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PROLOGUE


Implosion


It’s 7.30 a.m. 2 Aug 2018. Our fifteenth wedding anniversary.


X’s new work phone is charging. It sits on the kitchen work surface, its green light flashing malevolently.


I’ve never, ever looked at his phone without his knowledge, not once, but I’ve had an unfamiliar unease about a woman at his work in the last month so I type in X’s code. It’s the code he uses for everything and has done for all of the twenty-six years we’ve been together. It doesn’t work. I feel a knot of dread. I go to my study and write until breakfast time.


‘Can I look at your phone?’ I ask X, over the granola.


I see panic flash across his face.


‘Why?’


‘I’d like to see how a Galaxy phone works,’ I say, with a faux nonchalance. ‘What’s the code?’


As he tells me and I type it in, I notice he is shaking.


I see he has WhatsApp. I didn’t know he had WhatsApp. I click on it.


The kids argue about who gets the ‘elephant’ mug.


I click on to the messages.


I read them and feel stunned, sick, desperate.


The kids continue bickering. Time slows to a crawl. I feel like I’m viewing the situation from above, the picture of us flickering like an old home movie, disjointed, sepia. I run into the garden. X is frozen in the kitchen. I shout for him to follow me.


He does, finally.


I punch him in the chest. Hard.






INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the Broken Hearts Club


This is how it all begins. The start of this story. And the end of life as I knew it.


I didn’t see this coming. Didn’t think my husband was unhappy. I didn’t think that he would press destruct on our family life.


We met when we were eighteen years old. Were together by the time we were nineteen. Married for fifteen years. He was my constant. My safe port in any storm. Now I’m standing in our garden, my whole body shaking violently, my brain scrambling to make sense of it all, my eyes staring into his. This sudden stranger that I’ve known my entire adult life. At once I feel a stabbing pain, blindsided by the instant dissolution of years of security and safety. My mind races. I feel stupid, ashamed, angry. But mostly I feel hurt. And I’m terrified.


This day marks the start of a long, messy journey. There was no dramatic exit, Hollywood style, accompanied by a tear-jerking musical score and pyrotechnics. He didn’t move out for months. Break ups are never as clean as we might imagine from the outside. Instead it was a slow, torturous exit that left my self-esteem trashed, my boundaries eroded, my physical self broken. By the time he finally left, I was a desperate woman, hardly able to eat or sleep. Prepared to sacrifice anything to keep my family together.


This may sound like a familiar story. It is a familiar story. It might be your story, too. But familiarity makes it no less cataclysmic when it happens to you.


Membership to the Broken Hearts’ Club is one that no one wants. New members gain entry through desperation, dejection and soul-crushing sadness. Your welcome pack includes the horrible gut punch when you wake every morning. The grey cloud that sits over you day after day, meaning the kindness of others – flowers on your doorstep, sunlight, smiles – can’t reach your soul.


Heartbreak happens every day but it doesn’t happen to you every day. So when it does, it’s a pain like no other. Which is why it’s the stuff of tragedies, films and songs (all of which now speak directly to your heart). If you’ve just joined the club, I know right now you are in the blackest of holes. You’ve picked up this book because you need someone who understands. You need answers and, most of all, you need hope. Or your friend has bought it because you were howling on her kitchen floor yesterday and you scared the shit out of her (sorry, Em).


I hope by sharing my story, talking honestly about being dumped, rejected, left, abandoned and my subsequent road to recovery, I can help you see there is a path through the pain. One that, believe it or not (and I know you won’t right now) will make you a stronger person, with more resilience and self-belief. I want to help you understand the brain’s reaction to heartbreak and how, in an evolutionary misfire, we are wired to make things worse and hamper our own recovery (so you can blame your primate self for downing an entire bottle of white wine when you’ve only had Kettle Chips for dinner). I also want to show you that healing is a well-trodden path with some signposts that can help you move forward when you feel stuck. Though you think you will never feel better, will never want anyone else (and are convinced no one will ever want you) – I promise you can and will find happiness again.


