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Beggy


It was the springtime I hoped I’d soon forget, Stephen Hawking’s last (which deeply upset Granny even though she didn’t ‘believe in science’) and the dawn of my unravelling. There was no chance I could avoid telling Granny and every chance her peace would evaporate when I did, like alcohol: her favourite, brought to the boil.


She won’t be a happy woman.


At the end of a long, eventless Wednesday working in Sugar Pot café, I mulled over how to tell her. The worry had consumed me for weeks, as my visit home to Ireland loomed closer. Dad didn’t really care, of course. He’d never been Dan’s biggest fan. But, unfortunately, ‘how to tell your old-school romantic granny you’ve just called off your wedding’ wasn’t yielding any useful search results on Google.


It would have been an alright wedding. Lovely pictures, shitty best-man speech, excellent cake and not awful consummation. But the marriage? As my best friend Reid had put it: ‘like pulling teeth for three years tops till the inevitable, crushing divorce’. Reid Williams’s honesty was iron in a world of fragile reassurances.


‘Miss? Excuse me, miss? I ordered a soy latte. This is a regular latte, with cow’s milk.’ The café’s last customer of the day, with an elegant updo and impeccable eyeliner, looked at me across the counter with the most rested of bitch faces.


‘Oh? Um, you sure? I mean – of course. Let me change that.’


Then, as she sat back down with her fellow bitch faces, ‘Not again, Erin.’


My insufferable manager, Kenneth. How many bloody ears does he have?


‘You sure I’m safe to let you close up for me, Beglan? You won’t leave the place a pile of ash and rubble? Third slip-up of the day, young lady,’ he warned, twirling the few hairs of his meagre beard.


Young lady.


Feigned laughter followed by another meek ‘sorry’ was all I could afford to respond; my bank balance begged me to continue taking Kenneth’s shit and stop hiding in the broom cupboard, virtually scrolling through travel photography online, when the café grew busy. He was definitely growing wise to my extended ‘pee breaks’, during which I’d imagine being anywhere but there.


Kenneth, fancying himself as a thoughtful hero type, offered to help me with the end-of-day duties, but his arm was already stuffed into his jacket sleeve and his body, angled toward the front door, edging to escape. I politely declined. Alone, I cleared up empty cups and newspapers that screamed garbage headlines about the prime minister’s body double and all manner of doom and gloom, counted the last of the money in the till, tugged off my grubby apron, turned off the lights and locked up shop. London office workers swarmed around me, everyone with their eyes on pavement cracks and in their own little worlds, as I pulled my phone from my pocket to text Reid. I popped my earphones in with one hand and typed with the other:




Meet in Palace Gardens? Our spot? In half an hour? I need to stop by Dan’s house later to pick up some post before I head to the new place. Not ready to face him yet. Shitting it. Please bring calories.





A little blue tick immediately appeared beside my message.




Fine. You’re about the only creature I can tolerate right now anyway. But it’s your fault I still have no abs and I hate you for it xxx





My lips stretched into the first genuine smile they’d formed in days. Then I closed up my denim jacket, rescued my old bicycle from a nearby lamp post and set off into the bustle of London City’s evening, ‘Are “Friends” Electric?’ by Tubeway Army hammering my eardrums.


It was dull for April – dull and grey but thankfully not wet. I cycled, in no hurry, by traffic jams and the beautiful Royal Albert Hall, where Dan and I had once gone to see …


No.


Stop thinking about him.


I rode on through the heady aroma of car exhaust fumes, a blooming grove of very Instagrammable pink and white flowering dogwood trees, honeymoon-phase couples strolling along the bike lane with their disgusting public displays of affection.


Although the shadow of my dead relationship seemed to hang over every square inch of London, the Palace Gardens somehow dodged its darkness and I knew that was where I needed to be. The gardens had served as my meeting point with my best friend Reid ever since we’d first met at university, almost eight years ago. It was just for us and our many shared secrets – of crushes, mistakes, sex acts gone wrong and everything in between. One afternoon after getting dumped, Reid had suggested that we go somewhere pretty, and, well, this is where we’d ended up. This was the place that always reminded us that being out of love wasn’t the end of the bloody world. There’s still beauty, and there’s still one another, and that’s something.


I’d never taken Dan there, not once, though today I fully expected to arrive, take one look at Reid and word-vomit about the break-up all over our sacred place, as thoughts of it clenched my brain. I needed that sweet release with a trusted companion who wouldn’t judge me for it.


Reid was the only person in all of London left for me to really talk to.


Ten minutes later, as I pulled up outside the Gardens, my mind had turned to the mounds of my crap (and the crap I’d shared with Dan for six years) that awaited unboxing back in my new shared living space in Brixton. I’d finally secured a room to rent after a few blurry weeks spent sleeping on Reid’s couch, where, biweekly, I had no choice but to overhear his sexcapades and lie there wide-eyed at 2 a.m., staring at his ceiling, wondering how I’d ended up in such a ridiculous position. Reid’s apology involved helping me to move my entire life across London, though, so I forgave him for subjecting me to the moans and kinky talk I could’ve done without hearing.


I couldn’t say if me from a few months ago would’ve laughed it off; I couldn’t remember her or how she managed to actually live life instead of just about coping with it. Physical evidence of an Erin who was planning her elaborate, perfect wedding – photos of pretty locations and set-menu options, and voice messages to Reid of me waffling on about themed centrepieces – just made me feel like the mountain before me was even taller than it probably was. A mountain that had slowly formed only to wedge itself into the timeline of my life, splitting it once again into before that big, horrible thing and after that big, horrible thing; a mountain I needed to climb. I was lost in a swirly-twirly labyrinth and under orders to find myself. I knew where I was standing and what the bushes in front of me looked like and the colour of the ground beneath my feet, but I hadn’t a clue how to describe where I was at from sky view or which turn to take. I knew that I had to exist, right there, but that absolutely terrified me because I didn’t know how.


