because babies were amazing and the future and you were doing it for love and family blah blah blah. I knew several people who had children because they were bored, lonely or just worried about who’d support them in old age, because society was already showing signs of collapsing even back then.


A baby would force me to be in the world. All baby crying translated to, Get up, bitch. I wouldn’t be able to be in my own head anymore, not if I had to make sure a small human didn’t run into knives or traffic or whatever kids did if you weren’t watching. I would have to be hyper alert at all times. I would have to be present in a way I couldn’t be bothered to for anything else. I couldn’t just sit around and think myself to death anymore. I would still worry about the world, of course, but I’d have to trust it would sort itself out if I was adding to it, have to truly believe it would still be there and be better for her. Or just not think about it at all, which was easier.


I told Isaac I was pregnant over pizza. I took the last slice and said, For the baby, so he couldn’t lay claim to it, because there was a baby now, and that had to come first, even when there was pizza.


Shit, he said.


I was thinking a more traditional name, like Susan, I said.


I gave him the last bite of pizza. He ate it slowly.


Sorry I ruined pizza, I said. Sorry about the baby, I said.


Shit, he said again.


Good shit or bad shit?


As good as shit can be, I guess, he said, and his chest loosened and he started breathing again. We would be OK.


I don’t want our baby to be like me, though, I said. I want our child to have the things we didn’t have; fewer thoughts, better skin. Like, when I learnt that your reflection isn’t even how you look because it’s the reverse so you can’t ever really know how you truly look. That fucked me up for quite a long time. That, and seeing the back of my head in some shitty changing-room mirrors in some shitty clothing store, then worrying about how the back of my head looked all the time, to strangers, for all eternity. I don’t want that for our child, I said.


OK, Isaac said.


What I’m saying is, I want our daughter never to be self-aware, if possible, because it really fucks you up. It really fucked me up, anyway, I said, trying not to cry.


I’d love not to be so self-aware, Isaac said. Today I spilled coffee on my crotch, then had to carry my books in front of me all day so no one thought I’d shat myself. Obviously, no one cared, or even noticed, but I don’t want to be that guy, he said.


That teacher who somehow manages to shit out the front? I said, and we both laughed.


We’ll deal with whatever happens, Isaac said.


I just want you to promise me our baby will be OK, I said. But he couldn’t.


The thought of actually having a baby scared me to death, so it was a good thing Susan was an accident, decided for me. I hated the term ‘happy accident’. A happy accident was falling into a delicious cake, not having your vagina ripped apart while people watched.


Isaac thought I was freaking out about being pregnant for normal reasons, like my career, or figure, even though he’d seen my career, and figure, and knew I didn’t care much about either. He didn’t know I was harbouring a terrible secret: I didn’t think I could do it. That I could be a baby killer and not know it, I just hadn’t had the opportunity yet. But I loved him, I reminded myself, and I wouldn’t be in it alone, at least. If the worst came to the worst, and I really couldn’t face story time at the library, he could go. Ironically, I would usually love story time at the library if it was just me, alone, with a story. So that was my secret plan: have the baby and let him raise it.


After I found out about the curse it only seemed fair anyway. He could raise his demon baby. However cute she was.


Because I was having a demon baby.


He didn’t tell me right away because you’re supposed to wait 12 weeks to even tell people you’re pregnant. So, he figured he’d wait 12 weeks to tell me the baby I was carrying was possibly cursed.


I guess we have to tell people now, I’d said, embarrassed, because people would know it wasn’t planned.


I need to tell you something first, he said.


The thing is, he said, and looked at the floor, I don’t know how to say this.


Just say it, I said.


The thing is, so, our baby might be cursed, he said.


He shut his eyes and held his breath.


What? I said.


I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, he said, opening one eye.


It’s just that, none of this was planned, was it?


Go back to the curse bit, please, I said.


Oh, right, he said.


OK, so my family have this weird thing where – it’s actually pretty funny – where if you think too hard, your head might explode.


He laughed nervously so I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not.


It sounded like one of his dumb movies. Or an episode of The Twilight Zone, which he also loved.


That’s hilarious, I said, only it’s not, because if what you’re saying is true, that means I have a tiny bomb inside me right now.


She might be fine, he said.


He wasn’t joking then. He believed what he just told me to be true.


That’s not reassuring, I snapped. How could you not tell me?


I felt like I might pass out.


It’s macabre, he said, and I know you don’t like scary films.


Seriously?


I know, I’m sorry, he said, reaching for my hand.


I just didn’t want to upset you so early in the pregnancy. And before that, well, I didn’t think I needed to tell you if we weren’t planning on having a family.


But we are a family, I said. Even when it was just the two of us, I said, we were already a family.


I knew I didn’t know much about families, but I was hoping this was closer to the usual understanding of it. We had a plant, for fuck’s sake.


I know that now, he said, squeezing my hand.





