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To my anne and baba, thank you.
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I think back to a time on a bright blue lake. Clear skies. The water just shallow enough to drown in. There were fourteen fish in a bucket of water, kept alive for longer so they may be fresher when dead. My love, is this not how men love women?


That is to say, you will kill us, then stand back and watch us remember how to breathe.






Oh, sinner man, where you gonna run to?


Sinner man where you gonna run to?


Where you gonna run to?


All on that day


— Sinner Man, African American
traditional spiritual song






Shortly before the snow melted, there were no answers for questions no one had known to ask.


It was in a clinic in Queens. A metal detector securing the distance between us and the street, but nothing could narrow the space between actual refuge and the myth of it. From the outside it looked like the man was scrolling through photos on his phone, showing them to the woman beside him. From the outside he looked like a man who had taken days off work to care for her. From the outside, it was not possible to tell that we had shared a sandwich that morning, then driven the short distance from Brooklyn with the radio on. My partner showed me photographs of his father. A man whose cheekbones were cut the same, whose eyes were curved in a similar way. My partner joked about his father’s many girlfriends, dozens and dozens of women all at once, he said. I looked at him, in that way a girlfriend does when she wants to ask her man if it is more than cheekbones that are cut from the same cloth.


He laughed. One of you, my love, is more than enough.


I have a clear memory of the dog that lingered beside the traffic lights on the way to the clinic. A huge white husky-mix with grey spots. I focused on the dog. Let its fur and open mouth become my only thought as we drove past it. Until it was a dog in the distance. Until it was a shape of white and grey. Until it didn’t exist at all.


I thought about that dog as I filled in forms twenty minutes later. I think about that dog often. How it was there one minute and gone the next. How it was in the window, then the side mirror, then on a street in Queens I was no longer on. I play an alternative version of it in my mind – of stopping the car and getting out at the traffic lights, of following the dog to its home, keeping it somewhere in my eyeline. I had wanted to keep looking at it, wanted to stop a minute, or twenty minutes, or more, longer at those traffic lights and not go beyond them. I thought about the dog as the receptionist called my name.


He did not accompany me into the consulting room. And as a practitioner squeezed gel onto my stomach, I felt a foreign and illegible agitation rise. She asked if I wanted to look at the screen. I told her I didn’t. I hadn’t wanted to see the black and white of it all, the outline, a head-shape, a movement: was that a hand, a foot, a heart, my heart, that I would not see again?


*


Four days earlier I stood at my window. It was snowing, but not in that way you should find romantic. Rather, it settled on parked cars and the pavement, oppressive in its thickness, aggressive as it fell diagonally and cut the sky.


My partner’s mother had been sick for some weeks. He had flown regularly to Atlanta to be with her in hospital, taking red-eye flights back to New York on the days that he could, frequently arriving at my apartment sometime before morning turned to midday.


Often he was tired, and spoke of having slept in hospital chairs until the nurses made him leave, staying briefly in his mother’s empty house before returning to be with her.


How can we be parents right now, when I’m losing one? he’d say, cross-legged on my rug in the living room, folding and unfolding laundry, rolling his sweaters precisely and placing them into an overnight bag. Weeks passed like this: I was pregnant and couldn’t stand the smell of chicken; he was distracted and drank cinnamon tea with me on the days he was in Brooklyn. On that night, as it snowed, his phone rang to voicemail, and the white outside suffocated me, snared me in a space, a life I wanted to split open, that snow, that fucking snow that kept me in place. And in the morning his message came, that his mother was dead, gone, and I lay in bed, face down on my stomach, as though choking on mouthfuls of snow, that fucking snow, shovelled into my throat.


*


I did not want an abortion. Nor did I want a child. Such is the complexity of a person who lives alongside assigned roles. I was ruled by fear – the dread of not keeping it, the dread of becoming a mother. There was no part of me that aligned, nor would there be fully again. My body had gone into the action of protecting what was two months within it. Because women’s bodies are not singular, yet I had further understood the meaning of being treated as mass on this day. To be a woman in the London of my youth was to be an idea before human. And so our bodies were touched and stroked and grabbed in bars and on roads. We were told who to be and how to be it. To be a woman was to be a shape, smell, size; a walk, then a dress style, a mother, a mother one day, and so on.