Life with Dan was all I knew, but that was gone, and it was all my fault.


I’d only just cancelled the last of our wedding arrangements: the venue was unbooked; the dress was returned (well, I hadn’t wanted to wear the thing, truth be told – I hated dresses, especially that one. It was so bloody itchy). So many deposits lost, and Granny …


She still didn’t know that the man she considered a second son was out of the picture, for good.


Exhale.


I chained up my old bicycle between lots of much prettier and newer bicycles before meandering my way through the sunken garden, terraced with flower beds and surrounding a pond with fountains, where tulips and wallflowers decorated my walk to the gate beneath the arched arbour of red-twigged lime.


Knowing that Reid would arrive soon meant that calm could finally wrap itself around me, like a warm cloak; it did, and I realised I’d probably been holding my breath for most of the journey from work. Now, in the gardens, dotted with elderly folk strolling along with their dogs and with pairs of tourists taking photos, I felt safe. I pulled my earphones out and focused on my breath. My chest began to softly rise and fall, and everything was suddenly working properly inside my body again.


And then Reid was coming at me down the grassy stretch ahead, wearing his cheeky grin and jazzy bomber jacket, with a boyish skip in his step and a small box of six doughnuts held out in front of his tiny body, like treasure. My smile reached my eyes.


‘I honestly love you right now. Jaysis, gimme,’ I said.


‘More than you love Louis Theroux?’ Reid asked, head tilted. His lively voice was music to my ears.


I’d been reaching for the box, but I snatched my hand back. ‘Eh,’ I snapped, then tore open my jacket and my white work shirt to reveal an over-washed white tee featuring an expressionless headshot of the British journalist who inspired me more than any other, wearing his trademark glasses. ‘He’s Dad of Life. You just amuse me and feed me and listen to my problems. Are those glazed?’


Reid rolled his eyes and giggled, tongue between his front teeth, as I took the box. ‘What do you take me for? Of course they are, you daft Irish bitch. You’re losing your lovely plumpness, Beggy, what’s that about?’


‘I wish,’ I said, expertly hiding my glee. ‘I’m on the Heartbreak Diet, which consists of inconsistent servings of … cherry Bakewell tarts, mostly.’ Although my emotionally wrecked state was the reason I hadn’t been eating properly, and so I hadn’t shifted unwanted pounds in a healthy manner, I couldn’t help but revel in Reid’s words, at the fact that he’d noticed that I was a bit smaller. Pride patted me on the back.


A silver lining to this clusterfuck of a situation!


I mean, obviously I needed to start eating consistently again. But still …


We sat on the old worn-down step in front of our go-to gate and together peeled open the polka-dot box of Krispy Kremes. I absorbed the lip-smacking aroma of featherlight, just-out-of-the-frier doughnuts covered in sugary glaze, and my mouth filled with saliva.


‘Go on then, what’s He been saying?’ Reid asked through a mouthful of beige delight. Reid had refused to use Dan’s name since the break-up, referring to him ever since as He. Probably to help me to move on and definitely because it was funny. I took a doughnut too, but didn’t want to dive right into that conversation. I needed a moment out of my own head.


‘No,’ I said. ‘First you’ve to tell me what happened on the wine-bar date last night. Your last drunk text said you changed the guy’s name to “dairy queen” on your phone. Why?’


‘Oh yeah, for God’s sake.’ Reid laughed. ‘The twat scoffed some carbonara with his family before our first date, even though he’s allergic to dairy. “I wanna be a bold boy …”’ he continued, impersonating his date in a try-hard, alluring tone. ‘Keeps saying that over and over, then spends half the date in the bathroom with the shits.’ Belly laughter punctuated Reid’s storytelling. ‘Proceeds to tell me all about it, describes the consistency, the smell, while I’m there surrounded by candles, romantic music playing, the works, and me staring at this bloody cheese board I owe twenty quid for which he obviously can’t help me with and a glorious bottle of equally expensive red. Decided then that he, like your ex, doesn’t deserve to be referred to by name, ever again. Erin, why is everyone apart from you and me so very crap?’


I swallowed, mid-laugh. Reid had been so excited about this boy.


Being single sounds hellish.


After stuffing the rest of the doughnut into my face, I moaned and curled up into a ball, resting my forehead on my knees through the rips in my jeans. ‘Really not looking forward to dating again,’ I said, with a toddler-small voice. I rolled my head to the side to face Reid. He sat back into his listening posture and stared at me, putting all his weight onto his hands behind him. I always loved when he did that, though I never told him so. ‘I’m too old, mate. Week-old sliced pan, Tesco value bread. I’ll be picking from the dregs of London, and even then I’ll be lucky if anyone’s interested. The sad, chubby ginger with a journalism degree she doesn’t use – that’s what they’ll call me.’


‘Almost-thirty is the new nineteen, you silly fuck. Besides, you don’t need to date again any time soon: it’s Beggy time now. Also—’


‘And, obviously, anyone I do manage to pull will take one glance at my stupidly hot flatmate and realise they’re insane to be with me. Why eat from Tesco when you can hit up M&S?’


When I first met Rachel a few days ago I was like a person seeing the Northern Lights for the first time. She’s so beautiful. It was difficult to believe she was a real human being.


‘What’s wrong with Tesco? We’d be dead without Tesco,’ Reid scoffed. ‘I thought we agreed that you’re going to take some time to focus on yourself.’ He delicately picked up another doughnut. Reid was handsome in the traditional sense, yet so very dainty at the same time.


‘I will. I mean, I am. I’m just saying – well, I’m not getting any younger, am I? If I ever want to have a family of my own I’d want to start bloody well soon.’