When I was desperately scanning the shelves of my local bookshop for something, anything that would guide me through this steaming pile of shittiness, I couldn’t find it. Lots of books were too academic and sterile, full of scientific advice that didn’t seem to recognise the enormity of the maelstrom I was in. They were written by balding men who advised me to tap my chest and talked about heartbreak in an abstract way, as if it wasn’t the thing that sliced your guts with cheese wire and consumed every waking thought. Then there were relationship coaches with wacky t-shirts and parrot earrings who suggested burning sage and cutting-cord rituals, neither of which I had to hand. Or twenty-somethings whose post-heartbreak rituals of vodka luges and polyamory bore no relation to my own life as a newly single mother of two with a full-time job and a school run.


In the meantime, I wrote about my break up for Red magazine, where for a decade I had written a light-hearted column about my happy family life. I felt sick at the idea of looking pathetic or sad, but writing was how I had always expressed what I was experiencing, good and bad. Seeing it in print – out there forever in public – was exposing and terrifying. But it was also cathartic, and the response was overwhelming.


The messages, cards and emails started arriving in their hundreds and then thousands. From women (and some men) who were in the throes of heartbreak or had been through it. People trapped in unhappy marriages, people who had experienced a family implosion in their childhood. Readers thanked me for my honesty, for not sugar-coating it or obscuring details to protect my ego. They identified with the feelings. They felt part of a community and that helped me to understand that, in my deep loneliness and pain, I was connected to thousands of others. They DM-d, emailed and wrote to say the article touched and connected with them like no other piece of writing.


A lot of my messages were from women whose husbands had left in a shocking fashion, who’d had affairs, then been angry, sometimes abusive and often cruel. Partners who had become unrecognisable from the person you thought they were. But I also heard from women who’d made the agonising decision to leave an unhappy marriage themselves. And people who had made a mutual decision to end a relationship that wasn’t working but still struggled with the loneliness and uncertainty. Whatever kind of heartbreak you’ve gone through, whether you have behaved madly, badly or sadly (or, in likelihood, all three) you’re welcome here. I hope you’ll find solace, empathy, hope and some LOLs (yes, really).


In publishing this story I am braced for an accusation which is often levied at me: don’t air your dirty linen in public. ‘They’ say you shouldn’t talk about your husband’s behaviour – whether cheating, falling out of love or just leaving – for the sake of your children. Or because that makes you sad and bitter and then no one will want you ever again. To which I give two fingers.


Elizabeth Day, author of How to Fail, believes in challenging ‘the concept that there is a nobility in invisibility’. When I heard her say those words my already blossoming girl crush became borderline inappropriate. Because if we hide our feelings and gloss over the facts, then the splinter festers inside and you can never truly heal. Or learn. And we can’t get a sense of perspective from our friends, or feel others’ warmth, love, support or advice. Instead our pain becomes a shameful and solitary secret.


This book is not about scoring points with my ex. There’s no spite or desire for revenge; it’s not a book full of stories that titillate with their awfulness (though Christ knows there were some). Because ultimately, that’s unhelpful to my, and your, recovery. Your route from rock bottom to redemption is about YOU, not them.


Your situation might feel uniquely painful to you (and it is) but I promise you that you are on a path that many before you have trodden and you will find comfort and community in recognising this. We all go through stages of heartbreak from shock through to denial and bargaining to acceptance and hope (and many more). Recovery isn’t linear and you might not progress through these stages methodically. You might slide down the snake from anger to depression or climb up a ladder from dating straight to happiness. But you will recognise so many of the emotions you are going through in all the chapters. So read this book however you like – skip forward and back and take from it what works for you.


My experience won’t be a carbon copy of yours. But I hope by sharing it, it helps you heal, just like sharing it helped me.






CHAPTER ONE


Shock
(and ugly crying)


‘I wish I could tell you it gets better, but it doesn’t get better, you get better’


NICKY CLINCH


The pain of heartbreak is indescribable and yet to the outside world you bear no scars. You are entirely broken but look the same as you did the day before your world blew apart. It is almost inconceivable that others can’t see your misery because it feels physical. It’s in your head but it consumes every cell of your body.


Each of us experiences the pain in different ways but for me, at its most manageable, heartbreak feels like a dull, background ache that you can’t shake off. A deep, damp sorrow. A constant unease gnawing at the soul. Then sometimes, out of nowhere, or out of somewhere, it ramps up to unbearable levels of intensity. So powerful that your body involuntarily expels it in guttural howls or sobs. So all-consuming it makes you pull at your hair and pace the room. Press your nails into your skin and watch as the blood bubbles to the surface.


