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Chapter 1

I don’t know what to do.

This is worse than it sounds, believe me.

You see, the thing is, knowing what to do is, well, it’s what I do. It is my job, my raison d’être, my thing. I’m Martha ‘Relationship Guru’ Seymore. Yes, the Martha Seymore, as in the Martha Seymore who fits between ‘Real Sex’ and ‘Your Stars’ on page sixty-nine of Gloss magazine. The same one you can chat with live online every Thursday evening at JustAskMartha.com. That’s me, the girl who
gets paid to lend an ear to the cheated and jilted, the undersexed and overattached.


And the advice fountain never runs dry. I have an answer to every question, and believe me I get some good ones:

Dear Martha,

Is faking an orgasm deceitful?

Dear Martha

Should I lose weight for my lover?

Dear Martha,

My boyfriend doesn’t want sex until our wedding night, should I wait for him?

Dear Martha,

My partner wants us to engage in a threesome with a farmyard animal, what should I do?

And, never one for false modesty, I am qualified too. A degree in Psychology and a Master’s in the Clinical Characteristics
of Love Relations are the crown jewels of my glittering CV. But here I am, a bewildered fresher on her first day at the University
of Life: clueless and without a timetable.


I suppose it would have been easier if I hadn’t been naked. If Luke hadn’t decided to tell me when we were mid-foreplay I
would have been able to walk out straight away, head held high, leaving all the inevitable questions happily unanswered.


But no.

I was in bed with him, enjoying one of our Saturday-afternoon romps. There I was on top of the sheets, welcoming his kisses
as they charted their way up inside my leg when, with no warning, he stopped.


‘I can’t …’

Confused at this abstract reluctance I asked him what was the matter.

He lifted himself up off the bed, flashed a quick look at himself in the mirror, and then his face adopted a contorted expression,
as if he was trying to pull a piece of glass from his foot.


‘Martha, I’ve got to tell you something.’

I watched as his cantilevered cock started to sag.

‘It’s about last night …’

Last night. Luke’s monthly bender with the geek squad from Internet Planet magazine. I’d spent the night at Fiona’s.


‘What about it?’ I asked, tugging the sheet back over my body.

He stared straight into my eyes, then paused, as if making some sort of calculation. ‘I slept with someone.’

The sentence seemed to be over almost before it had begun. Too quick to take in. It was like I’d been stabbed. There was total
shock, confusion, then nothing, then the pain set in. My face must have looked blank as the words took time to form their
full meaning.


Two hours before.

The city had been alive with traffic and noise. Luke and I were on New Bond Street, window-shopping with mock-intent and taking
pleasure in the late spring sunshine. Although he’d been quieter than usual, and had seemed less willing to humour me with
his normal brand of arch-miserabilism, I had attributed this to the hangover his pink eyes were exhibiting.

Aside from his limited conversation, everything had seemed normal. In DKNY he sat and patiently flicked through the communal
copies of Wallpaper and i-D while I tried on the entire second floor. In Prada he had nudged me discreetly to point out a C-list celebrity contemplating
an overpriced pair of slip-ons. And in Calvin Klein, when we were out of view of everyone except the CCTV, he’d whispered
some horny ramblings into my ear while casually parking his hand on my bum.

Outside as we had weaved through the Saturday crowds we were a Couple in Love, soaking up the rays of the sun and the jealous
eye-darts of the single. I didn’t detect any of the textbook hallmarks of infidelity: no elaborate cover stories, no perplexed
forehead-scrunching, no forced good humour, no sense of nostalgic longing for something which had been lost or thrown away.

‘I slept with someone.’

It’s funny, however many words it takes to build a relationship, it always only takes four to knock it to the ground.

The shock had more force than any I’d yet experienced because unlikely as it may sound, this was completely unexpected. There’d
been no warning signs, no fault line identified. Luke was faithful. He may have believed in nothing else but he believed in our relationship. So this excursion, this breach of faith, was an impossibility. The thought that he could search for
pleasure elsewhere had never passed through my mind. Now it was there as a physical reality, I felt sick.