‘Beggy—’


‘And I know I’m supposed to go with the flow of life and all that shite, but I just want to be, well, you know.’ He nodded. ‘I’m still allowed to think these thoughts out loud, to you, right?’


Reid observed me some more. ‘OK. I feel that. The future is scary, and every year goes by faster the older we get. But—’


‘Living with a literal manic pixie dream girl is pissing on my optimism about my future prospects, is all. The competition in this city makes me feel gross,’ I told him, looking off into the distance.


‘Elaborate.’


‘Rachel – she’s bouncy and smiley, but, like, in an annoying way – she never stops. She’s twenty-four, so, basically, a child. With long hair that brushes off her perfect arse. I bet she’s never had a blackhead in her entire life.’


Reid chose not to feed my jealousy. ‘What does she do? It’s her apartment, right?’


‘It is, but I don’t know how because she’s just a dancer, and a part-time art teacher. Neither of those jobs would pay for a London apartment, surely,’ I mumbled, all bitter as I picked at the skin around my nail-polish-free thumbs, thinking about how she must have received a big old chunk of inheritance or … something.


‘Maybe she dances in the West End. Or maybe her parents are filthy rich. Anyway, you never know, you two could become the best of friends. Maybe she’ll even replace me, and your dad will rejoice because you’ve ditched the gay,’ he teased.


‘Nah. There’s more chance of my blog actually taking off than that ever happening. She’s far too together for me. And you know I don’t have much luck with female friends. Remember Tara?’ Tara had used me to help her score better grades at university and then she’d dropped off the face of the earth, along with the entire friend group I’d been sending my class notes and homework to, on her instruction. ‘Besides, Dad wouldn’t care – I’d be painting over one shade of gay with another. I think Rachel is into girls … or, well, everyone, really.’ I recalled my first evening with Rachel during which she took me on a wild conversational ride through her colourful love life. By the end of it I felt like a prudish shrew. ‘Forget Rachel, OK? You’re here to listen to me vent,’ I said, hoping to move the conversation along quickly. I regretted mentioning my blog at all. If Reid asked about it I’d have to admit that I hadn’t updated it in almost two months and that my sparkly dream of becoming an esteemed digital journalist was sinking like a stone in the Irish Sea.


‘As always.’ Reid tilted his head back to look at the sky, and there was a moment of comfortable silence as birdsong and the hecticness of London pulsed around us. When I didn’t continue, he gently pressed me again, taking another doughnut. ‘Is He still leaving cringe voice messages?’


‘He’s moved on to writing me letters. Propped the last one outside the door to my new place. Rachel gave it to me after her morning run the other day – yes, she actually runs before work, the nutter. Thing is, I never actually told Dan where I moved to,’ I said with a grimace. ‘You didn’t tell him, did you?’ It was clear from Reid’s expression that he was mulling over his words.


‘Well, you did spend years with him, Erin.’ I just stared at him, so he’d know that I was fuming. ‘OK, look, hear me out. He showed up, banging the door down, while I was trying to … bang a beautiful boy. To distract myself from the fact that the love of my life, who also happens to be my boss, just got married.’ Reid explained it as though Martin’s wedding wasn’t something he’d talked about a hundred times since it had happened. I grabbed another doughnut in frustration, hoping that Reid wouldn’t start harping on about Martin again.


Could this be guilt for encouraging me to call off the wedding? Does Reid think I made a mistake? Do I think I made a mistake?


‘Beggy, I was drunk,’ Reid continued, ‘and … and I figured you just hadn’t got around to updating Him. You were actually gonna ghost Him?’


‘Don’t turn this back on me. All I wanted was a clean break. Fresh start, y’know? Like we talked about. I thought you were on my side.’


‘It’s not about sides, it’s about—’


‘Everyone picks a side when two people break up. You and Dan weren’t even friends! All you ever did was slag him off.’


‘I slag everybody off.’


‘Where’s this Team Dan shite after coming from?’ I asked. ‘Why do you care about his feelings? You won’t even say his name.’


‘I thought we were on the same page about the whole “vanishing into thin air on people” thing. It’s cruel. You didn’t tell me you were planning on never speaking to him again.’


‘Did I even say that?’


‘Not wanting someone to know where you live says that. Look … I just felt bad for the guy. He didn’t do anything wrong. I know what it feels like to be ignored, and it kills, Beggy.’


My ears turned red with fury-heat. ‘He’s still begging for another chance, though. Promising things will change for the billionth time,’ I said, trying to justify my lack of effort at being a decent human being. ‘Dan always said he loved me unconditionally, but nah: he loved me on the condition that I stayed with him. He’s not treating me with love – he’s making this horrible.’


Reid said nothing.


Then, terrified by the idea that I could be pushing my only friend away, I changed the subject: ‘The only other person who has ever written me letters is Granny Beglan, because she’s ancient and she won’t let me or Dad buy her a phone.’ Success – Reid pulled his incredulous-with-a-hint-of-a-smile face, the one he always pulled when I told him tales of my granny. (Like how she drinks about a bottle of wine a day and smokes like it’s going out of style but apparently is somehow still in good health. Her doctors dubbed her Inishbeg village’s ‘medical marvel’.) ‘Funny, though, Dan will go to all that effort of leaving letters for me at work, at my new place, at yours, but then won’t forward on my mail. I’d asked him to forward everything to yours for the time being. That’s why I’m so annoyed with him and why I need to go over tonight. I’m waiting on a letter from Granny and some bills …’ I jumped from light to heavy fidgeting, thinking about my current lack of funds. I really didn’t want to ask my dad for another loan. He was off travelling the world with his wife, having a blast.


‘I’d love to meet your granny, y’know. Maybe she’ll fall in love with me.’


‘Nah. “My marriage didn’t end when I became a widow” – that’s literally a thing she said.’