Words inflict this pain. Not sticks and stones.


My heartbreak feels more debilitating, more soul destroying than any other emotion I have ever experienced. Other sadnesses that should logically and morally sit above it, involving my children or lost lives, don’t compare. I’m slightly ashamed to admit this, but it’s the truth: heartbreak hurts more than anything.


A friend of mine, whose husband died suddenly at the same time my relationship fell apart, told me, ‘I think it’s worse for you. At least I knew M loved me.’ I appreciated her honesty.


Because I have to confess to some darker moments in which I wished my own husband had died rather than left me. It felt (forgive me) less humiliating. In my imagined alternative universe as a widow, I saw myself dressed up like Jackie O at the funeral in a veil and Dolce dress, nodding to mourners in a dignified manner. And cashing in the life insurance …


My Google history betrays my tortured state of mind in those early days of devastation. It feels like a cassette tape, pulled out, scrambled and scratched. It’s full of 4 a.m. searches for anything that will validate my pain or give me hope that things can be repaired. Questions I put to Google: can you die from a broken heart? How do you make your husband fall back in love with you? Impact of marital separation on children? How long to get over a divorce? Do women and children get to stay in the family home post-divorce? How much is a boob job? Is [insert childhood crush, university flirtation, workplace fixation] married?


I read voraciously about celebrity infidelity and rejection – there’s something reassuring about the fact this shit can happen to women with multimillion-dollar pay cheques and a thigh gap. In case you feel the same, here are some gorgeous, successful and award-winning women who have been heartbroken. Publicly …


Jennifer Garner


Sienna Miller


Beyoncé


Nicole Kidman


Reese Witherspoon


Sandra Bullock


Cher


Elizabeth Hurley


Hillary Clinton


Uma Thurman


Elle Woods (OK, she’s not real)


Liberty Ross


I returned to this list time and again, like a soothing talisman. Would you suggest that Reese Witherspoon or Beyoncé (Beyoncé!) were somehow to blame for their own heartbreak? Would you diss the magnificence that is Cher and find her somehow lacking in a way that would make a man look elsewhere? Do you think that if only Sienna Miller had been prettier she’d have kept her man’s eyes on her, not the nanny? But I bet in the long, desperately dark nights you sometimes blame yourself, don’t you? I know because I did. If that’s you, take my talisman list (or make your own) and use it to remind yourself that this crap happens to everyone. And we get over it, too.


In my incessant googling about heartbreak, I came across American psychologist Guy Winch and his TED talk, called ‘How to Fix a Broken Heart’. I watched it on repeat and sometimes I still do. There’s something about his scientific approach to heartbreak that comforts me. It makes me feel less alone, more like I’m going to survive. His reassuring talk suggests the grief is a process and that it’s normal to feel like your world has ended. It might help you, too.


Guy talks about just how off-the-scale shit heartbreak feels. Only he doesn’t use those exact words. He says ‘romantic rejection’, AKA being dumped, abandoned, ghosted or just told ‘I’ll leave it there’, properly hurts. Physically. He points to an experiment done by Ethan Kross at Michigan University which compared sharp emotional pain and sharp physical pain. Volunteers who had been through a recent devastating break up were placed in an MRI scanner and shown a picture of their ex. Their brain response was measured. Then they repeated the experiment but this time the volunteers were exposed to pain via a hot probe on their arm, the heat cranked up to a level described as ‘almost unbearable’. When the scientists compared the results of the MRI scans, they found that exactly the same areas of the brain were activated by the emotional pain as by the physical pain.


So just because heartbreak is invisible, doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. Actual science says it’s almost unbearable. I found this a comforting thought when I was tempted to beat myself up for my reactions in those early days.


IT’S PHYSICAL


I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t focus. My heart raced and my body shook.


Does yours?


Turns out that’s ‘normal’ too.


I researched the physiological effects of heartbreak for a piece I was writing and discovered that, in a break up, the feel-good hormones dopamine and oxytocin crash out of your body, replaced by the much less pleasant cortisol and adrenalin. Cortisol and adrenalin can affect your coping mechanisms, causing a racing heart, diarrhoea and nausea. And as if that’s not enough, they also compromise your immune system.