But we were there: a clinic in Queens, finality around us. The doctor, a woman with short-cropped hair, spoke to me with the patience of a person who had said these same words a thousand times. The first pill, she explained, would terminate the pregnancy. For twenty-four hours I would carry it as such, lifeless, until it passed from me. She asked if I was sure, and in the absence of knowing how to say no, I nodded. She asked if I was alone, a question now peculiar for its answer. No, I told her, my partner was in the waiting room, and what had taken us there would surely remove us from it. I walked the staircase to the waiting area. White walls. I read the messages on my phone – of how we’d get through this, that we’d be home soon, eat ice cream and watch re-runs of shows – that he had only gone to find the restroom, and I should stay for him near the receptionist and wait.


In a chair facing her desk, my winter coat lay across my lap, and I thought of the dog. How I had turned to watch it through the rear window, until it was a hound in the background, until it was an outline of ashen silver. How it was right there until, when all was said and done, it wasn’t. And I scanned the room until I saw it, the restroom, the door wide open and no one inside. As the waiting room emptied, as a young woman tapped the keyboard of her computer with perfectly pointed nails, what I understood came only as sound, or half of one, escaped from somewhere inside my mouth until it had nowhere left to go. He was gone. He was gone and my calls went only to voicemail.


Outside the clinic I howled. Walking quickly, circling the block as though searching, when there was no one and nothing left to look for. I was both frantic and insensible, both numb and wild. If I found him this would all be over, if I found him every question I had not previously known to ask would be answered.


I remember dropping, slipping in the sludge, sitting on my knees in the snow that was partially brown. I screamed again. And then, somehow, I was at the subway, had climbed the stairs to the platform. What if he were dead. What if he were on the tracks or fallen from a bridge. But the trains were still running, and the stations came, 21 Street, Greenpoint, Nassau, and I texted his friend as they passed.


You may remember me, I wrote, telling him all that had just happened, without knowing myself.


Where are you? the friend replied. Are you okay? How did he seem?


I cannot recall my answers. They do not matter. After how long, I don’t know, I was at my apartment. Time is an illusion when there is no reason left to count it. But it was outside my home that I saw the messages from him.


Do not reach out to my friends again. You are ruined. There is nothing good or human about you. You are not someone anyone should ever be with. No one should love you.


No one should love me.


I reached for my keys, then put them away. I turned the handle on my apartment door and expected, rightly, that it would open. The shirts he left in my closet were no longer there. His T-shirts that had filled the bottom drawer, gone. His sneakers that had formed a neat line against my shoes, and some of my belongings too, gone with him.


No one should love me. And I believed him. Because I had been taught to.


*


In the days that followed I asked the superintendent to show me the security footage of the hallway outside my apartment. I checked the time on the recording. When I had been with the doctor, he had climbed the stairs to my home and entered with a spare key. On the screen I watched him carry his shirts to the waste disposal room, then dump them in the garbage chute. On the screen I watched him reappear with more of his belongings and throw those too, before leaving with a small red painting of his, and a bag full of his things, and some of mine. This is what it felt to be haunted. To see precisely without any doubt, or alternative, the moment someone set about to break your life, to invade your home, and above all else present safety as little more than an illusion. There was no question over whether he had been nervous, scared or panicked. He wasn’t. And any desire I had to imagine a man who ran from the clinic, or my apartment, with pain, or guilt, or a breakdown induced by the hours that had happened before this, was replaced by the clear vision of a man entirely calm, entirely poised, entirely in control.


On the road outside the clinic, I had screamed. Whatever decision I had made in that place no longer felt like mine. He was dead inside me. The sky collapsed. I had only the security footage – I watched him, again and again, take his things and dispose of them as though he had murdered himself, then set about cleaning the crime scene.


In seven months’ time I would wonder who my pregnancy could have been. Both of them now a fantasy, neither fully mine nor real. He stole the sky. How do you ever forgive someone for taking that.






i.