‘Wow. That’s the sweetest thing. The cute little bitch.’


‘I know. I want that,’ I said, thinking about the tales Granny had told me over the years about how perfect her marriage to my grandad was. Unfortunately, I’d never met him, but Granny had been sure to paint a vivid picture of their blissful love; of how much Grandad doted on her; of how they maintained the ritual of ‘date night’ right up until his dying days; and of how she looked forward to spending eternity with him in ‘the afterlife’, as she called it. I’d basically fallen out of the womb envious of their relationship. It was legendary. I didn’t want to settle for less.


‘Bet she’ll think Dan is super romantic when you tell her that he’s been writing to you.’ I shot Reid a look. ‘Actually, yeah, maybe don’t tell her that.’


‘Granny loves Dan. Bloody nervous about telling her. She’ll probably be so disappointed in me – I’m her only grandchild, y’know? Ugh. I did love him, right? Are you sure I’ve not ruined my life?’


‘You totally and completely loved him – for a few years, anyway. You made him a cute playlist. You baked for him. You. Baked. For a man. And licked his—’


‘Ew, stop. That must’ve been someone who looked a lot like me,’ I said with a side smirk. ‘But what if I sabotaged a good thing? Something that could’ve stayed good.’


‘Then you sabotaged a good thing,’ he shrugged. ‘Consider it sabotaged. Learn from it and don’t sabotage the next thing.’ His words curled my shoulders forward. ‘Or, maybe you didn’t … I wasn’t part of it, all I know is it went to shit. Doesn’t really matter why at this stage, does it? You both seemed miserable, for months. Mainly you.’


‘Mm-hmm.’


‘Especially with his mummy-dearest always shoving her nose in.’


‘Josephine. Don’t. I never want to think about that woman again. What’s the opposite of rose-tinted glasses? Black eyes that you can hardly see through, courtesy of life itself?’


Half-laughing, Reid hesitated, then asked, ‘You’re not actually having second thoughts, are you?’ His blue eyes darted around, scanning my face.


I defiantly shook my head in response to the feelings that bubbled inside me upon hearing that question out loud: feelings about my ticking clock, about family expectations, the fear of starting over with someone new or being found half-eaten by cats in a flat stinking of loneliness, fear of the empty bed awaiting me in my new place.


A young woman pushed a stroller by us – a single mother, perhaps?


There’s always sperm donors.


I had jokingly (dead seriously) suggested going down that route to Dad, when I’d called him after cancelling the wedding. (Dad was the second-last hurdle. Granny was next, and he’d been warned not to utter a word to her until I’d seen her myself.) We’d chatted about life and where mine was headed, and Dad hadn’t been at all keen on the notion of me starting my own family. I’d figured he hoped that I’d have a more traditional family, or that I’d at least become financially independent before considering such things. Maybe he just didn’t think I had it in me to go it alone. Regardless, I’d dropped it. And I didn’t really talk about it with anyone else because most people made me feel like I shouldn’t even want a baby because it’s the twenty-first century and women only want babies because they’ve been brainwashed into thinking they want babies, they can’t think for themselves … no way! Women’s brains lack the capacity to make informed decisions, obviously!


‘No,’ I said eventually. ‘I’d never go back to him. Well, him and Josephine. I could never marry him without marrying them both. Dan would let his ma wipe his arsehole if she offered. I can’t be around that woman any more.’


‘She’s detestable.’


‘Besides, Dan just rubs me up the wrong way nowadays, even when he’s not trying to.’


‘Plus he was never really there for you, with your blog and stuff.’ This wasn’t entirely true, but I didn’t want to correct Reid; all of my complaining had likely painted that picture in his mind and I felt bad enough already. ‘And he was always so – what’s it? – passive aggressive.’


This, I could latch onto. ‘Yeah. Ugh,’ I said, my face contorting. ‘Don’t remind me. I’m not angry, Erin. Fine then, Erin. I’m only joking, Erin … I was meant to be the one person he could open up to and he’d never just say what he meant. But what if it was my fault that he didn’t feel comfortable, y’know, communicating – like, what if he never finds someone he can be real with? And what if—’


‘Stop feeling bad. Stop replaying every little “what if”,’ Reid said, tapping my forehead, ‘or I’ll chuck you off a bridge somewhere. OK?’ This Williams boy could paint a smile onto the saddest of faces. ‘Go on, have the last doughnut. After all, you’re now on – what is it? – day forty-three of no sex?’


‘Stop. I’ve had two whole periods since the last time Dan and I even shifted.’


‘Shifted?’


‘Made out. Snogged. Whatever.’


‘Bloody Irish-isms.’ Reid kicked at the side of the doughnut box with one of his dazzling white Vans. ‘Let’s walk and fight over who has it worse right now: you, with your abysmal job and clingy ex, or me, with my STD and my unrequited love.’


We walked several laps of the gardens and laughed so much that we both cried, until we ended up back where my bicycle was chained.


I’d called it Rusty – way back in my teens – because it was so very, almost more so than the shade of my hair. I’d stuck a new basket on the front at Christmas. ‘Now it looks even worse,’ Reid had said, and he reminded me again now, as always, that he wouldn’t be caught dead riding Rusty around London.


I’d grown impatient of his taunts. ‘Well, you know, I’m not gonna replace it. It was Mam’s.’


‘Nostalgic mess,’ he half-whispered, rolling his eyes, knowing I’d appreciate the humour. And I did. I truly hated serious chats about my mam’s death and avoided them even more than I avoided mirrors during daylight hours. This bicycle and a few old photographs and keepsakes were all that I had left of her. I’d spent 2,982 days (yes, I’d done the maths) with Mam before she passed away, and although I no longer experienced the white-hot, agonising pain of grief, I lived each day with a Mam-shaped hole in my life, and all I could stuff that hole with were the scraps of her left behind for me.