There was an emerging trace of anger, but this was initially overshadowed by a strange feeling of shame. I was naked in front
of a stranger. A stranger I had shared a bed with for two years of my life but a stranger none the less. I looked for my knickers
but couldn’t remember which direction I’d thrown them in. While I searched, Luke set about answering my unspoken questions.


‘I was pissed … I can hardly remember it … it was a mistake … a really bad mistake … I shared a taxi because we were going
the same way home … I hate myself … I had to tell you … you have to believe me … I love you …’


When I have pointed out, as I have on a number of occasions in my ‘Do the Right Thing’ column, that the key to maintaining
a successful relationship is to learn something new about your partner every day, this was not what I’d had in mind.


I looked up at him in disbelief, then down at his cock which was now the size and shape of a button mushroom. I located my
knickers and bra and put them on awkwardly, trying all the while not to let my eyes give anything away. I moved across the
room to the chair where my jeans and top were and finished dressing. Luke remained motionless, his bare arse and back bathed
in gold light from the window behind him.


Fully clothed, a more complete sense of anger emerged. I looked for something to throw at him, something sharp enough to cause
permanent damage. My shoes. The grey Fendoluccis with the lethal heels. One of them should do the job.


‘You’ve got to believe it … it meant nothing … nothing …’ He was animated now, and could see the venom in my eyes. ‘Well, say something …’


But I wasn’t saying anything. He reached for his boxer shorts and held them over his groin, like a fig leaf. I grabbed the
shoe and flung it at him at full velocity. His reflexes were ninja-sharp – he moved quickly out of its path and the shoe hurtled
on through the window.


Smash.

Fuck.

Picking up the other shoe I made my way out of the apartment.

‘Martha, wait!’

I turned as I opened the door and broke my silence. ‘Did you think of me?’

‘What?’

‘When you were fucking this girl did you think of me?’

‘Why are you doing this to yourself?’ I couldn’t believe it. It was as if I’d brought this situation on myself.

‘Just answer the question Luke. Was I in your head?’

He looks at me, exasperated. ‘Yes of course you were. You were in there the whole time.’

It felt weird the way he was saying this, as if I’d been an accomplice, or at least a witness to the whole thing. However,
the fact that I’d been there, within his conscious thoughts, did make it easier to walk out without hesitation. The idea that
he could have been thinking of me while touching and kissing and fucking this nameless girl was somehow worse than if he’d
blanked me out. It made the infidelity more extreme, more brutal.


‘It’s over, Luke. I just hope she was worth it.’ My voice sounded strange, detached. As if pre-recorded.

Once outside I navigated my way around the shards of broken glass and recovered my shoe. Luke was left standing naked at the
top of the communal stairway calling my name. The fucker.


There was an old couple on the pavement across the street staring at me as if I’d just escaped from somewhere. In a way I suppose I had. Although it didn’t feel like that – not yet
anyway.


‘Martha, please, Martha—’

His voice was now vaporising into nothingness as I walked down the street towards Notting Hill Gate Tube, dazed and distraught.


Chapter 2

Heading east on the Central Line to Bow, crammed between the armpit of a Saturday worker and the backpack of a German tourist, I try
my best to gain some sense of perspective. I am, after all, armed with the relevant knowledge for exactly these situations.


This is no big thing, I reason. It happens all the time. Of course it does. Every second of every hour of every day, in every
corner of London. Relationships end: some with a bang, some with a whimper; it’s a fact of life.


I try to remember times where I might have felt worse. But this is always going to be a self-defeating strategy, as effective
as chopping off an arm to divert attention away from your headache.


I think of the only major personal tragedy of the last decade: when my gran died four years ago. Perversely, I want to recall
the emotional turmoil I must have felt. However, all I remember is an overriding sense of guilt. Not the kind which makes
you feel in some way responsible, but that which is brought on by an absence of pain. That which poses the question: why isn’t
this bothering me? No. Nothing compares to the pure, unadulterated, irrational grief I’m experiencing right now.