Heartbreak can trigger muscle weakness, exhaustion and insomnia. And sometimes make you feel like you are going to die. I learnt about this when a friend of mine took herself to A&E, convinced she was having a heart attack. The doctors told her she had broken heart syndrome. It shares many of the same symptoms as a heart attack, like changes in heart rhythm and blood substances. In extreme cases it can cause a weakening of the heart muscle, which can be fatal when the heart can’t pump enough blood to meet the body’s needs. (So don’t let anyone tell you you’re being melodramatic when you say, ‘I feel like I’m dying.’)


Broken heart syndrome also goes by the name Tako-tsubo syndrome. Takotsubo is Japanese for ‘octopus pot’ and the syndrome is named because the emotional devastation of a bad break up can stun the heart, causing the left ventricle to change shape like the narrow neck of an octopus trap.


So you are entitled to feel bad. This shit is serious.


‘Heartbreak is a trauma,’ says Nicky Clinch, spiritual mentor, maturation coach and one of my go-to women for unravelling emotions. I first came across her when I interviewed her for a magazine piece years ago and was struck by her mixture of empathy, sage advice and zero BS. When heartbreak hit, she was one of the experts I looked to for advice.


Trauma, noun:




	A deeply distressing or disturbing experience.


	A physical injury.





‘Trauma puts us into a state of shock,’ says Nicky. ‘It’s a form of protection emotionally and physically, stopping us feeling all the pain at once.’ She says it is common for those experiencing heartbreak to ‘numb out and disassociate. To feel like you are leaving the body.’


I experienced this. To me, numbing out meant that I sometimes felt detached as my kids howled with raw emotional pain. Or when friends’ eyes filled with tears as I told them that X was leaving. It often felt like it was happening to someone else. It was as if I couldn’t absorb their pain as well, so my brain deflected it. Like Teflon. Previously, if my children had been snubbed by a school friend or dropped from their sports team I would have felt the anguish with them, but not now. Now I could only cope with my own grief.


Heartbreak precipitates a tsunami of emotions, many of which are hard for your brain to deal with and may manifest as physical symptoms. As well as disassociation and emotional numbness, the effects of shock and trauma associated with heartbreak can include hyperventilating, feeling crazily overtired and panic attacks.


I feel lucky to have avoided panic attacks as, Nicky says, these are very common in the first throes of a break up because the mind is trying to control something you can’t control.


What are panic attacks? The NHS describes them as a rush of intense mental and physical symptoms, which can come on very quickly and for no apparent reason. They can include a racing heartbeat, feeling faint, sweating, nausea, chest pain, shortness of breath, trembling, hot flushes, chills, shaky limbs, a choking sensation, dizziness, numbness or pins and needles, dry mouth and feeling like you’re not connected to your body. You might describe them as horrifically, off-the-scale frightening.


What can you do to alleviate the symptoms of a panic attack? At school, someone would always appear with a paper bag and tell you to breathe into it. I remember in fourth year someone gave Karen V a plastic bag, rather than paper, which seemed like a sure-fire route to asphyxiation to me. These days the advice is to breathe slowly and deeply, not to fight the sensations and to focus on peaceful relaxing images. If you suffer from panic attacks regularly, longer term you might be prescribed talking therapies or anti-depressants.


The human brain struggles with uncertainty at any time and feeling completely out of control at this stage of a relationship break up is common and can have a huge impact.


Are you in control?


I was not. My carefully crafted life was collapsing. In an attempt to create the security I had wanted so desperately as a kid, at eighteen years old I went for the strongest, steadiest, most moral man I could find. A man who loved me a little bit more than I loved him. I thought that would keep us safe.


It didn’t work.


Like a car skidding on ice, I spent those early months of the break up desperately trying to steer us back on course, even though all along my body was braced for the impact that I knew was coming. I spent months with a clenched jaw, in a constant state of fight or flight, waking everyday with dread squatting in my mind.


I hate, hate, hate feeling out of control. Perhaps you do too? Perhaps you’re trying to regain control by forcing your partner to come home? By begging them to reconsider? By threatening them with what they will lose?