‘Look, it’s worth looking like Mad Bike Lady to feel like she’s still here.’


That awful lump-in-throat feeling.


Push it down.


‘Mad Bike Lady and not Girl is right,’ Reid said. ‘Can’t believe you’re almost thirty. When did we get so old?’


‘When you find out, tell me, so I can start a hashtag in protest of ageing. Maybe we’ll wake up twenty-one again. So many wild shags ahead, so much hope for the future!’ I forced myself to sound nonchalant; thoughts of Mam, and of the void Reid would leave when he went home, carved out room inside me for tension to set up camp and build a fire.


‘I have a surprise for you, Beggy,’ Reid said.


‘Unless it’s a dog, I don’t want it,’ I joked, suddenly curious. He gave me an early birthday present then – he’d had my gift wrapped and hidden in a tiny metallic backpack hanging from his shoulder all along. My text had alerted him to my need for cheering up, and, besides, I probably wouldn’t see him again as a twenty-nine-year-old. I swallowed the thought immediately so it couldn’t dry my throat from top to bottom. ‘Is it dentures? Coupons? A nose-hair trimmer?’


It was a make-up kit, one of the ones featured all over Instagram, fitted out for a person with green eyes and red hair. I swatched the colours on the back of my hand and poured out thank-yous, all the while thinking about how Mam would’ve loved something like this. We had similar features, she and I. Only she’d possessed more glamour than adult me in her littlest toe – even on her laziest of days, early nineties, when she’d walk me to the schoolyard, heels clicking the pavement alongside me, my hair a cotton-candy tangle in the wind. She’d never owned make-up like this, so fancy and luxurious with beautiful rose-gold packaging. I remembered playing with her cheap blue eyeshadow duo that she’d bought from an Avon lady and her words: ‘This is one of Mammy’s only nice things – it’s not a toy, darlin’. Promise you won’t mess with it again?’


Reid and I hugged and said goodbye (I think he knew I was breaking – his eyes flashed with understanding), and I took off on Rusty as the sky turned to pewter, with my thirtieth birthday present in Rusty’s basket, thinking about how my own mam never reached thirty herself.


And about my doughnut guilt.


And my new shared flat, complete with painfully perfect flatmate/landlord.


And about Dan.


Ahh, Dan.
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Letters and Loneliness


I played  ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ by Joy Division over and over again on my twenty-minute cycle to Dan’s house. Dan’s house … so strange to call it anything other than our house. White, Victorian and terraced, with a red door: the house Dan bought with his director’s income from the family car firm he’d unenthusiastically taken over when his father passed away, the house that had never quite felt like a home to me. It was just a place where I’d slept for three of our six years together, where I’d kept my things organised and had the odd satisfactory sexual experience and occasional great day between a million silly arguments about everything and nothing.


Well. We’d not always been so unhappy that I’d sit on the side of the bed and tear at my hair while he snored, begging the universe for a way out, but that’s certainly where things had ended up.


Perhaps he’d heard my bicycle roll up, or perhaps he could feel my presence; nonetheless, I could see Dan knew I’d arrived because I glimpsed his almost-black irises through the front window blinds and an armless fist formed instantaneously, right in the middle of my guts.


My legs were noodles.


He was looking directly at me.


I used to orgasm while looking into those eyes.


Dan was swallowed by shadow as he stepped back, presumably to come and let me in. Flustered and anxious once again, I leaned Rusty against the wall by the door and I waited, fidgeting, with my mind running a mile a second over thoughts of what to say and how to say it, of how to stand and how to move and how to cover up the fact that I was thinking all of these things because Dan would know. He could read me as if I were a billboard with milky limbs dangling from my edges.


Heart hammering, I wrapped my arms around myself when I heard the familiar click of our – his – front door, then I twirled, mid-self-hug, to face the tall, unusually gaunt man in the doorway.


Dan.


He looked … terrible.


Even more terrible than me (though I had stopped during my cycle over to fiddle with the make-up kit Reid had given me).


Dan’s face didn’t light up when he saw me. If anything, it darkened even more, as though my presence somehow enhanced his paleness and the blackness under his eyes. He looked defeated. His shirt wasn’t ironed, he smelled of sweat mixed with his Brut deodorant, and he hadn’t shaved in a couple of weeks. The rugged look never worked with his baby features. I’d told him so a thousand times.


As ever, Dan waited for me to break the uncomfortable silence between us … with what? What do I say? How does anyone know how to deal with adult-ish things like this?


‘Granny …’ I inhaled deeply, trying to formulate a sentence for this human-shaped broken heart stood before me. ‘Granny’s letters, my bills, I … I came for my post, I … can I come in? How’re you doing?’


Feck. Why am I asking him that? I don’t really want to hear his answer. It’s not exactly going to boost my low-as-dogshit self-esteem.


Dan pursed his lips and looked at the ground, breaking the eye contact and making me feel terrible. I noticed that the hallway no longer smelled of incense – something our house guests had always said they loved when they visited us. Then, I dug myself deeper: ‘I’ve been worried about you. Sorry I haven’t replied to any of your letters or answered your calls … I’ve just been so busy with the move, and I wanted you to enjoy your holiday …’


‘It wasn’t a holiday, Erin,’ he began in his impossibly posh British accent that I’d once swooned over. Now, it made my jaw tighten like a vice. ‘It was a break away to be with my cousins while you ripped my life apart by moving out. You told me to get out of your way. I wasn’t going to stay around when I wasn’t wanted.’ His voice was cold and monotone, in stark contrast to how he’d spoken to me many moons ago, back when I’d agreed to marry him.


This was us now.


‘“Wasn’t wanted”? I never told you to leave – I just asked for some space to pack. Which isn’t unreasonable. And, eh, you didn’t seem to mind leaving a lot of unwanted voice messages at 3 a.m., or sending unwanted letters to my new address … This is why I didn’t want to come over.’