Then, for the first time in the last twenty minutes, a pragmatic thought enters my head. I am homeless. The only punishment I have inflicted on Luke has been to kick myself out of his apartment. All I am left with are the contents of my Anya Hindmarch handbag (purse, Marlboro Lights, lip gloss,
mobile phone, echinacea capsules, used tissues) and the clothes on my back. Well done, Martha. That will teach him. Of course, I know I will have to return for my belongings at some future stage, but not today. That is impossible.


Almost instinctively, I have decided to head for Fiona’s. Fee is my best friend, a part of me as I am a part of her. Her best-friend
credentials are easy to identify: she cares, but she doesn’t judge. Despite the fact that she is half-German (on her mother’s
side), she is bemused by the whole concept of schadenfreude. If I’m feeling really shitty, there is no evident shade of triumph with Fiona, no smug sympathy. There is never an ‘I told
you so’ or an ‘I thought this might happen’ with her, even when she has. Now that’s a rare quality, especially with friends.
She is also the one person in life whose history most mirrors mine. We were at university together and skived off from the
same Cognitive Psychology lectures together. We laughed, cried and fought together, got out of our heads in Ibiza together
and then, as soon as we had graduated from Leeds three years ago, we moved to London together.


During our first year in the big city we had lived in the same flat and shared the same riotous vodka-fuelled adventures.
Then, within the same month, she’d met Carl the Fashion Photographer and I’d met Luke the Lying Cheating Bastard (formerly
known as the Sexiest Journalist on the Planet). Although we inevitably saw a bit less of each other, the symmetry was left
intact. Until now, of course. All of a sudden everything is looking decidedly lopsided.


When I arrive at the apartment complex I pause for a moment to compose myself before buzzing the intercom.

‘Hello.’

‘Fee, it’s me.’

‘Oh, hi, I’ll buzz you in.’

I let myself in when the door sounds and walk down the hallway to her apartment. She’s standing there waiting for me, a slender silhouette against the door. As I get closer she
reads my face.


‘What’s the matter? You look dreadful.’

I stand there in front of her, resisting eye contact. ‘I’m, uh, it’s—’

There’s a part of me that doesn’t want to tell her. Not because she won’t know how to handle it. She will. In true PR-girl
fashion she can always find the silver lining. It’s just that, in her head right now, Luke and I are still together and have
no reason to separate. Breaking that illusion can only make me feel worse. Somehow I force the words out.


‘It’s over with me and Luke.’

Her face crinkles and tilts sympathetically to one side. She stretches out her arms to beckon me for a hug. ‘Oh darling, come here.’

My head nestles into her shoulder, the tears break through, accompanied by what must sound like a whining and self-pitying
splutter. This lasts for about two minutes while Fee strokes the back of my head affectionately.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whimper when my eyes have emptied.

‘Whatever for?’

I lift my head up and rub my eyes. ‘I’ve got snot on your T-shirt.’

We go inside. Carl is not there. He is away in France, working on a fashion shoot.

‘So what happened?’ she asks, handing me a cigarette. I tell her the situation in between deep and desperate drags. When I
explain exactly when Luke told me, her response makes me smile. ‘What a titwad.’


I should point out that Fiona has always had an eccentric way of swearing. Other examples of her fruity vocabulary include
‘big hairy bollocks’, ‘flying fuckety fuck’ and, my favourite, ‘galloping gonads’. It’s as if she’s acting out a script co-written
by Quentin Tarantino and Enid Blyton. (I suppose this is as you would expect for the person who has watched the video of Grease while out of her mind on Ecstasy).


But Fiona is a good listener. She knows when and how the supportive ‘mmms’ and ‘ahhhs’ are required. She doesn’t overplay
it and she acts genuinely concerned. Even her outfit helps: fluffy slippers, mumsy jog pants and pink T-shirt. Her hair tied
back in a neat, comforting, symmetrical ponytail. She looks how you would imagine a cup of cocoa would look if it had a dress
sense.