Our difficulty in dealing with uncertainty is partly why a break up makes you feel so abjectly terrible because if this certainty ends then what unknown future is coming? Yes, you might miss the past or present – the way his brow furrows when he concentrates or the warmth of his hugs – but part of the desperation you feel about losing someone is loss of the future you imagined. The future you both signed up to. A break up means everything that was certain, now isn’t. Everything you knew to be true, you now question.


I tried to get us back on track by sheer force of will. ‘You do love me,’ I’d tell him firmly. ‘You don’t want to leave me.’ He would seem to nod and agree, but then, after a bottle of wine or a night out it would change again. I felt at my worst when I was trying to convince myself we both wanted to save our marriage, when, really, he was done.




An aside: sometimes my mind goes back to when X asked me to marry him. When he seemed so totally in love. When he was shaking with nerves. Now I think, did he mean it when he proposed or was he just following the crowd, doing what everyone else was doing? In our frequent and fraught conversations about the future, I felt like he referred to our whole marriage as if was some kind of mistake. Did he never really love me? In my heart I know this is not true, but still it messes with my head.





When you are in the pits of hell, facing into the abyss of loneliness and emptiness that is separation, it can be tempting to hold on to your relationship at all costs. But you know as well as I do, waiting for the plaster to be ripped off is worse than just doing it. At least when you do hit rock bottom, when all hope is extinguished, the only way is up. I can’t tell you when that moment will come for you but I can tell you from experience that your lowest point is also your turning point.


Hypnotherapist, NLP practitioner and master coach Malminder Gill says that we feel more anxiety over uncertainty than we do about negative experiences when they actually happen. Our brain knows how to cope when it is certain of a bad situation – when the outcome is bad but also clear. But the brain struggles to cope when we anticipate things that haven’t yet happened or create uncertainties or potential threats.


That’s why we often end up finishing relationships even when we don’t want to. They are limping along, bleeding out, and we know it’s more humane to ourselves to kill it dead. Often the person who wants out is not brave enough to call time on the relationship and so they just act in a horrific way until the other person has to do it themselves.


You carry round that hideous sinking feeling, the same one you do when you know they want you out of your job at work. I knew our fatally injured relationship was all wrong, I knew I should end it and tell X in no uncertain terms to shove his disrespectful treatment of me, but I couldn’t bear to. In fact, it was the last thing I wanted.


Did you have to finally call time on your relationship because they couldn’t bear to be the bad guy?


Friends and readers of my columns and articles have told me they had to be the ones to utter the words ‘it’s over’ even though their exes had obviously checked out a long time ago. Often, not always, boomeranging into the arms of another. Another generalisation? Women tend to be braver about pulling the plug. In fact, Greg Behrendt alludes to this his book He’s Just not That into You when he says of men that they would ‘rather lose an arm out of a city bus window than tell you simply, “You’re not the one.”’


When your world is imploding it helps to create certainties. I told myself some simple ones. My friends and family will always be here for me. I will always have a roof over my head. I have the love of my children. That this will pass.


What are your certainties? Yours may be different to mine but there will be something solid to hold on to. Find it and remind yourself of it as often as you need. Even if it’s only, ‘there will always be wine’. Or taxes.


The former is a more pleasant thought.


I remember that my phone became the harbinger of uncertainty. The portal through which, by absentia, X showed me he had checked out. For months I lived and died by the ping. Waited for it. Decoded it. Showed it to friends. Sometimes I would leave home for a run, or for tea/wine with friends, without my phone as if I didn’t care, while praying for his notification when I got home. A notification that would magically communicate that it was all OK. That he wanted back in. That he was committed to making it work. That he loved me and it had all been a huge mistake.


It never was.


In the end, I found the only way I could get control was to turn off my phone. If you’re not strong enough, get someone else to do it for you, or to keep your phone away from you when you’re feeling vulnerable.


REJECTION MAKES YOU CRAZY (SCIENCE SAYS SO)


If uncertainty feels shit, rejection is worse, right?


As humans we are repulsed by rejection, conditioned to find it deeply unpalatable. We are always given the tools to explain it away. You didn’t get the part? The casting director must have been shagging that other girl. She didn’t pick you to be her bridesmaid? It’s because she knew you hated coral and satin. You didn’t make a second interview? They don’t know what they are doing. He didn’t ask you on a second date? It must be because you intimidated him.


