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For the Kays.


And for Arthur, who I love madly and


who tolerates me in return.









1


Overboard


The kitchen was smaller and darker than it had felt before, even with the orange sun setting on the windows. The crisp winter air cut through the heat of the boat’s tiny wood burner and I shivered. The cupboards seemed too close together, every door crashing into another. Not enough surfaces, not enough space.


I was more animated than usual, clattering about, talking loudly, laughing obnoxiously. I was trying to catch Emily’s eye to somehow bring her into the room, which she’d walked into minutes before but still failed to completely occupy. I wished I’d cleaned up a bit, noticing my laptop and several dirty mugs on the table. I adjusted my hair into a neater ponytail. I was suddenly and ridiculously self-conscious of being in my Kermit the Frog pyjama bottoms, as if Emily had never seen me in them before, as if she hadn’t worn hers the night before. I found myself talking non-stop about my mundane day, about Malcolm, who sat on the bookshelf looking bored by the whole sorry scene, about what I was cooking, about strange Mr Jeffrey’s noisy building project next door which now seemed to be taking the shape of a kennel and should we be worried that he was getting a dog?


Emily sat at the kitchen table and looked out of the tiny round window on the side of the boat, through which you could just about make out the shapes of trees and the deep green of the murky river. Every time something I said elicited a response greater than a nod or a murmur I felt triumphant, clinging to those ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘maybes’ like the sweetest and most tender declarations of love. Emily alternated between fiddling with a loose button on her shirt and running her fingers through her long dark hair, pushing it roughly away from her face as if it stung every time it touched her. I thought the more I talked, the more likely she was to come around. I couldn’t stop looking at her. I wanted to see her relax. But Emily’s eyes wandered, filled with that strange kind of sadness that you impose on yourself a few times in your life when it’s for the best, in the long run.


When I finally paused to put the dinner plates on the table, I immediately knew I should never have stopped, but by then it was already too late. That was my fatal mistake. I wished I could have stood in the kitchen for ever, making pasta and small talk until I finally said the thing that convinced Emily she was about to make a terrible mistake. I should have filibustered her into staying. There must have been a magic combination of words that would have worked. Instead I allowed that dreadful silence to envelop us, thick and heavy, as the first tears fell from Emily’s eyes.


‘I’m so sorry, Ally.’


Don’t be, I said in my head. Just don’t be and we’ll forget this moment ever happened and we’ll just eat our tea and sit on the sofa with Malcolm between us and carry on for ever.


‘I can’t do this anymore.’


I put my head in my hands, unable to watch.


‘We both know that things haven’t been right for a long time, don’t we? Please look at me, Al. Don’t make me be the one who has to do this when we both know.’


I didn’t look up. I didn’t know.


‘We’re just not right together anymore, are we? I think we’ve both grown up so much and we’ve both changed. Well, I know that I’ve changed.’


I told her that I hadn’t noticed any change, which made her incredibly angry very quickly and after that there were fewer tears on her part. In fact it seemed I had unwittingly given her a renewed conviction. She sat up straighter and banged her hand on the table in frustration, which made Malcolm shoot out of the cat flap at lightning speed.


‘Of course you haven’t noticed a change! Of course you haven’t.’


She shouted this, a kind of high-pitched, wobbly shouting that I had never heard from her before. If the moment hadn’t been so completely horrible I might have laughed. It might have been something that I could have done an impression of in a few days’ time with my arms wrapped around her waist and she would have slapped me on the arm and protested, but she would have laughed too.


‘You never notice anything, Ally! It’s like you’ve stopped bothering to engage at all. Do you know how hard it is to be the energy for two people? To have to coax you into coming out with me? To have to coax you into doing literally anything? It’s exhausting.’


I told her that I didn’t understand how she could be exhausted by me doing nothing, but I knew what she meant. I’m not stupid, but how do you respond to that? Maybe I could have apologised and tried to explain or reason with her, but I could see that she’d already made up her mind. In her head she had already stepped outside. I looked down and saw that she hadn’t even taken her shoes off.


Emily said some things then that made me squeeze my eyes shut and grit my teeth until the ringing in my ears drowned out the sound. It was an attempt to block the memories ever being made. I knew it all anyway; tired, bored, done.