‘Well, I suppose you’ve got to give him something: he had the balls to tell you.’

But this to me means nothing. It was inevitable he would tell me because secrets were never possible between us. From our
first night we were open with each other, exposing our souls in a way quite new to me, at least within the confines of a boy-girl
framework. Truth is one of Luke’s big things. And he’s always on the lookout for it. Sneering at any attempt to cover it up.
On a personal level this was always what had attracted me to him. OK, he was a cynic. But he was an interested one. It had
felt good, having someone who was not only concerned with the hard facts of your biography, but also in the softer stuff:
your opinions, how you think about things, and grand life-and-death things at that.


Unravelling each other, getting as close to the truth as words allow is, however, a dangerous game. It’s about ownership,
not only of each other’s past but of their thoughts as well. There are no longer any places for secrets to hide, no uncomfortable
truths to be glossed over. Everything is suddenly up for grabs.


Which, in this instance, must have made it difficult for Luke. I mean, he must have tried to cancel it out, to keep it to
himself, but it was no good. As he had once proudly concluded in one of his articles for Internet Planet, ‘Information wants to be free, and that is its natural inclination.’ And so it proved.


But then, I don’t know.

My mind goes off on one. Perhaps the fact that Luke told me is significant, although not in the way Fee imagines. Perhaps Luke, at a subconscious level, wanted it to be over. Perhaps having
meaningless sex with a stranger was so exciting that he had realised what he’s been missing. Then my mind really starts to
torment me. What if the sex hadn’t been meaningless? And what if it wasn’t a stranger? Maybe Luke knew this girl. Maybe he’s
been having an affair. It’s mathematically possible: although we’re together sixty per cent of the time, that still leaves
forty per cent unaccounted for … Cheating on a relationship expert would certainly satisfy his dark sense of humour …


Then Fee’s voice punctures my train of thought. ‘You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like.’

Although I appreciate the offer, I am only too aware that this is a short-term solution. Carl is due back from France in a
few days and may not be as keen on the idea as Fiona seems to be. And, to be honest, the prospect of sharing the same living
space as Carl is none too appealing. I mean, sure, he might look like Josh Hartnett’s older, longer-haired brother but he
falls somewhere between Mariah Carey and Ozzy Osbourne on the mental stability scale. Fee says he’s a changed man and that
he’s now more interested in her than snorting half of Colombia up his nostrils. She’s certainly put the work in trying to
help him through his difficult patch as she likes to euphemise (the period during which his nose journeyed where no nose had
gone before, snorting cocaine straight from heaped teaspoons – rolled banknotes were either too tedious or, given the cost
of his habit too hard to come by).


But even so, I’m entitled to remain suspicious about a man who prefers to look at me from behind a camera and who has spoken
a sum total of ten words to me in his entire life (‘She’s out,’ ‘She’s not here,’ and ‘Are you wearing a wig?’). Anyway, aside
from the Carl issue, more than a week on that sofa bed and I’ll be having to make an appointment with the osteopath.


I will need to find my own place, however scary it might first appear. All my life I have always been a part of other people’s
living arrangements – Luke’s, Fiona’s, my parents’ – and the prospect of finding a place of my own is indeed terrifying.


‘And tonight,’ Fiona tells me rubbing her hands, ‘we’ll get some videos, get absolutely sloshed and make a voodoo doll of
That Complete Tosser.’


I laugh despite myself. ‘That sounds good.’ And it does, although not anything like as good as the thought of having an early
night with Luke, or at least with the Luke of my former imagination, the one who was faithful, who only had eyes for me, who
wasn’t willing to throw it all away in the back seat of a taxi with a girl whose name he didn’t know, or care to.


‘What about your stuff?’

‘My stuff?’

‘Yeah, you know, all your worldly possessions.’

‘Oh shit, yeah. I don’t know.’