At the core of my break up pain was rejection. At first, my brain would short-circuit to any emotion to get away from facing the rejection – I’d rather feel sadness, anger, fear, anything. But a part of me recognised that the onion of layers of sorrow, anger and disbelief are just wrapped around a solid core of rejection. He didn’t want me. And that hurts the most. It was rejection that made me sob in the shower, turning up the pressure so the kids couldn’t hear my desperate gasps. Rejection that caused my tears to fall when talking to my friends, leaving muddy mascara streaks on the phone screen.


According to psychologist and author of Mirror Thinking: How Role Models Make Us Human, Fiona Murden, rejection feels so bad because it dramatically affects how we see ourselves. She explains, ‘Rejection undermines our personal narrative. Which means it goes to the very core of who we believe ourselves to be. The story we tell ourselves about ourself. It calls into question our whole identity.’


This combination of rejection and uncertainty make for a headfuck like no other. If I am not X’s beloved wife, who lives in a country idyll with two beautiful children, I thought, then who am I? A single mother whose husband has decided he’ll pass, if that’s OK? The fact I’d written about my husband and our perfectly imperfect life for hundreds of thousands of people made it all the more humiliating. I had to let go of this identity and assume a new one. Spurned wife? Has a great ring, no?


One of the worst things about a break up is that it makes you feel like you are going bat-shit crazy, that you have lost control of your rational self. And you are not wrong. So intense is the situation that your subconscious mind kicks in and makes you do all kind of weird shit like, ahem, stand and wait at a station for an hour in the middle of the night for someone who’d rather see anyone but you when they get off the train.1


Or spend hours trying to bypass their EE security to see who they are calling.2


In the early stage of a break up, your brain seems to actively sabotage your recovery. It’s as if your own thinking, which is supposed to be on your side, is actively trying to mess you up. Anthropologist Helen Fisher, whose TED talks on love get millions of views, says that the irony of being dumped is that you want to forget the person but the rejection makes you love them harder than ever. I know this to be 100 per cent true. In the throes of rejection, I wanted X more than I ever had before.


Helen says that the intense emotion of rejection makes you willing to risk anything to get them back. Anything. Her research demonstrates the science behind this intensity and obsession. When recently rejected people were shown pictures of their exes, the brain showed activity in the reward/motivation areas. This activity releases dopamine. Dopamine is a bit like Pringles – you always want more. So, in an evolutionary fuck up, these obsessive thoughts are triggered whether you are falling hard for someone or obsessing over an ex. Hence you spend all day chasing the dopamine hit by thinking about the person who has just shat on you. Dopamine bypasses the conscious part of our brain so we literally lose control, doing more and more desperate things to get satisfaction. This is why you stalk their Instagram (a lot), call their mates to chat it through (AKA gain intel), talk about them ad nauseam and quite possibly sit outside their work (OK, just me then …). The more you look the more you want to look.


I found it really helpful to understand that my brain was making me behave in this way because a) it made me feel less like a loser, b) I felt like if I understood it I could get a handle on it and c) when I called friends at 6 a.m. to decode text messages, I could tell them my subconscious brain made me do it.


And, like the obsessive thinking isn’t enough, it turns out that heartbreak makes your brain crave your ex like an addict does smack.


I went to bed thinking about my ex. Woke up thinking about him. Craved his reassurances desperately and insatiably. Which is weird because previous to this I had been pretty well adjusted on that front. Not needy. Not jealous. I didn’t recognise my own behaviour. I was never the girl who needed hourly calls. Who tracked phones. Or steamed open envelopes.


When I said to my friend J that I felt X had been body snatched, she replied that she thought the same of me; the feisty, take-no-shit Green had been replaced by a woman she didn’t recognise. Someone so desperate to keep her family together she’d sacrifice her dignity.


In the book that accompanies his TED talk on heartbreak (in the early days these books were arriving at my door with more regularity than the baked goods my lovely friends were trying to tempt me to eat), Guy Winch says that romantic love shares the same neurochemistry that is associated with addiction. And that means that when the drug, or the person we love, is taken away, we go through actual withdrawal. That results in cravings, inability to focus, sleep disturbance, appetite issues, crying, depression and intense feelings of loneliness that can only be cured by our drug/person. Sound familiar?