‘I’m going to stay at Sarah’s tonight,’ Emily eventually said, breaking through the self-imposed sound barrier. She pushed her chair back and made a move towards the door.


Instinctively I got up too and stood behind my chair, gripping the top until my knuckles went white, prepared to shield myself from what I knew was coming.


‘Sarah from work?’


I said this as incredulously as possible. As if it was the most ludicrous thing I had ever heard in my life. As if Emily had said she was going to stay at Father Christmas’s house. But as I said it, watching her really squirm for the first time that evening, months of memories started flooding my mind. Tiny snapshots of late nights and distracted conversations and working on weekends. These memories that I had locked away in a tiny inaccessible part of my brain. I hated her then for thinking that I didn’t notice, even though I hadn’t realised that I had.


I shook my head and started to laugh – an absurd reaction to feeling that you’ve just taken the worst beating of your life and then been run over by a lorry.


Emily started to speak to me like you might speak to someone standing on the windowsill of a tall building or too close to the edge of a tube platform.


‘Listen.’ She put her hands up to indicate she meant no harm, that she wasn’t going to make any sudden movements to make me jump. She didn’t move any closer, but she did take her hand off the door handle.


‘I never meant for any of this to happen, OK? I honestly never intended for any of this to happen, but seriously Ally, I feel like you checked out such a long time ago and so I just kind of felt like I could check out too. I meant to tell you sooner, but I just . . . it’s been really hard. I really loved you, you know that don’t you?’


She loved me. Past tense.


Emily carried on. She didn’t see the word hanging in the air in front of us.


‘And this thing with Sarah hasn’t been going on for very long, a couple of months, three months I suppose. But she’s not the reason for us breaking up, you understand that? We’re not right and I should have done this sooner and I’m sorry for that.’


It was too much to process all at once. I slumped back down on my chair and nodded not so much in acceptance of her apology as in admission of defeat. I wouldn’t keep her there that night.


‘I’m going to go now,’ Emily said very gently like a mother putting her child to bed without the light on for the first time.


‘I’m going to come back tomorrow so we can talk about this all properly, OK? When things aren’t so fresh.’


I nodded again, sick at the prospect of being alone to face the staggering realness of it all.


Emily looked irritatingly satisfied, as if we’d made some progress. She grabbed her bag. It was already packed, next to the door. How had I not noticed that? She stepped outside. She closed the door and took the breeze with her.


The kitchen got even smaller. The ceiling lower, the light dimmer. Time moved torturously slowly in the few hours after she left. I sat at the table in the deafening silence and cried, great wracking, gut-wrenching sobs, the kind that make your head feel like it might explode, that make your throat feel like sandpaper. I cried until I was exhausted, got up, turned on the tap in the kitchen sink, stuck my head under it and drank and drank like Malcolm does when someone tries to do the washing up. I picked up my plate of cold pasta studded with soggy bits of courgette and sad blobs of cold tomato sauce and ate the whole thing. Then I took Emily’s and ate all of that too, this time covered with a pile of grated cheddar. I felt briefly comforted.


There was no way I’d be able to sleep that night, so I found myself lingering over ordinary bedtime things. I brushed my teeth for a full twenty minutes, until my gums bled and the brush tasted only of my own metallic saliva. I actually completed the lengthy cleansing routine I always vowed to do, which involved all sorts of rigorous wiping and steaming and several layers of moisturising. I put on fresh pyjamas, and finally, when there was absolutely nothing else to do, I stood in the doorway of our tiny bedroom, stared at the unmade bed which that morning had contained both of us, grabbed the duvet, shut the door behind me and made my way to the sofa.


My plan had been to watch TV all night, but the moment I lay down, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. I forgot to check if the door was locked or set a ‘burglar trap’ (a clothes horse in front of the door with lots of coat hangers on it for maximum noise). I didn’t run through every single scenario in my head of the boat catching fire or Malcolm drowning or a serial killer prowling around the riverbank. I simply closed my eyes and slept and slept.