The village is always on fire.


Men stay away from the kitchens,


take up in outhouses with concrete floors,


while the women – soot in their hair –


initiate the flames into their small routines.


— Sophie Collins, ‘untitled’





That he was gone should not have been a surprise. He was always gone in some capacity or another. That began very early on when he prepared me for, as he described it, his mental disabilities. His high-functioning autism, he said, came with agoraphobia and it was hard for him to commit to the things we had planned. Nights out, if they happened at all, quickly turned into nights at home. My home. And it seemed we were always up against something. Losing jobs and moving house; delays on the subway and his mother’s poor health; his father’s recurring absence and his sister’s rape, and his ex-girlfriend’s death, and my ex-partner’s thoughtless ways, a cancelled flight, a bus stuck in traffic, and the lost equipment on a film shoot he had worked on, and wasn’t the world spinning in another direction from us, and a deadline that had been pushed, and when the core of a star runs out of hydrogen fuel it will implode under the weight of gravity, and a lost phone, and Fleetwood Mac wrote the Rumours album during their most destructive heartbreak, and an eye infection that takes weeks to heal, and ‘The Chain’ is truly the most sensational song by Fleetwood Mac, perhaps in the world, but he was funny, and I had my words, and wasn’t that lucky seeing as he was a comedian, and I – what was I? – could our love really be the only thing keeping him alive?, and several billion years after its life starts, a star will die; how the star dies, however, depends on what type of star it is.


*


New York smells of sewage in the summer. Manhattan in particular. It has a kind of decomposing stink, like flesh, and condensation drips onto your head from air conditioners hooked up in half-open windows. The cockroaches and rats held court around the bins, the half drank coffee cups and mustard-covered napkins brimming over. I liked the rats. They were fearless and smart in a way I thought you needed to be to live in that city. They cotched near your sandals while you waited for the bus or smoked a cigarette away from the outdoor area of a bar or restaurant. And just as quickly, you learned the IKEA boat from Pier 11 dropped you at Red Hook for the best free views, that everyone had their own theory on where ‘86’d from a bar’ came from, that if you want an uptown train, you entered the subway the same side the cars drove uptown on, that if you ought to call an ambulance, order an Uber instead.


I was new to the city, new to a country I had only seen tower above me on cinema screens. Newly single, straight from a relationship with a man who had spent years lying, then lying more to cover the pretence of it all. I had few friends, and they too were new. What do people do when everything is fresh, peculiar, when the newest of all is to feel wholly alone? Try dating apps, I suppose. Above anything, seek connection.


But any woman who has spent long enough in a bar, or a street, on a train, in an office, just existing, will tell you that men can be pushy, sex-crazed, confrontational, that they can’t – no, won’t – take a hint. Go online and the screen, the sense of pseudo-anonymity, aggravates that. There are the men whose response to ‘hi! how r u?’ is ‘would love to smash / you look great I wanna bend you over / I want to put my cock between your tits / I’m good but would be better with you on my face / would love to make you squirt if the connection is right’. There are the guys who press you to meet at their house, or yours, for a first date, with no concept of safety or boundaries, or with a purposeful disregard for both. Those who send pictures of their dick, and ask for naked pictures of you. Then there are the racists. The ones who ask the brown girls if they’re hairy, who tell the East Asian girls they love how doll-like and submissive they are, who ignore the Black women altogether, who tell Jewish women they are cheap dates and their noses are surprisingly small. The guys who write to say you have a nice face but should lose the weight, you have a nice arse in that dress in the photo but should wear less make-up, you have pretty hair but should smile in your pictures more. And the guys who descend into thirty-six angry messages, one after the other, because you didn’t respond during the first hour. Or the men who don’t reply for days having messaged twelve other women at once, devoted to sharing the poetry of ‘hey wassup’. At best are the men with shit chat: ‘hi’ – ‘hey’ – ‘you good?’ – ‘yeah how r u?’ – ‘good thanks, u?’ – ‘not bad, u?’ – ‘yeah, alright thanks, u?’