‘I thought you were worried about me?’


‘I am,’ I snapped in a whisper, rather than admit that I was just trying to be nice. I took a step toward him, keeping my voice down so as not to attract attention from the nosy neighbours, Luke and Linda. ‘But I also decided to move out because of this, remember? I can want the best for you and also want the best for myself, y’know? Can I please just come in?’ I thought that would defuse the tension, but my sour-as-a-lemon ex wasn’t having it. Turning his back to me and holding the door open, moving ever so slowly, he muttered, ‘Yes, because this situation really is the best thing for both of us. I’m really living my best life right now, and you’re positively glowing.’


Dan’s sarcasm in that accent never failed to piss me off. I closed my eyes for approximately three seconds too long, to calm myself down, before following his lead into our – his house.


We walked in silence through to the kitchen. Along the way, sadness tugged at me as I realised that all of our photos had been removed from the walls; the outlines of the frames were barely visible in the lavender paint. I mean, I don’t know what I’d expected. Obviously he was going to take the photos down. But it still hurt. More than I’d imagined it would. The house was so empty now, like a toy store after Christmas Eve. Even though it hadn’t felt like home it’d had its own heartbeat once upon a time, and this was just … depressing.


Dan sat down at the kitchen table without offering me so much as a sniff of an Earl Grey teabag. Very unlike Mister Hospitality himself. I remained standing, and the silence became our room’s ever-expanding elephant. A moment passed before I found some words. ‘Can I have the big picture of us with Turnip?’ I asked. ‘You know, the autumny one, where we’re all in the park? That’s my favourite one, of him …’ My eyes decided to surprise me then: they filled with tears for our adopted, gastrointestinally challenged greyhound. He’d died so long ago now. Perhaps it was the finality of seeing that naked wall – where pictures of Turnip had lived, when the house had been alive with his quirks and our gooing over him – making me want to cry. I refused to allow the tears to fall, though, and I wouldn’t look at Dan.


Instead, I quickly observed the chaos that was the kitchen countertops: they were littered with empty packets of chilli Doritos and brown paper bags from the takeaway; with hollow cans of cider and dirty dishes; with boxes half-filled with our shared household items that I’d asked him to give to the local charity shop. (I could see a lime-green hand mixer I’d bought sticking out of one of them, which I’d used just once to do some ‘healthy baking’ that Dan hadn’t been too enthusiastic about, moaning about how much he missed my ‘dirty brownies’.)


After a moment of consideration, he replied, ‘That’s my favourite photo of all of us, together.’


‘Yeah. Happier times.’ I turned to look at him again. I met his eyes, and for milliseconds it was as though no time had passed since Turnip’s death. We were a family. So much love. Comfort, and security, and routine, and sturdiness, and—


No.


We’re not a family.


Turnip’s gone.


This relationship is a skeleton.


Don’t get sucked in.


Dan must have felt my demeanour flicker. ‘I’d honestly rather keep it, Erin,’ he said, folding his hands together.


‘Well, can I have a copy of it, then? Please?’ An awkward silence. ‘Do you have to make everything so difficult?’


‘I’m not making anything difficult. It just is difficult. How you can’t understand that … For heaven’s sake, just because you’re fine doesn’t mean I have to be, Erin.’


‘Can you please stop saying my name like that? You always say my name too much when you’re being dramatic. I’m not fine, and I’m also not here to fight with you. I’m here for my post. And … and to ask you to, to please stop asking me to get back together. We’ve had our second shot at this already, and our third – there comes a time when, when …’


Fourth time lucky?


No.


Dan leaned forward onto his lamp-post-long legs and placed his head into his hands, burying his almost-black eyes as he spoke. ‘I don’t want to fight either. Your letters, they’re on top of the bread bin. Take the photo of us with Turnip. And … I just, I love you, OK? I can’t imagine a future without you.’


Deep breaths. The distant buzzing of the next-door neighbour’s electric shower. Fidgeting.


The ‘I love you’ didn’t so much as make me flinch.


Why?


Am I heartless?


Why am I noticing Linda’s feckin’ shower noise? Dan’s pouring his heart out. Listen to him.


‘Ever since you left, I’ve felt like there are dozens of knitting needles sticking out of my brain. I’m not trying to be difficult, I just want a chance to prove to you that we can be happy again. I still want to marry you, despite it all … This love I feel for you, it’s real. I’d never give up on us like you have.’


There it was again, that awful lump-in-throat feeling. I leaned against the rickety bookcase beside the chair Dan sat on and rested my head back on a shelf. There were no words left in me for our lost love. My head told me to flee, but habit was begging me to get down on my knees and embrace the man I’d agreed to marry on a weekend break to Disneyland Paris last year, where we’d bickered over every where to eat and which ride to go on and shall we buy a pair of €25 Minnie Mouse ears for an Instagram picture decision.


Everything about the atmosphere was sticky, rotten, uncomfortable.


I had all these thoughts but no desire to share them with him. Because I already had, over and over. And it hurt him when I shared my real feelings about us. I noticed Dan playing with his bottom lip as he studied me, waiting for me to respond. Then, ‘I like your haircut. The fringe really suits you.’


This made me feel good, and I hated myself for it. I got the fringe cut because I was desperate for the attention of a stupidly attractive man with floppy hair and full lips who frequented my café. He smiled at me once, and another afternoon I saw him check out a woman who had a short, charming Parisian fringe and so I wanted one too, thinking he might like it. But of course, all I said to Dan was, ‘Thank you,’ before going silent again.


Why couldn’t he have given me compliments when we were actually together?


Is it really too late?