*


The next morning my mouth was dry and my eyes were puffy. I had been crying in my sleep, which was just about the most pathetic thing I could imagine. It was still dark outside, 6 a.m. Basically the middle of the night. I switched my phone off airplane mode expecting to see at least one message from Emily checking I hadn’t chucked myself overboard in the night, but there was nothing. Anger pulsed through me. There was no way I was going to wait around all day for her to come and speak to me. I couldn’t bear the thought of her sitting in front of me telling me her plans for how I could move out and when. She would probably be planning to move Sarah in. I vaguely recalled meeting her at some Christmas drinks, but she was just a shape with a blank face. Not important enough to remember, I’d thought.


I grabbed my suitcase and started to pack as many clothes as I could. I’d be coming back soon, I thought. Yes, when everything had calmed down. It would blow over. Nothing we couldn’t sort out. My thoughts were racing. I felt feverish, almost. The only place I could think of going was to Sheffield, home to my dad’s. All my friends in London were Emily’s friends too. I shuddered, wondering if they had known what was going on. Had they all discussed it? Had they offered her advice on how to break up with me? Whose idea had it been to have a bag packed? No one had reached out to me yet, to ask if I was OK.


I picked up my phone to text my dad.


Dad. This is an SOS. I need to come home for a while. Emily broke up with me. Is that OK? I’m sorry. I know it’s early.


He replied almost immediately. I imagined him lying in bed scrolling through his phone, probably playing Scrabble.


You don’t have to ask. I’ll pick you up if you let me know what train you’re on. Bring your big coat. It’s cold.


Just as I was on my way out, Malcolm emerged from his spot in front of the wood burner. He stretched lazily before flopping back down again, exhausted by the effort. He looked up at me. I looked deep into his eyes for some sign of sympathy or understanding, but all I could see was Breakfast? Before I had the chance to make a conscious decision, I walked over to the bed and pulled Malcolm’s carrier out from underneath. Somehow, perhaps because it all happened so quickly, he let me pick him up and wrestle him into it with relatively little fuss. A bit of bleeding was to be expected. My heart thumped as I paused in the doorway, a performance of thinking things through as if I hadn’t already made up my mind. Malcolm yowled as we stepped off the boat.


*


The train was late. And it cost me more than £100. There ought to be some kind of discount for those travelling at the last minute with broken hearts. I thought about billing Emily and the look on her face when she saw the request pop up on her phone. Tempting.


The swell of anxious people rolling suitcases and the babble of screaming children on the platform was giving me a stomach ache. Every rogue shriek from a baby set a fresh burst of adrenaline pumping through my chest. I tried to block them all out. Crouching down, I poked a tentative finger through the slats of the carrier resting on top of my suitcase. Malcolm hissed.


When the train finally arrived, I heaved myself, my giant suitcase and giant cat onto the train, nearly bursting into tears at the sight of a luggage rack with space. This little accomplishment, getting onto the train and securing an unreserved seat, felt like a triumph.


I was suddenly ravenous. As other passengers organised themselves around me, and the train slowly rolled out of St Pancras station and into the grey January day, I got my Marks and Spencer ploughman’s and packet of cheese puffs out of my bag and thought of nothing else for a few blissful, cheese-filled minutes.


I have never experienced a loss of appetite except when severely poorly and even then I stare longingly at the food other people eat, miserable at the wasted opportunity.


The romance of train journeys used to appeal to me. Once, even this East Midlands train that smelt like toilets and cheese and onion crisps would have relaxed me. But today I felt no joy or peace. The journey felt slower than usual and was punctuated only by Malcolm’s occasional yowl, a guttural reminder that he was there against his will, and I realised, with a pang of guilt, that I hadn’t given him breakfast before we left. I pushed a crisp through the bars of his carrier, but he just looked at it in disgust, insulted by the bleakness of the offering. I pressed my forehead against the window and as the next heart-wrenching lift of St. Vincent’s guitar from my ‘feelings’ playlist burst through my headphones, I felt a cinematic rush of sadness and a fresh wave of tears flowed down my cheeks, turning the green hills and the winter sun into one big, beautiful green and orange smudge. I had been vaguely aware of people giving me a wide berth on account of the cat and the weeping, but in that moment it was just me, the train, and my pounding, anxious, broken heart hurtling from one home and into another.