David



We were walking home from seeing the runners-up from various seasons of a baking show she liked that were now an ABBA tribute band for some reason. She said we had to go, and how it would be ‘fun’. And I wanted fun, not being that well acquainted with it. It was one of those nights you didn’t want to end, but also when I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror I said, How did I get here? Who am I? just as a man in a sparkly zoot suit reached over me to do his lipstick. But it was also one of those nights when you were with your person, and wanted it to be this, forever. The feeling of being alone was still fresh in my memory, that feeling that if I had someone to share things with, I might just be able to pull it off. Two fingers to the void. Susan was that person.


We walked home with our hearts full of the joys of 70s disco, and our lungs full of whatever the smoke machines had been pumping out.


I noticed the moon, all big and glowing, showing off, like, Look at me, I’m the original glitterball, you morons, dance around me. The stars twinkled, wanting me to think they might be planets really – cheeky. I wasn’t really into astronomy, but I liked knowing they were all up there, doing their thing, buffering the empty.


I stopped to do my shoelace. I needed to learn how to tie a lace that didn’t come undone almost daily. Susan kept walking without me. Her not noticing I’d stopped and was no longer by her side and was crouching on the floor doing my shoelace was probably an omen, and not a good one. But I chose to ignore it, because you could do that.


Hey, I said, calling out to her.


Huh, she said, stopping, where’d you go?


She finally noticed I wasn’t with her. She’d definitely been talking to someone, though.


She walked back to where I was crouched and I stood up to meet her, then glanced up at the sky again.


Couples in films and on TV were always gazing up at the stars, maybe somewhere in real life too; somewhere with no light pollution, so nowhere I’d ever been. Space stuff was in the news a lot now, because we were all so sad about our planet and our lives that we needed to focus our attention somewhere else, somewhere far, far away, somewhere more hopeful.


The stars are all out then, I said, raising an eyebrow, trying to be cute. I didn’t say, They’re out for you, baby, because I didn’t want to risk making her vomit.


Susan looked up, and for a moment we were just two idiots in the street, cricking our necks, staring at the night sky.


I mean, they’re always out, we just can’t see them, I said, in case she was about to correct me.


I clearly couldn’t tie my laces properly, so maybe she thought I didn’t actually know how night and day worked.


What? she said, looking me in the eyes, and I saw a flicker of panic somewhere deep inside her.


I laughed because I thought she was messing with me.


She laughed back the way babies laugh if you laugh at them but they have no idea what is going on but laughing is fun so why wouldn’t you laugh if you had the chance? Babies are dumb.


I should have left it there, but no, I wanted to show off, wanted this girl to know I was smarter than I looked.


It’s sad, though, right, I said, that they’re there all the time, but we can’t see them and we only get to see them when it’s dark?


I needed her to know that the universe was a cruel master.


Right, she said, but she was looking at something on her phone now. Maybe a dating app where she could meet a boy who knew how to tie his laces properly.


I felt stupid and tried not to think how she was probably thinking, This guy thinks I’m dumb, and worse than that, he thinks I need to be reminded that there’s no real magic.


I didn’t mention anything other than food or TV for the rest of the night. I certainly didn’t mention the fact that ABBA were a hologram now, but I couldn’t forget the look in her eyes, that flicker of panic, that things were not as they seemed.


I’d only met Susan’s father via Zoom until he summoned me to meet him in a coffee shop, and even then, it was mostly me saying hi and darting past like a cat, then mumbling things off camera. I didn’t even know what to say to my own father. Just the idea of meeting him made me sweat. My deodorant said 48 hours, but it barely got me to work dry; maybe I was abnormally sweaty and other men could get 48 hours out of it.


I read the news on my phone on three different news sites while I waited for him. If things got really awkward, I could dazzle him with my current affairs knowledge. Climate change, huh? What’s up with that? Something like that. If he mentioned sport, I’d run away, the irony lost on us both.


The coffee shop was right opposite a Starbucks. It was a statement move. People wanted you to know they were there, not across the road. I didn’t want anyone to know I was anywhere; I was meeting an older man I didn’t really know for coffee to discuss my intentions with his daughter, like we’d suddenly travelled back in time, but without any of the hijinks.


I didn’t know how to greet the men I knew, let alone the men I didn’t know, so we said hello awkwardly and talked about our journeys, then shuffled to the counter and waited in line with people who didn’t seem to find it all as awkward as we did.


I’d thought about what I’d order all morning. I wanted to impress him. I wanted him to think I was a capable adult, one that wouldn’t fuck his daughter up in ways other boys might, so I forwent my usual cappuccino and ordered a macchiato like I knew what I was doing. If he asked me anything about it, I’d pretend I didn’t hear him. He ordered a double espresso. The dad drink of choice. It said, I don’t have time for this, but I am making time. It said, I am a real man, but I still like tiny cups.


We found a table towards the back and discussed at length how every table seemed to have a wobbly leg now and if it was a problem with table construction in general or the way people leaned on tables. We didn’t know but would be sure to keep thinking about it.