Then Fiona sets out the itinerary. Tomorrow we will go around together at about one o’clock, a likely time for Luke to be
in the pub. We’ll take her car, pack all my stuff then bring it back and store it here until I find a place to live. From
the way she is talking, you would think she was planning a high-risk military operation. I nod a lethargic approval, then
pour myself a glass of wine.


Before I can take a sip my mobile phone goes off and I can tell that it is Luke, without even checking the display. Instead
of answering it I wait to hear if he has left me a message on the voicemail.


He has: ‘Martha, hopefully when you get this message you’ll be feeling a bit more rational and more willing to listen to what
I’ve got to say. Please call me, we really do need to talk. I know I was wrong, which is why I had to tell you, but this doesn’t
have to be the end. Surely you of all people understand that? I just think you’ve made a rash decision.’


Surely me of all people?

‘This,’ I tell Fiona, ‘is a cheap trick.’ He’s using my job against me, trying to bring my status as a patch-up merchant into
the argument. Fiona mumbles in supportive, but unconvincing, agreement. What is especially irritating is that this stance
is coming from a man whose own choice of career reflects his real personal strengths in the same way that Dr Jekyll resembles
Mr Hyde. I mean, this is the IT journalist who can’t even add an attachment to an e-mail message without asking for help.


‘And as for me making a rash decision. Ha! Well, that is rich. I mean of course it’s me. Of course it is. Of course I made him go off last night with some sex-starved nymphobloodymaniac. Bastard.’ I switch the phone off and wait for my head to
explode.


‘Are you OK, Martha?’ Fiona asks, once I have voiced my feelings.

‘Yeah,’ I say, with forced casualness, before taking another gulp of Merlot. ‘I’m fine.’

But my head is a mess. And as a psychologist I can provide a neurological explanation. So get ready, here comes the science
bit.


The natural brain stimulants dopamine, norepinephrine and phenylethylamine – the chemicals of love – are now in free fall.
The happy feelings they have managed to generate over the two years since Luke and I have been together are now being reversed,
and are turning into their diametrical opposites.


You see, Bryan Ferry was right. Love is a drug. More specifically, it is what the 1982 ‘Conference on Love and Attraction’ famously described as ‘a cognitive affective
state characterised by intrusive and obsessive fantasising concerning reciprocity of amorant feelings by the object of the
amorance.’ (Well it’s famous if, like me, you are one of the twenty-seven people in the world to have done a Master’s degree
in the subject.)


You’ll know when it happens, they tell you. And I did. One moment you are a normal, rational human being, able to discriminate between
all that is good and bad in the modern world, and the next you act as if you’ve been lobotomised and you’ve just been given
the brain of one of those happy-clappy daytime TV presenters.


All of a sudden you’ll find yourself with a copy of OK! and realise you are no longer reading it ironically. You’ll start laughing at the ‘funny’ bits in EastEnders and find yourself saying thinks like ‘I know Celine Dion’s crap but she’s got a powerful singing voice.’


But now it’s cold turkey. Never mind ‘Heroin Screws You Up’. Love, that’s the real killer. Luke may not have come with a Government
Health Warning, but he’s causing me damage. It’s the phenylethylamine, that’s the real problem. Trust me. That’s real heavy
shit. Acting like speed, it’s that stuff which has the power to keep you up all night talking bollocks with each other and
then indulge in an acrobatic sex session at six in the morning. And when you hit a rock, it’s that same chemical which can
tear you apart.


Being able to break down your feelings scientifically does not, however, always make them easier to deal with. Alcohol, on
the other hand, can work wonders. With this thought in mind I quietly resolve to spend the rest of the evening getting completely
and utterly shit-faced.



Chapter 3

A break-up is not a once-only event. You have to relive it, re-enact it, remix it and then repackage it for each particular
audience. Your friends get one version, your family get another, while the truth floats somewhere in between.


This break-up is a particularly hard one to present to people. While I’m OK with the words – ‘it was a mutual decision’, ‘it’s
best for both of us’, ‘we work better as friends’ – they are belied by my tone of voice.