When the train pulled into Sheffield, I hobbled onto the platform along with hundreds of students lugging their nice clean laundry. I realised, having had my phone safely back on airplane mode all morning, that I was going to have to switch it on now in order to find out where my dad was. He’d probably left at least two concerned voicemails. I took a deep breath before taking the plunge and swiping. My phone instantly lit up with messages coming through too fast to read, although I had my suspicions. Stopping at a pillar near a piano where someone was attempting to play ‘Für Elise’, I stabbed at my phone, squinting my eyes in an effort to see as little as possible. I lifted it to my ear to listen to a voicemail, expecting to hear Dad’s voice telling me which car park many, many minutes from the station he was in.


‘You’ve taken the fucking cat, I can’t believe it.’


A surge of adrenaline flooded through my body. Emily.


‘I knew you were going to be upset, Ally, but I didn’t know you’d be so insane that you’d steal my cat.’


He’s not your cat, I replied in my head. He is our cat.


‘You need to bring him back immediately. Don’t you dare ignore this, I will ring your dad and tell him.’


This didn’t concern me. It was an empty threat, as Emily had never once bothered to come to Sheffield in the seven years we’d been together. I was also not sure what Emily thought my dad would do about it. He is not a cat bounty hunter.


I hung up, satisfied that she was experiencing at least some level of the turmoil I felt. As I put my phone away, I looked up and was surprised to find Dad hanging about in the entrance of the station craning his neck, looking around for me instead of doing snail’s pace laps of the car park so he didn’t have to pay. Seeing him search for me in the mass of people made the tears swell all over again and my heart lurch into my throat. I might have been five again and lost at the supermarket, or alone at a party desperate to go home. He was the physical embodiment of a lifeboat. I rushed towards him as fast as I could (given my furious, furry luggage) and threw myself at him, thrusting Malcolm’s carrier into his spare hand and bury­ing my face into his neck. I noticed that he felt shorter than I remembered, or slighter. He smelt like the shower gel I’d bought him for Christmas.


‘All right, love?’ he said, giving my head a little pat and pretending not to notice that I was crying, which I was very grateful for.


‘Let’s get these bits in the car, shall we?’


I nodded and together we moved slowly towards the car, which was parked down a side road, not saying anything. Just before he opened the boot Dad seemed to notice for the first time that the holdall in his hand contained a cat, but his only reaction was to raise his eyebrows and pop him in with a ‘Here we go then.’


‘Good journey?’ he asked, adjusting his mirrors.


‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I had a ploughman’s.’


‘Lovely.’


There was something inherently comforting about sitting in the passenger seat of Dad’s Peugeot. It smelt faintly of the ancient pine air freshener hanging limply from the rear-view mirror and far more strongly of a forgotten orange peel curled up in the compartment of the passenger’s side door. I closed my eyes and in the comfortable silence of the journey felt my shoulders loosen a little bit as we rode through the city and out into the hills. Even with my eyes closed I knew exactly where we were going, each twist and turn and strain on the car’s engine. I opened my eyes as he began his parallel parking ritual, which mainly consisted of turning a bit red and calling Brian next door’s very reasonably sized people carrier a ‘fucking monstrosity’. Once we’d finally managed it, I went to the boot to grab my bags, and followed Dad, who was carrying Malcolm, inside. I could hear our dog, Pat, barking excitedly on the other side of the door. I felt another pang of guilt for subjecting Malcolm first to this journey and then to an elderly but enthusiastic Jack Russell.


My dad put Malcolm’s carrier at the bottom of the stairs before ushering Pat out of the back door to let off steam in the garden. I dumped my bags and fumbled about in the dark for the hallway lamp, but when I finally located the switch, the bulb had gone. I shivered as I took my coat off and hung it on the end of the bannister. I wondered when Dad had last had the heating on.


‘Let’s get you a cup of tea.’ Dad’s head popped around the ­kitchen door.


I nodded and slipped my shoes off, kicking them in the general direction of the shoe rack, something I could only get away with when there were actual tears on my face.


‘Now then, what will um . . . what will Malcolm have?’ He gestured at the carrier, acknowledging for the first time since he’d picked me up that I had brought the giant cat with me. Malcolm was staring out at us, quietly seething. Pat, who we’d always thought might chill out with age, could still be heard barking her special ‘reserved for cats’ bark through the back door.


‘Could he have some water, and,’ I paused, knowing I was pushing my luck, ‘do you have any cheese? It’s just that he loves cheese, and it might calm him down to have a treat.’