That was exactly how I felt. Compelled to pick the scab. Mortifyingly undignified in my need to be reassured. And then there is the why, why, why?


If your mate starts hanging out with someone else you can shrug it off and think they just need to be with someone different right now. If you didn’t get the job you can go out, inhale some salted nuts, drink your body weight in rosé and chalk it up to wrong time, wrong personality combo. But when you get dumped it feels impossible to be rational.


Why are we so obsessed with the why?


Because your entire identity is at stake here. You are desperately trying to find an answer that feels palatable.


Fiona Murden talks me through how our brain works: ‘The prefrontal cortex has evolved in humans to enable us to plan, analyse, sort, and explain things in our environment. We’re able to remove or change the things that we don’t like – for our ancestors that may have meant running away from a predator; for us it may mean moving out of an area we don’t like living in, or changing jobs if we don’t like our boss, or if we don’t like an item of clothing, returning it. We then believe we can use this strategy on our own thinking, turning this in on our mind to make sense of our emotions and to try and control them. In fact, we are brought up to believe that’s what we should do, e.g. “come on, don’t cry” or “you really shouldn’t be thinking about that”. But when we’re under a lot of pressure, or stressed, trying to control our thoughts and emotions just doesn’t work.


‘Firstly, our prefrontal cortex can’t hold that much information at once so it can very quickly become overwhelmed. Secondly, when we are feeling emotional the emotional centres of our brain tend to be in the driving seat. Those bits of the brain are far from rational so analysis simply doesn’t work. Added to which there’s the push and pull between the rational saying what we “should” be feeling and the emotional saying what we are feeling, whether we like it or not. So we end up tying ourselves up in knots and getting increasingly stressed because we can’t do what we’re trying to (i.e. work out what we’re feeling and why, or what happened and why). The more we try to analyse our emotions the more complex they become. It’s a bit like when you can’t get to sleep – the harder you try, the more difficult it becomes; the more you worry about it, the more awake or anxious you seem to get.’


Sometimes, when searching for the why, my brain lets me give up and create my own story. A story that neatly absolves him of responsibility and allows me to believe he still loves me and respects me. This way my dream of happy ever after can stay intact.


Only it isn’t true and I know it. Which really, really hurts.


There’s a theory that the hamster-wheel thoughts are because your brain is at DEFCON one. Full alert. It’s taking this very seriously. Why does rejection take such premier position in your brain? Some scientists believe it’s because heartbreak is an evolutionary issue. For early female humans, the bond between you and a mate is a pretty important factor in whether you (and, if you have them, your offspring) are going to stay alive. So you are hardwired to focus on it. Hence the never-ending wonderings about where they are, who they are with and how the fuck can they think life is going to be better without you and your signature chicken dish?


Some of my heartbroken mates report being stuck with a constant reel of Hallmark moments ticker taping through their brain. Like those sodding ‘memories’ moments that your phone flashes up (the person who thought up these should be forced to watch Keeping Up with the Kardashians on repeat for the rest of their life as penance). Guy Winch’s theory is that it’s the same as when a child burns itself on a hot stove and the searing pain reminds them not to do it again. Only in this scenario, the brain wants to make heartbreak so horrendous you don’t do it again. And by throwing up all the good stuff, it dials up the agony to its most unbearable.


I felt overwhelmed by the future without him. Without an ‘us’. My brain fast forwarded to telling the kids, breaking up the house, the fact my pension pot is more like a sodding thimble. To what happens when the smoke alarm goes off at 3 a.m.? Or if there is a burglar? Or how I’m going to do whatever he does to the boiler to make it work?


X said he loved me, but not in that way any more. He wouldn’t kiss me on the lips. He didn’t want to sleep in our bed. He seemed to have zero empathy for my pain. Only irritation. He stayed out for nights on end and those nights were the worst of my life. So long, so dark. I tried controlled breathing to sleep but that’s about as effective as a Dettol colonic is on Covid. I took sleeping pills to stop the incessant chatter in my head. Sometimes I clawed at the bedsheets in sheer desperation, crying in my sleep. I woke at one, three, five – my face tight with dried tears. Nights were full of vivid dreams. I’d sleepwalk through the days.
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