His double espresso kicked in almost immediately and he was suddenly tapping his foot and the table.


So, he said, you and Susan.


Yep, I said.


There’s something I need to tell you, he said.


Then he was pulling at the collar of his shirt.


Is it hot in here, or is it me? he said, beads of sweat suddenly pooling down his forehead.


I handed him a napkin.


You see, David, Susan is – how do I say this …? Cursed.


She’s what now?


He was pulling at his shirt now and I could see sweat patches under his arms.


Cursed how? I managed to say.


If she thinks too hard, it’s game over, he said. Like the only things he knew about me was I played video games and fucked his daughter.


What do you mean, game over? I said, gulping.


I don’t want to be too graphic or alarm you, but her head will explode, he said. He was fanning himself now. Thankfully it was quiet in there, so there wasn’t anyone to overhear and alert the authorities about a possible escaped mental patient.


Come on, David, doesn’t it all make sense now? he said.


Does that mean you’re cursed too? I said, trying to get the image of Susan with her brain splattered all over the place out of my head.


No, it seems to skip a generation, he said. But I was still always told not to think too hard about anything, just in case.


This is crazy, I said. I’d just been told my girlfriend had a curse that meant if she thought too much her head would explode and yet I was still also thinking a bit about what cakes they had and if that made me an awful person.


Nothing good comes from thinking too hard, he said.


Live in the world, if you can, my father used to say, and if you can’t, which he suspected I couldn’t, find a way to distract yourself from yourself, he said. You like films? he said. Use it, he said. Get really into them, watch them all, make them if you really want to, but I’d advise against it – too much stress. You want something that takes over you and not the other way around.


Someone walked past us carrying a chocolate brownie on a plate and I tried to breathe it in without looking too creepy.


Susan’s father was using his hands a lot, because of the caffeine. I was glad the few other people in the room were so self-absorbed they weren’t looking. They were all too busy not writing their screenplays. I had to stop myself leaping up to tell them about this crazy thing I’d just heard that they might be able to do something with, because I had no clue.


Like my own father, his had low expectations of him. We were bonding. In my head mostly.


So, he’d done as his father said and got really into films. I was just thankful his father hadn’t said sports. I’d just been told my girlfriend’s head could explode at any minute and I was still worrying that I didn’t know enough, or anything, about sports.


Oof, he said, mopping his brow with a napkin again. Glad that’s out the way.


So, David, tell me, do you like films? he said. He’d been dreading having to tell me about his cursed daughter, but now he’d done it he could relax again.


Of course, I said, sure he was about to ask me what my favourite films were, only my mind had gone blank, probably because of the news I’d just got, so the only film I could remember was Die Hard, but I knew that was the wrong answer and then he’d ban me from ever seeing his daughter again anyway probably.


We discussed Jim Carrey for a while, then he came over a bit emotional.


So, we understand each other, he said, putting his hand on my shoulder.


He meant, please don’t kill my daughter.


I think so, I said.


My father was a bit crazy, he said, but then he’d been through a lot.


The war? I said.


No, he said, frowning, the family curse thing.


Oh yeah, I said.


Just remember, he said, nothing good comes from thinking too hard. That’s helped me over the years. I think together we can keep Susan safe, he said, gripping my shoulder now.


I’ll try my best, I said.


That’s all we can do, he said, looking a bit teary, then shaking his head to shake the sad thoughts away.


He didn’t need to know that I actually very rarely did my best and was more of a doing-the-minimum-to-skate-through kind of guy. With Susan it was different, though; I really did try harder to be better, and I would have, even without her weird brain, but the weird brain definitely motivated me more. Not that I believed what he told me at first, because it was mental.


We said our goodbyes and I pretended to leave, but once he’d gone, I went back in to get something to eat. There were only ancient-looking blueberry muffins left but I got one anyway and ate it and it tasted of disappointment. It was my punishment for thinking about my stomach while I was being told something important; it was my brain’s way of keeping me safe.


From then on this was my relationship with Susan’s parents. It started as meetings at various coffee shops, until they trusted I wasn’t going to rob or murder them, or both, and then I was allowed in their apartment.


The idea behind the meetings was that it was a chance for me to learn more about their daughter so I could help keep her alive, rather than the alternative, because this curse was real it seemed. Susan’s parents learned about the brain together, as a couple, the way other couples might learn to tango or play Fortnite. We all agreed I needed a better understanding of what we were up against so as not to fuck up all the hard work they’d done to get her this far. I hated having to go anywhere or do anything, but Susan was my first serious girlfriend. I didn’t want to have to do any of this parent stuff again. Later I would go to their apartment for other reasons, to escape maybe, connect, but in the beginning it was to learn about my girlfriend’s weird brain and more importantly learn how not to make it explode. You think you want to make someone’s head explode, from sex maybe, or a witty joke, until that’s actually a possibility.
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