‘You know I still care about you,’ I began, ‘and that our time together was important because, I dunno, we learned stuff, I guess, but I just can’t—’


A deep sigh. ‘I don’t want to hear it, Erin. Just take the letters, please. I’m dying here while you just pass some time.’


That’s not fair.


This is awful for me, too, you arse.


‘Please stop making this harder than it needs to be. I’m trying so hard, I am. I don’t know what’s left to say.’


Dan stood up to face me, feet away but still too close for comfort. ‘Look me in the eye and say you don’t miss me and mean it,’ he demanded. I didn’t want to. I just wanted my letters (and the picture of my dead dog, and some closure – that’d be nice). But I did it: I looked at him.


And I couldn’t say it.


Deep down, I did miss him, even though I didn’t completely want him. The confusion was cruel, the familiarity warm, and I really could have kissed him then. So many of our later kisses came after a back-and-forth like this. But I straightened my back, marched over to the bread bin and snatched up my letters. Then I dug through the stack of framed pictures, searching for Turnip’s long, stupid, beautiful face, with all kinds of ums and ahs escaping my lips.


‘This really is it, isn’t it? The wedding isn’t going ahead.’ He said it this time like it was a fact he’d just learned. ‘Mum’s been so excited, Erin, she—’


I’m so done here.


‘Dan, sod your mum, and sod this. I think we’ve had this same conversation about a dozen times. I’m sorry, I really am, I – I can’t get married to please your mum. Look what I turn into when we talk? This clearly isn’t good for me. I don’t know why, I don’t know where we went wrong. But—’


‘Erin, since when do you say things like “sod it”? That’s such a Reid thing to say.’ He was right. And his rightness enhanced the wrongness of everything between us. My heart rate sped up and my stomach tightened – visceral reactions to Dan’s distaste for Reid, my favourite one. ‘I mean, who are you?’ He was disgust, veiled with love. ‘What happened to my sweet Irish girlfriend? Why are you so horrible to me sometimes?’


And then I left. I clutched the small bundle of envelopes to my chest, and, without the framed photo of us and Turnip, I darted through the hallway, where the ghosts of my memories watched me slam the kitchen door, hacking off the infected limb that was us.


‘How did we get here, Erin? I don’t understand!’ he shouted after me.


Neither did I.


All I knew was that I needed to be anywhere but there, and that I wished with everything in me that I felt differently.


Feeling emotionally drained and with my rescued post propped up in Rusty’s basket, I stopped by Freddy’s Food Court on my way to my new home to pick up a freshly made salad from one of the cute food stalls, thinking it might undo the fact that I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days or weeks, opting instead for random bursts of anything smeared in icing. I was really starting to feel the lack of nutrition. My cells were crying and each one bloated.


There were two rows of stalls, selling foods of every variety, beneath strings of white fairy lights and surrounded by wall spaces covered in beautiful street art. Reid had recommended the food court as soon as I expressed my food-shopping-related apathy earlier that evening, and he knew better than anyone alive that the act of wasting money that I didn’t have on dishes I could probably make myself came easily to me in times of what am I doing with my life? Eating is good, I’ll just eat now and fix things … some other day.


One of the stalls offered up buttermilk chicken burgers smushed between brioche buns with all the fatty, flavourful trimmings. They smelled delicious.


Screw the salad.


Dan won’t be seeing me naked ever again.


Why am I basing my burger-buying decision on Dan, or a lack of Dan? It’s just a burger, Erin – get it and eat it, right here. Enjoy the shit out of it.


Nobody knows you here.


Starting over, again.


Again.


Alone.


Ugh.
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Thirty


My phone alarm woke me the next morning in Old Willow – an unremarkable apartment block at the corner of an equally unremarkable street – where the scent of a fresh paint job in my newly rented bedroom hammered in how much I actually missed Reid’s couch and how drastically everything in my life had changed.


I stared up at the high ceiling of Rachel’s spare – my – bedroom, at its bare cream walls and the mountains of cardboard boxes that decorated it before noticing that I hadn’t even pulled a cover onto my duvet before falling into bed. Regretfully high on burgers (and the blistering fear of starting over), I’d unpacked nothing, nor had I opened my post. With my duvet pulled tightly to my naked body to warm myself up in my cold sweat, I reached for the stack of five letters on my bedside locker.


The top white one, smeared with burger grease, had a clear window on its front – most likely my phone bill. Then there was a small brown envelope with Erin scrawled across it, in Dan’s blocky scribble, with a little love heart replacing the dot above the letter i. He’d probably slipped it into the pile long before my visit, outlining how perfect we were for each other and how wrong I was for thinking otherwise. I flung it across the room. Two more bills then that I didn’t even want to open.


The final letter was medium-sized and fat, inside a pink envelope – the kind that comes free with cheap birthday cards. It was from Granny: I knew straight away by the flowery handwriting and the Irish stamps. Joy like Christmas morning poured over me then, like milk and honey dotted with warming cinnamon. My fear of telling her about the break-up was momentarily overshadowed by how terribly I missed her and her croaky singing after too many white wines; her home-baked apple tarts; the musty, smoky smell of her clothes. I shoved my apartment key under the envelope fold to tear it open, with far too many feelings prickling against the inside of my chest. The page inside (wrapped around a bar of Dairy Milk, my favourite chocolate) had been ripped from a lined copybook, which Granny had stacks of around her house for all of her word games and quizzes. The words were scribbled in blue biro:




Erin,


I’m really looking forward to the big day – the countdown begins! All the girls do be going on about it down the pub. Over the moon for my Erin and her Dan, they are! We’re all doing well, myself and the pub group – all save for Chrissy, she needs herself a new hip.


I found myself a lovely lime-coloured frock in the town for the wedding, the kind of thing your grandad loved to see me wear for a dance when he was still alive, God rest his soul, and a new shawl. Thought I’d splash out for the special occasion!