Fiona was easy. The others, however, may present more of a challenge. None more so than my mum, whose supernatural talent
for telephoning me at the worst times possible is confirmed at eight o’clock on Sunday morning when my mobile rings.


‘You sound dreadful,’ she tells me. ‘Where are you?’


‘I’m at Fiona’s,’ I croak wearily.

‘I tried Luke’s but there was no answer.’ She says this with a high inflection at the end, as if it was a question.

‘Oh, yeah, um, I stopped the night at Fiona’s. It was her birthday,’ I say unconvincingly, wondering whether to tell her the
truth. ‘How’s Dad?’ I ask, in a play for time.


‘Daddy’s fine.’ In the ‘fine’ I detect the subtle hint of innuendo. ‘We’re having one of our special lie-ins,’ she giggles.


You see, although my parents spent the first eighteen years of my life sheltering me from even the idea of sex, they now seem
hell-bent on making me aware that sexual activity doesn’t have to stop when you turn fifty. Whether it’s my mum’s Pilates classes or my dad’s previously postponed mid-life
crisis which has brought about this new lease of lust I am not sure. All I know is that the idea of my parents ‘making the
beast’ makes me want to vomit.


I then ask her about work because I know that as soon as she is on the subject she will ramble on for at least twenty minutes,
giving me the latest on her doctorly traumas. And I’m right. She goes off into a monologue about problem patients, gormless
GPs, staff politics and the never-ending saga of Rachel the receptionist (aka ‘the laziest woman alive’).


All the time she is talking I take deep, silent breaths, trying to steel myself. When she reaches a full stop, I decide to
come out with it in one go: ‘Luke and I have finished.’


There is a silence.

When my parents first met Luke last year he charmed the socks off them. Little did they know I had briefed him beforehand:
‘Feign an interest in classical music and alternative medicine and you’ll be laughing,’ I’d told him. After a PizzaExpress
lunch and walk along the South Bank my mum pulled me to one side and said with flushed enthusiasm, ‘Ohh Martha, Luke’s wonderful
… I think he’ll be good for you.’


‘What, what, what do you mean?’ she eventually asks, with a trace of aggression.

‘It’s over, we’ve split, that’s it …’ I go on to give her the ‘mutual decision’ spiel, mixed with some classic Martha Seymore
trick-cyclist bullshit about relationships running their course. To my surprise, she swallows it.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’

‘Mum, seriously, it’s the best for both of us.’ I then make an excuse about Fiona having just made me breakfast and conclude
the conversation. Thankfully, my dad has gone to the gym, so it will be left up to Mum to break the news.


*

Starting badly, the day gets worse.

When Fiona gets up, she drives me round to Luke’s to collect my stuff. The bedroom window is now patched up with a flimsy
piece of chipboard, making the apartment look derelict.


I use my set of keys to let us in and, as we enter, I run through the possibilities of what we might find:


	
Luke curled up in a foetal ball, crying my name over and over again.



	
Luke lying dead on the bathroom floor after taking five boxes of Nurofen and writing me a heart-wrenching suicide note.





Or, worst-case scenario:

3. Luke getting his freak on with the mystery Miss X in a state of such unbridled ecstasy that he is oblivious to our entrance.

As it turns out, he’s not there. Clearly he’s not so devastated as to miss his Sunday lunchtime piss-up at the Blue Bar.

Part-relieved, part-disappointed, I go with Fiona into the bedroom and set about packing. The room suddenly has an immense
power. Luke is everywhere. In my head I run through a ‘Bastard’ mantra to keep back the emotion. Fucking Bastard. Cheating Bastard. Fucking Cheating Bastard. And so on.


Realising that I can’t stay here long I bundle all my clothes and shoes into bin liners and grab my laptop. All the mutual
stuff I leave (much to Fee’s bemusement). The books, the kitsch movie posters, the CDs, the Art Deco ashtray – these are no
longer just objects any more, these are souvenirs of something I don’t want to remember.