Often, the men I’ve liked and connected the best with in this world are not the ones I’d even consider on a dating app. The reverse must also be said.


When I matched with him our conversation was enjoyable. Consistent but not overblown, questions were asked and answered equally. The messages teemed with sarcasm which appealed entirely to my British sense of humour (and was otherwise deeply lacking in my experience of America). We messaged for a few weeks, then finally agreed to meet.


Remember, I was new to New York in those days. And watching a city in the movies is not research for living in one – I had not yet learned that in reality it was unedited and unvarnished. The unceasing sound of sirens. The roaches that gathered in apartment block hallways. People jammed in the subway either side of a deserted carriage, empty with the exception of blood or shit on the floor and seats. The men and women who screamed on subway platforms, who fought sometimes with passengers, often with the empty space in front of us all. Our phones pinged to warn us when a person with an axe or gun was just a few blocks away. During the summer months the notifications for shootouts were regular. On the more sweltering days you could feel it in the sky before it happened, the tension as tangible as the airless humidity. The bricks through windows of bars that had you flat out across the floor, glass splinters across your legs and back, the girl bleeding from her head on the ground next to you. Men pulled weapons on you when you rejected them. People you knew and loved were murdered. Shot in the head for chatting to the wrong girl outside your laundromat. Outside your local. But even so, it was the owner’s elderly dead dog the community held candlelit vigils for instead of the person. Surviving New York violence was its own kind of souvenir. There was a pride in how much of this shit you were supposed to withstand.


That summer – the summer of 2016 – had been a particularly blistering one, and I wasn’t too familiar with the kind of Manhattan bars where you dropped the name of someone who knew someone to get in. I ordered a drink. And I heard him say, Turn around. I did. He laughed. I think I must have done the same. His face partially veiled by the beard he kept in those early months. He said it felt like we already knew each other – then he threw in the word ‘forever’. What a strange word. There’s no such thing. Unless we existed elsewhere – in a parallel place, in an absence of reality.


His friend was DJing; R&B, soul, the popular songs that played New York that summer, the kind of music people found easy to move to. A couple of other guys he knew stood by the booth and danced, and we moved between speaking with them and talking alone, outside smoking cigarettes in the humidity that cloaks New York at night, his Marlboro Reds tucked into the rolled-up sleeve of his T-shirt. The conversation was as easy, as pleasing, as it had been online. He flirted but kept it simple, briefly touching my arm, the occasional flattering remark, just enough eye contact. His friends were going to another bar on the edge of Chinatown under Manhattan Bridge, he said, and did I want to come. Outside, leaning against the dark green tiles, he asked if he could kiss me, the bridge’s steel towers, the Q train clanking above. And when it was time to leave, with the same graciousness, he asked if he could order my Uber home, and pay for it.


We met again. A week later in a bar on the Lower East Side, the same friend of his DJed as we shared tortilla chips at the bar, bonded over the particulars of my routines, the quirks and peculiarities we seemed to share so many of, as he mirrored what mattered to me.


We met again. A bar in the East Village I had been to before and chosen for us. He was affectionate and polite, the bartenders laughed with him and responded with warmth to his being there.


We met again. A comedy night in a basement bar he was performing at. I felt trusted, involved, he was vulnerable and I was in on it.


Then, later that evening, someone he knew referred to me as his girl.


This was rare for New York, perhaps for a lot of cities, but New York was renowned for its pernicious dating scene. Nobody had any intention of wanting to commit. People dated numerous others at once on a never-ending loop, had casual sex at a rate I had never before seen. Which was fine – except nobody seemed fine. It seemed instead to sting people, dispirit them, cut their self-esteem. There was a joke that relationships started in November when it was too cold to go out, then ended in April when it was warm enough to meet someone new. Men catcalled you in the street with unceasing momentum. They followed you home. They reached out to touch you as you got off a bus. They interrupted your nights out with friends to talk about themselves and press you for a number. When it was too hot to sleep, I’d pull shorts on and a T-shirt, then sit with a book in an air-conditioned dive bar as men remarked if I really hadn’t wanted to be picked up, I wouldn’t be alone with my legs out. It was a chaotic place, of frenzied frat-boys on heat, and their 1920s outlook on clothes and skin. It was a sexually aggressive place, and it was fucking exhausting.