I knew full well that the nonsense of asking for cheese for the cat would only be tolerated for a short amount of time, possibly for today only, so I had to really take advantage while I could.


Dad raised his eyebrows but didn’t protest. ‘Cheese it is.’


I opened Malcolm’s basket, very happy to turn my attention to him. He let out a low moan and crawled out, showing off his enormous tail so that everyone in the room would be rightly intimidated and frankly embarrassed about the size of their own tails.


He sniffed his way over to Dad, who was grating cheese onto a saucer, and after an intense inspection begrudgingly started to nibble on it.


We left him to his snack and took our mugs of tea into the living room. Dad settled on the big green armchair which was an old relic from Grandpa Arthur’s time, and I sat down opposite him. The room hadn’t changed since I’d moved out eleven years ago, with its bumpy painted walls and sausage dog doorstop. I didn’t have to worry about the unknown in this room, it was like a time warp. A picture of Mum and Dad on their wedding day sat in a silver frame on the side table next to me. I wiped my finger over the front of their smiling faces to remove a layer of dust. Since Mum died, Dad and I hadn’t put up any new photos in the house. Time stopped circa 2004.


‘So how long do you think you’ll be home?’


I took a sip of scorching hot, very strong tea. I hadn’t had tea with anything but plant milk in it for over a year. Emily had become a vegan and insisted I at least give up milk if I could not commit as fully as she had. It tasted ridiculously, wonderfully good.


‘Not that it matters,’ he said quickly.


‘Thanks, Dad. I don’t really know. I kind of don’t really have any plans yet, everything’s a bit . . .’ Despite myself I heard my voice waver and felt my bottom lip tremble again.


‘A bit up in the air,’ he said, nodding. ‘It’s all just a bit up in the air at the moment.’


I nodded because I couldn’t speak, and reached forward to grab a chocolate Hobnob from the coffee table. My favourite. It was an unopened packet so I knew he had bought them especially for me.


‘It will get better. And that . . . that awful girl will realise what she’s missing soon enough and I tell you what.’ He paused, looking as though he couldn’t quite decide how to actually tell me what. ‘She’ll never find anyone as good as you.’


We were quiet for a minute. It was very much not like Dad to be so forthcoming, so he’d said it all very quickly, looking down into his cup of tea. I resisted the urge to slide over to him and plant a kiss on his cheek, getting my snotty, teary face all over his.


‘Thanks, Dad,’ I said through a mouthful of Hobnob, and he nodded at me, pleased he’d said his piece and that I wasn’t going to make a song and dance about it. We fell into companionable silence as we drank our tea.


In the kitchen I found Malcolm lying on his tummy at the back door staring curiously at Pat, whose face was pressed up against the glass, tail wagging furiously. After making her promise through the window that she wouldn’t chase Malcolm, I let Pat scamper in and give him an excitable sniff. Malcolm immediately swiped Pat across the face with an open paw, which was met with utter glee. She loved a game. I wondered if they might get along fine after all. I dragged my suitcase up the stairs, letting the wheels bump on every step, and then went back downstairs to fetch Malcolm from under the kitchen table. He went entirely stiff in my arms but didn’t bite me or try to escape, which I chalked up as a success.


When I walked into my bedroom I was freshly overwhelmed with love for my dad. The room was spotless, with lovely green and blue floral bedsheets I’d never seen before on the single bed. He had laid me out a towel and lined up all my old teddies on the desk. I wondered if he kept this room ready for me to come home, or if this was this morning’s labour of love. I quiet­­ly closed the door and plonked Malcolm on the bed, then had to immediately reopen the door for him as he started scrabbling at it ferociously. He was not interested in an afternoon nap and certainly not with me, his captor. I lay down on the bed and looked up. The ceiling was covered in glow-in-the-dark stars.


I had never been in my single bed with Emily. Her soft skin had never touched these sheets. I had never felt her hot breath on the back of my neck in the middle of the night within these four walls. I was transported to a land before Emily, to a place where she had never existed, where we had never existed. I didn’t feel hopeful or happy, but for the first time in twenty-four hours, I didn’t feel completely crushed. Just exhausted. I reached into my bag and pulled out my phone to find a white noise playlist (intended for babies but downloaded exclusively by anxious adults) and played it as loudly as I could get away with. I put a pair of squishy earplugs in my ears, stuffing them in until they started to hurt. Satisfied that I couldn’t be disturbed, I drifted off to sleep.