I go into the kitchen to write Luke a goodbye note. Everything seems charged with a negative energy. The kettle, the knife rack, the silver oven, even the toaster: all seem like objects of hate, like subtle and secret weapons in
an invisible war.


The note I leave is simple and to the point:



Dear Luke,

This was your decision.


Martha





I underline the ‘your’ twice for dual emphasis.

Within twenty minutes of having entered we are out of there and driving back. As we move down past Great Portland Street,
I realise for the first time that I may never see him again.


I try and make conversation with a reluctant Fiona, for whom every car journey is a rerun of her driving test, but it’s no
good and, despite my best efforts, I am too weak to stop thinking. Or rather, what I am thinking about is too strong to let
go of, as if my own cognitive processes are now beyond control. Needless to say, my thoughts are of Luke. I am not missing
him, but rather anticipating what I will miss about him, which may or may not amount to the same thing.


I will miss tickling him into reluctant laughter each time he gets one of his twisty faces.

I will miss watching him wince as I squeeze his blackheads.

I will miss our friendly banter during our weekly shop. Like last Wednesday:

(In Boots)



ME: Why don’t we get that shower gel?


LUKE: Which one?


ME: The aromatherapy one.


LUKE: ’Cos it’s a load of bollocks, isn’t it?


ME: No it’s not, it’s proven to work.


LUKE: So was witch-burning. And leeches.


ME: Well OK, you can go and find some nice exfoliating leeches to wash yourself with, but I’m going to settle for a lavender
body scrub, OK?


LUKE: I was just saying.


(In Waitrose)

LUKE: Mart, why do you always go for the organic stuff?


ME: Because it’s healthier.


LUKE: (Holding up a robust, genetically modified carrot next to its puny, organic cousin) But it’s half the size and it’s twice
as expensive. It’s a load of bollocks.


ME: Size isn’t everything Luke, you should know that.


LUKE: What was that supposed to mean?


ME: Nothing. I was just saying.






Perhaps most of all I will miss sleeping with him. And I mean just that. Sleeping with him. You see, to my mind, it is the sleeping, not the sex, that defines a successful relationship. After all, you can
have fantastic, bed-breaking sex with someone you hardly know, or even with someone you don’t like. Sleeping together, on
the other hand, is much more difficult to get right. The openness required for a sexual partnership to work counts for nothing
when compared to that needed in order to nod off with someone. With Luke, however, it was the most natural thing in the world.
In bed he would cast all his daytime cynicism aside and relax. He would cuddle into my back, lift his knees up and, as if
to shield me, rest his arm on the outside of my leg.


And this was how we fell asleep, night after night, for nearly two years.

I already know that the nostalgia for those deep, dreamless nights will become overwhelming. I will miss everything. The warmth
of his body, the feel of his legs under mine, even his stale morning taste. Oh Luke, you bastard, I miss you already.


When we get back to Fiona’s she tells me that she has got a lot of work to do for tomorrow so, if I didn’t mind, she’d have
to leave me to it. I try and arrange my belongings as neatly as possible, which is quite difficult in a flat not much bigger than a shoebox. Especially when you consider that Fiona
has converted it into a shrine to anal retention.


And then I feel guilty: for bringing my chaos into Fiona’s ordered world. I resolve to find a place of my own as soon as possible.

In a desperate desire to fill the void of Sunday afternoon I charge up my laptop and check my e-mails. There’s 111. Admittedly
around fifty of these are instant deletables – dubious invitations to get a new home loan, buy Viagra, win a holiday in Las
Vegas, participate in hot teen action and enlarge my penis by three inches (guaranteed). But in between the false promises
of a better life there are the subject lines of a more desperate reality:




I’m scared of losing him

My boyfriend is impotent

I love his best friend

He doesn’t know I’m pregnant

He wants me to dress up as his mother





I click on a message headlined Single Forever? And read:



Dear Martha,

I’m an outgoing person with an active social life, but find it hard to meet attractive, single men. When I do meet someone
I really fancy, they’re either attached or not interested in a relationship.