He told me he was monogamous; he didn’t sleep around and hadn’t been with anyone for a long time. It was up to me to decide if I wanted him – he wasn’t possessive and wouldn’t push.


But he made his presence known. He commented on my Instagram posts, left hearts under my pictures, put the palm of his hand on the back of mine, asked to kiss me, scratched the mosquito bite on the top of my knee, told me he hadn’t felt like this for years. And asked for nothing else.


But this was also key: the behaviour without the ‘contract’. The illusion of being the girlfriend, without the explicit words. The men who move to you with intimacy and closeness, who benefit from acting out the relationship, then later withhold respect, overrule your needs with ‘I never actually said you were my girlfriend’, ‘We weren’t even properly together’, ‘I didn’t say it would be anything serious’.


I didn’t realise then how heavily men relied on labels to consider a woman’s humanity: girlfriend, wife, mother, daughter. The men who invest in feminism because they are the ‘fathers of daughters’, ‘sons of mothers’, ‘husbands of wives’, who need a woman to exist in proximity to them before we matter; the men who believe loyalty is reserved only for a girlfriend; the men who can only be held accountable by a wife. Women were not owed thoughtfulness, consistency and, above all else, kindness, if we hadn’t proven our necessity first. The reward, it seemed, for demonstrating our value was to be classified suitably by some man.


I didn’t have a conversation with him about what precisely our relationship was. He had said he was monogamous, expressed love and openly pursued me. For me it seemed clear. For him avoiding the explicit branding was how he would later negotiate his blamelessness within a society that had already permitted him to do so.


But the foundation of our fantasy version was now there.


I went on holiday for some weeks. That was when he began to text the links: Wiki posts on how to date a person with autism, essays on how to be with someone who was agoraphobic, forums on what you can or cannot say to a person with complicated disabilities, YouTube videos, articles, short stories, Twitter threads, TV shows, podcasts, long text messages. It was shifting. And these were now the instructions for how to exist around a man just like him.


*


Women are taught to fear failure. To many of us failure simply means not having tried enough. Girls are taught to make it work, to not give up, to stick at things, fake it until you make it, keep going until it’s fixed – the bare bones of being maternal: and to be maternal, in its most rightful sense, means abandoning nothing and no one.


The older you get as a woman, the more unpromising starting again can feel: I have known him since I was seventeen, who am I without him?; I am twenty-four, how can I financially afford to live in a new home alone?; I am thirty-five, will I make new friends when we share each other’s?; I am forty-one, can I meet someone new in time to finally have kids with?; I am fifty-six, will I know how to pay for bills in my own name?; I am sixty-eight, I have never turned off the lights in an empty house and slept alone.


We keep going, so we don’t bring shame to our families for divorcing, so we don’t become gossip among our friends, so we don’t elicit pity in the staff canteen, so we don’t waste the cost of the wedding, so our kids don’t come from a broken home, so he doesn’t slap us, so the neighbours don’t think he cheated, so he doesn’t kill us, so we don’t blame ourselves.


A few months into our relationship he went away. Australia, and Finland, and England, he said, for work. I was fed up.


His communication had lessened, his tone frequently disapproving, his obsession with how well I could manage his disabilities, as he called them, now persistent.


There wasn’t an obvious moment when he, or the relationship, changed. Instances injected into the good, until the memory of the good was the only thing left and keeping you. Where now the goal of the relationship was a journey to finding a way back to the person you loved; more importantly, back to the person who first loved you.