*


I woke a few hours later to Dad gently prodding my shoulder. It was getting dark outside and there was a little puddle of drool on my pillow. My playlist had long finished.


‘Just checking on you.’


I yanked the earplugs out of my ears and nodded as he asked me if I’d like fish and chips for tea and whether I might want to pop down and watch Pointless.


He turned to head back downstairs but stopped at the door.


‘I forgot to mention, you know Karen’s boy, Jeremy? You know, big Jeremy? Brown hair, he’s you know,’ he tipped his head towards me.


This meant gay. He was gay.


‘Anyway, he’s back home too. Has been for a while. Maybe you two could meet, try and cheer each other up.’


I nodded absent-mindedly, thinking only about the fish and chips, the fact that I had barely eaten anything but plants for tea in a year and how thrilling it was to do something that Emily would hate so much.


*




From: Alexandra Waters12 January 2019 at 23:05


To: Emily Anderson


Subject: Important information regarding your recent break-up


Hi Em,


Remember we used to write emails like this all the time when we first met? Everyone emailed instead of using WhatsApp. I wish people would email more now. Sometimes it would be nice to receive a thousand words instead of ten. I’d write you a letter if I knew where to send it, but I guess you’re staying at Sarah’s now.


I can so clearly remember the first time I emailed you. I bet I could even recite that email word for word. I agonised over it for so long. I pretended I wanted to ask you something about an essay we had to write but it was really a love letter. It feels weird to say that to you. I always tried to act cooler than I was around you, but it’s silly to pretend now. Silly and far too late.


I think you know this already but the moment we met I fell hopelessly in love. I was sitting in the back of that mouldy old lecture theatre doodling on my notepad while that lecturer (I don’t remember his name, do you?) the new one who looked like he’d just done his GCSEs was reading off the first slide of his PowerPoint presentation. I’d just settled in for an hour of sleeping with my eyes open when you dashed in at the back, a mass of untameable, windswept hair and an enormous backpack. You threw yourself down next to me, flustered. While you struggled to take your coat off, I couldn’t help but stare. You looked so pretty even with bright red cheeks and your fringe sticking to your forehead. You were wearing that thick, woolly jumper which you’ve brought out every winter for the past seven years and complained about how itchy it is. Maybe time to throw it away, eh, Em?


I’d hoped to catch your eye so we could bond over how bored we were but I realised you were going to actually listen to the lecture. You were so wide-eyed and transfixed at this really, truly terrible presentation. It was very endearing. Squished into those tiny seats it felt like the top of your arm and your leg were burning into mine through several layers of jumper and jeans. I did my best not to move at all for the rest of that hour. I kept expecting you to turn and look at me. I was literally vibrating next to you. I swear I haven’t felt the same way about knitwear since.


I stayed madly in love with you even when I found out you had a girlfriend. You always claimed not to have noticed my obvious disappointment when I found out about her and although you’ve joked that I was ‘waiting in the wings’ and ’ready to pounce’, I truly wasn’t. At the time, being your friend didn’t feel like a consolation prize, Em. Sitting with you in a big group of people and catching your eye and knowing exactly what you were thinking, strolling home on late summer nights, laughing uncontrollably and not being able to explain the joke to anyone else. These were the things I loved. It was impossible to not want to be your friend. I have fond memories of how it felt to love you then, even on the days where my heart ached and my stomach hurt with wanting you, it was uncomplicated and perfect. I didn’t have to worry about how you felt about me because it didn’t matter. My feelings for you existed in their own bubble outside of our friendship and our real lives.


You were the Daphne to my Niles.


I know you think I’m daft and nostalgic for bringing this stuff up but if I can get you to remember how things were all those years ago then maybe there’s something we can do to fix this? It’s not too late.


I’m sorry I took Malcolm without telling you. Maybe you could come and get him and we can talk?


He’s OK here though, Pat loves him. Dad even gave him cheese (I know, I know, it was just a bit.)