What should I do?

Eve Bloom, 23, Retail Assistant, Edinburgh





Surprisingly, I find it easy to provide a reply:



First you need to ask yourself why you feel you should be in a relationship. Is it for you or the people around you? Do you
want a monogamous relationship or is it something you feel pressurised to enter into? At a certain age, after a certain number of partners or a certain length of time, there
is undeniable pressure to be in a ‘grown-up’ relationship. But it is possible that you, without realising it, are acting in
a way that puts single men off and sending out the wrong signals.

The other possibility is that you do want a relationship, but are going about it the wrong way. Every time you are attracted to a single man you may automatically
expect it to lead to a dead end. This inevitably means that it does lead to a dead end. If you change your frame of mind to reflect what you really want, rather than what you think you should
have in order to fit in, you’ll end up being more successful.





I am impressed by the authority of my own advice, despite the fact that I realise I am not giving the whole picture.


Chapter 4

Of course, the main problem about being a single, twenty-something female is the fact that the quickest route back to coupledom
tends to be found by forming an attachment with a single, twentysomething male. The men I know, unattached and in their twenties,
are unattached for good reasons.


Take three not-so-random examples:



Name: Stuart Price

Age: Twenty-six

Occupation: Web programmer

Interests: Computers, John Woo movies, Domino’s pizzas, piss-artistry, breast jokes, playing with his software.





Stuart is Fiona’s older brother and, I have to admit, he’s very committed to his brotherly duties. You know, piss-taking,
shit-stirring, ego-sapping, and all the other hallmarks of sibling affection. I see him quite a lot; he’s round at Fiona’s
every other night for a free meal and some female company, even if it is his sister’s.


On the looks front he’s not the star prize, but he’s not hideous either. I mean, he doesn’t have a moustache or anything and
he’s in pretty good shape considering his diet of takeaway food and his excessive alcohol consumption.


However, aside from the fact that he is my friend’s brother, there are a number of other factors which act as successful deterrents. While he is no longer a boy (the generous
bulge in his combats testifies to that), it would be stretching a point to call him an adult. It’s almost as if he is trapped
in some state of pubescent purgatory, unable to pass through to manhood.


This immaturity is manifest in the way he expresses himself. Or rather doesn’t. True to the computer-geek cliché, Stu is not
someone who strikes you as well in tune with his feelings. This probably accounts for his permanently confused expression.


His immaturity is also evident in his living quarters, which Stuart shares with a bunch of fellow cybernerds in a glorified
shed in Whitechapel. I’ve only been in his bedroom once, when I was borrowing a CD-ROM off him to help me work on my website,
but it made a lasting impression.


His duvet was on the floor, along with a selection of unwashed socks, pizza boxes, club flyers and lad mags. In terms of furniture,
there was a wardrobe, a scary-looking bedside chest of drawers and a few precarious shelves with computer games and videos.
There was a single bed against the wall and, above, a cluttered assortment of FHM posters stuck together in a haphazard fashion. The smell is what I remember most, however, a dank and fusty amalgam of sweat,
stale cigarettes, takeaway pizza, spilt beer and crusty bedsheets. When he referred to the room as his ‘love den’ I didn’t
know whether to laugh or cry. The idea that any woman of legal age could be aroused in such an environment was ridiculous,
almost perverse.


I’m probably being a bit hard. I mean he’s quite sweet in a Basset Hound sort of way, and his heart’s in the right place,
I’m sure. It’s just that regarding relationships with the opposite sex he’s his own worst enemy. After all, any bloke who
refers to a woman’s breasts as ‘bazookas’ is destined for a long, lonely stay in the Land of the Single.


Anyway, you’ll meet him soon, so you can judge for yourself.



Name: Guy Longhurst

Age: Twenty-eight

Occupation: Features Editor, Gloss magazine


Interests: Italian food, the House of Gucci, body fascism, serial seduction, mirrors (and any other reflective surfaces)
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