New York was tense as Trump’s election grew closer. I watched the debates in Williamsburg bars, twinkling car lights on the bridge above, chins turned and twisted up to screens, the overdone bar small talk replaced by optimistic chatter for Hillary’s win. I simply couldn’t understand it. Couldn’t understand the cheery hope when the unavoidable was gawking at us. In a friend’s brownstone in Crown Heights we drank beers and threw cigarette butts out the window on election night. We were a room full of brown people from brown backgrounds. When Trump won, the only two white people cried. They held each other and sobbed, and someone said, Why you crying, you should have known, and no one hugged goodbye, and someone slammed their beer back and opened another, and someone else ordered cabs for all the brown people who lived walking distance; because not a single thing, or person, felt safe anymore. I wanted to leave that party, leave the city, leave Trump’s brand-new America that wasn’t new at all, leave him, and his podcasts and his audiobooks and his research on why I could never get it right.


And then the text message arrived. He had tried to kill himself, somewhere in Melbourne, between jobs, and he was in a suicide prevention clinic, and needed only my support and care.


I felt held in position, breathless.


The next time I’d feel the same would be a few months later. On a night when it snowed, and his phone rang to voicemail, and the white outside suffocated me, snared me in a space, that snow, that fucking snow that kept me in place. And in the morning his message came, that his mother was dead, gone, and I lay in bed, face down on my pregnant belly, as though choking on mouthfuls of snow, that fucking snow, shovelled into my throat.






ii.


In the marketplace they are piling the dry sticks.


A thicket of shadows is a poor coat. I inhabit


The wax image of myself, a doll’s body.


Sickness begins here: I am the dartboard for witches.


Only the devil can eat the devil out.


In the month of red leaves I climb to a bed of fire.


— Sylvia Plath, ‘Witch Burning’





Two weeks after the clinic I flew to Vancouver to perform at a literary festival. When I look back, I know I was only able to get there with the determined guidance of those who described to me what days should look like: brush your teeth, put on deodorant, open a bag, put clothes inside, make a cup of tea, find your shoes, put them on, get on the subway, text us from the subway, this is your connecting train to the airport, take this too, text us when you are on that as well.


In Canada old friends greeted and gathered me. We were doing the show together and between rehearsals and sound-checks they reminded me, with a kind of ferocity only old friends possess, of the person I had been in London before all this. I did the show, I think on a kind of autopilot that I remembered from starting out, doing poetry in back rooms of east London pubs. I had, briefly, remembered what it was to be alive.


On my return, arriving at Newark airport, I searched his name. What I found was a recording of a comedy show he had done in Manhattan four nights before the clinic. The date of the show aligned with the night he had told me he was in Atlanta. The night, he had said, his mother died.


In the recording he can be heard introducing himself to the audience. He is cold and disparaging, and continues his set with a sequence of statements I will not call jokes. He tells a story about having sex with a woman in her sleep. He tells another about inserting the morning-after pill, known as Plan B, inside women’s vaginas. He tells the crowd he has intentions to conceal Plan B inside women’s food and drinks.


‘Are there any Muslims here?’ he asks. ‘None? Good. I’ve never met a good or kind one. I’d be happy if they all died.’


On an icy Jersey train platform, I broke down. I thought back to the night this set had been recorded: the snowstorm, and how I had sat alone in my apartment watching the empty white street from my window, the thickness of the snow, how heavy it was. And I was trapped by it, terrified, registering every cramp in my body, had pushed my palm against my stomach as though it would tell me what to do, as though, for a moment, I was not totally fucking alone.


Elsewhere, he recounted fantasies of violent coerced abortions and the mass genocide of Muslims. The snowstorm did not stop him. Nothing did. Finally, I thought, he would be happy – his pregnant Muslim girlfriend was at home, and he had killed me on stage.


*


Even then, I kept searching his name. I was still looking for answers back then. Looking to make sense of the days and weeks before the clinic. Was he having a mental breakdown triggered by the grief of the abortion? Had he met someone else and left me for her? I needed something tangible, either to vindicate myself with, or punish myself further. I had believed his final words – that no one should love me – I regarded them as truth. Had I not been ruined or unworthy of love before this, I thought, his actions had since made sure I now was. And so I needed to know precisely what had made me unlovable. Not so I might improve myself once I had an extensive catalogue of all that was wrong, but so I could confirm that I was right to feel I had never been good enough.
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