Just writing to make sure you’re still planning on coming home to celebrate your thirtieth with your oul’ granny in two weeks? There’s something I’ve been waiting almost thirty years to give you, and I’d like to do it before you’re wed.


PS: It’s not a wedding gift – something a little more special.


Love,


Peggy xxx





I didn’t notice how much my hands were shaking until I’d read it three times over, and the last paragraph about five times over. ‘There’s something I’ve been waiting almost thirty years to give you, and I’d like to do it before you’re wed.’ It wasn’t excitement at the prospect of a special gift making me vibrate, though. It was the knowledge that I had to drop a bomb on the poor woman. A new outfit? Granny never bought new clothes – she must have been living for the wedding.


I rummaged through my unpacked things to find my old tin biscuit box in which I kept paper, pens, envelopes and stamps – almost exclusively for Granny correspondence – and quickly scrawled out a reply. (It couldn’t wait: my flight home was booked for nine days from now; this letter had likely been sitting atop our – his – bread bin for far too long.)




Granny,


I really can’t wait to see you! New Year’s Eve feels like a lifetime ago now … To answer your question: YES, I’m still arriving on Saturday evening. I’ll get a bus from the airport! So much to tell you …





I considered including a forewarning, but I couldn’t bring myself to write the words. If I wrote them, it meant that they were real, that there was no going back. Their echo would confirm that I was even further away from playing happy families now than I was only months ago. So I finished the letter there:




All my love,


Erin xxx





Then I shoved it (all stamped and addressed to Granny’s beachside cottage) into my handbag.


I brushed my teeth while trying to fix the cow lick in my fringe and considered how very miserable it was that I didn’t have enough friends to have a big thirtieth birthday party; that instead of going to London’s biggest gay nightclub with Reid and his gaggle of mates, I was gasping to chill out with my alcoholic granny in her eighty-sixth year. Rachel’s sprightly hum from the hallway snapped me out of my wallowing, though I couldn’t help but roll my eyes against her zest for life. Then I resolved to get my arse to work before Kenneth fired me, rendering me a total failure. With no time for make-up, I pulled on my unwashed work uniform of white shirt and black trousers, scraped my hair up into a short ponytail and made my way to the kitchen.


While I rummaged through the cupboards looking for teabags and anything edible, Rachel bounced into my peripheral vision with what looked like a yoga mat.


Who actually wakes up and does yoga?


Who?


My new flatmate, apparently.


‘Morning, girl,’ she said, her voice like velvet. She wore her hair in braids, and there was a glow about her that made me sick with comparison. I could smear myself in Vaseline and I wouldn’t glow like that. ‘There’s some sprouted grains soaking in the fridge, in the pink bowl … some stevia mixed in there and some walnuts, too … even some pink salt for digestion … help yourself.’


I’d rather die wanted to jump from my lips, but ‘I’m good, thanks. I’ll eat in work’ did instead. I glanced her way, caught one eyeful of her taut abdomen against the neon band of her yoga pants and immediately looked at the floor. The woman was simply standing there, in the apartment she owned, being kind and looking great and smiling a smile that could light up the world, but my envy buzzed around me like a fly that I couldn’t swat. I couldn’t let her read the frustration on my face. Keeping my eyes on my scuffed shoes, I wished her a good day and practically legged it out the front door and down ten or so flights of stairs. (The lift was still broken – yes, moving in had been a party.)


I cycle, I don’t need to do yoga.


Maybe I should do yoga?


Might quell the constant fidgeting …


Granny still thinks I’m marrying Dan.


Feck.


I blundered down the stairway, handbag flailing behind me, and crossed paths with a strangely familiar side profile that I couldn’t immediately place, not without seeing his eyes: a man about my age and built like a mattress, broad shouldered yet soft, in the process of trying to edge an armchair up the stairs. I slowed down, noticing there was very little room for me to get by. He turned to me to mumble apologies for being in the way. His eyes were like two bits of night sky, each with a moon melted in the blue; they lingered on mine, and I was a teenager again.


‘Beglan! Erin Beglan. A ghost of teen rejections past. What’ve I done to deserve this?’ He smiled the world’s biggest smile from the other side of the massive armchair.


‘Finn!’ I beamed, I couldn’t not – his booming voice and Irish accent, endless waves of nostalgia. Finn had been part of my old group of mates from school. He’d nervously asked me to be his date for the debs (our end-of-school prom) one day, under the bridge where students gathered to smoke cigarettes and drink alcopops and anything else they could get their hands on, and in front of all of our friends, too. I’d turned him down, partially because I was mortified to be put on the spot like that. I’d never even kissed anyone at that point, and I didn’t appreciate having so many people from school watch on and giggle as my boy-who-was-a-friend publicly declared his crush on me through a mouthful of brand new braces and cheap cider. Though the main reason I’d told him I couldn’t be his date was the unfortunate fact that Finn’s father and my father didn’t see eye to eye. At all. The people from our village would only ever invite the Kellys or the Beglans to a Christmas get-together or a summer barbecue, never both families at the same time, for they’d refuse to breathe the same air under the same roof. It always bothered me that I had to lie to Dad about where I was going when Finn would invite me around with the rest of the gang to his converted attic (which, back then, we all thought was incredibly sophisticated), and I used to wish I could sneak over to the Kelly house more often. Pets included, their family boasted enough members to make up a Gaelic football team. Their place felt so much more alive than mine. There were always dirty plates everywhere and piles of folded-up clothes brought in from the line outside, and the one-toilet-between-ten-people situation caused chaos, but I loved it there. I lapped up the madness. And, sure enough, when I told my dad that Finn Kelly had asked me to the debs, ‘over my dead body’ and something about Oscar Kelly proposing to my mam while she was dating my dad spilled out of him in an angry rant.
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