Love,


Ally xxx





*




From: Emily Anderson12 January 2019 at 23:45


To: Alexandra Waters


Subject: re: Important information regarding your recent break-up


Ally,


It’s not OK that you took Malcolm, I honestly didn’t know you were capable of this. I know you’re hurt and I completely understand why that is but you just don’t steal someone’s cat and then refuse to answer your phone and then send a gushing email (?!) about it. You don’t.


You know I’m not going to be able to make it up to Sheffield anytime soon, NOR SHOULD I HAVE TO. You can’t steal something from someone and then ask them to make a five-hour round trip to get it back, that’s not how it works. Please bring him back ASAP. I don’t believe he’s getting on with Pat, don’t say things like that to try and make this seem OK. It’s absolutely not OK.


I don’t think you’re daft or nostalgic – I think you’re a thief. Let me know what the plan is re: returning Malcolm ASAP please.


Em


P.S. I don’t need to remember those things because I haven’t forgotten. That’s not the problem.


P.P.S. The jumper is really warm. I like it. I’m keeping it.
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My First Beard


My misery does not love company. I needed time to wallow alone. I quickly settled into a routine at my dad’s. Waking up just as he left for work when he popped his head into my bedroom to say goodbye. I then lay in bed and scrolled through Instagram until I was satisfied I’d seen every fostered kitten and every brunch and confirmed that Emily had still not posted anything. I also looked at Sarah’s page, scrolling back to her first post and handling my phone as carefully as if I were working for a bomb disposal unit. She was a Sara with no H, it turned out. Of course she was. She always seemed to be posing next to trees and had the physique of someone who exercises for fun and swims naked in ponds. All muscle and no bits sticking out. There was no question who would win in a fight. She had tall person energy even though it was impossible to actually determine her height from the tiny square photos.


Every now and then Emily and I had gone on ‘off grid’ weekend camping trips, which I desperately wanted to enjoy but never really did. Emily has one of those families that go camping in the south of France every summer and she just knows how to do these things. She doesn’t get bitten by insects, she tans easily. I had a vivid memory of sitting next to Emily in a cafe while she spoke fluent French and looked like Audrey Hepburn while I picked ice out of her Diet Coke to hold against my mosquito bites.


I found one picture of Sara and Emily. It wasn’t on her grid, but they had both been tagged in it. It was from several months ago at a work event. A whole line of women who’d clearly had several glasses of champagne smiled blearily at the camera. Emily and Sara were on the end of the row squeezing together to get in the photo, their arms around each other. I stared at that for a long time trying to bring it to life, to somehow see the minutes before or after. Did they keep their arms around each other after the photo was taken? Was something already happening between them then?


Once I’d exhausted the morning Instagram stalk, I’d shuffle downstairs in my old slippers, make a cup of tea, and put Frasier on the TV while reading the news on my laptop. I tried to make Malcolm sit with me, but he was still grumpy and preferred to glare at Pat from the comfort of Pat’s own bed. At about 10 I would change into my baggiest T-shirt and joggers. I could not stand to put on proper clothes in those first few days – my skin felt too delicate, everything scratched and stung. I would then take Pat for her walk. Pat was in her twilight years and not accustomed to too much walking, but once we’d been out a few minutes she’d get into it. The walk was an hour-long loop through the woods, and the cold air and the other humans going about their daily life made me feel normal. I wondered how many of them were trying to feel normal too.


After lunch, when Pat and Malcolm were fast asleep, I’d tentatively start looking for a job. Looking for a job had been my full-time occupation for about a month since I’d quit working as an English teacher. Teaching was something I’d fallen into mainly because my parents were both teachers and it sounded impressive and useful and I was keen to be both of those things. I cared about my students. Well, some of them anyway. The ones who weren’t audibly discussing my outfit or openly doing each other’s (banned) make-up during my lessons. And my teaching job had subsidised taking classes at the weekend and evenings. I learned how to bake and sold a few elaborately iced cakes to friends and family, fantasising about my alternate reality in a little French boulangerie filled with delicately iced confectionery and pastel macaroons. Every time I brought cinnamon buns out of the oven or placed a perfectly executed tart on the table, Emily would gasp gratifyingly and gush about how delicious everything was. Or she used to. Then she became a vegan and cut down on eating ‘refined sugar’ and me and my baking both seemed to lose our appeal.


She had remained supportive though. She had, hadn’t she? You need to leave this job, Emily had said when I had come home in floods of tears after yet another nightmare day at work where I hadn’t managed to drink any water or take one bite of the sandwich I’d bought, and one of the students had stolen another one’s shoes and thrown one out of the window and one at my head. Again. Start doing what you actually want to do, this is killing you, why can’t you see it?


Emily had offered to pay the bills for a while until I was back on my feet and this had been such a generous offer that it hadn’t really occurred to me that, although I was unhappy at work, I had no idea what it actually was I wanted to be doing. Full-time birthday cake maker? Pastry chef? I was underfunded and underqualified for everything apart from being a (terrible) English teacher.


So now: no job, no home, no girlfriend. Each day, as these facts settled like a heavy weight in the base of my stomach, I would allow my feet to lead me into the kitchen and I’d start to bake. The first day it was squidgy and soft salted chocolate chip cookies, which I ate dipped in tea. The second day was a Victoria sponge filled with thick buttercream and lots of strawberry jam, which we had for pudding and then my dad took to school for the staffroom (it went down a treat, I was told). These were the things that made me feel warm and comforted and like myself.


One day, a week into my new routine, I was just finishing eating raw carrot cake mixture out of the bowl, chasing the last orange strings around with my fingers, when the phone rang. Assuming it was Dad ringing to check up on me, I wiped my sticky hands down the front of my jumper and snatched up the phone.


‘Hello Father!’ I exclaimed, elongating my vowels in the silly posh voice we sometimes do for each other. There was a confused silence on the other end of the line and then a small voice,


‘Oh . . . is Ally there please?’


I only just managed to resist the urge to hang up the phone. I cleared my throat.


‘Yes, this is Ally – sorry, I thought you were my dad.’


‘Oh right, sorry, no it’s not,’ the voice said, ‘it’s actually Jeremy, my mum said to call you? I’m home as well . . .’ he trailed off.


‘Yes, I heard.’


I couldn’t believe he was actually calling. I don’t think we’d ever spoken on the phone before. All previous meetings had been arranged by our parents. My heart sank. I had nothing against Jeremy in particular; it was more that I currently had an issue with all human beings. I couldn’t successfully hibernate if there were going to be people calling me – and on the landline too. Unacceptable.


There was silence on the end of the phone. I didn’t know whether I was meant to be elaborating. I went with, ‘It’s weird isn’t it?’


‘Yeah,’ he said quickly, ‘really weird. So do you maybe want to meet up or something?’


My instinct to say no was so strong that my mouth opened to form the shape. I couldn’t bear the thought of someone coming in and bursting my little bubble of quiet and Dad and Pat and Malcolm.


But he was quiet, waiting for me, and I knew that he was sad too.


‘Yeah OK, are you free tomorrow? We could always go for a dog walk.’ I reasoned with myself that I would have been doing that anyway. He could tag along.


‘Yes!’ said Jeremy, more excitedly than I’d expected. ‘I’ll come by tomorrow after lunch.’


‘Great, see you then.’ I hung up, hoping I had successfully concealed how put out I was.


Dropping the phone back onto the sideboard I darted over to the kitchen timer, catching it thirty seconds before it was meant to go off and cancelling it. I hate the sound of the buzzer. I took the cake out of the oven and sat heavily on a kitchen stool, picking at the charred sultanas poking out of the top.


I’d known Jeremy since I was six years old. From the day he’d joined my primary school in year one I had insisted that I was going to marry him. He was my first beard. We had drifted apart when we went to secondary school, but were brought together every so often when our mums were having cups of tea at each other’s houses and at Easter and on Christmas Eve.


Once, when we were twelve, Jeremy and his mum had come to our house after school. Hearing Jeremy thumping up the stairs to my room I’d opened my door and peered over the bannister to see our mums having a hushed conversation.


I’d glanced at Jeremy and saw that he had red eyes and his face was blotchy. What with being twelve I felt so wildly uncomfortable about his visible distress that after letting him into my bedroom, and perching on the end of my bed while he sat on my swivelling desk chair, I didn’t say anything for a torturous few minutes before finally managing: ‘What’s that about then?’


Jeremy had shrugged and stayed quiet a few moments longer, kicking off his shoes and gently swivelling side to side on the chair, his knees pulled up to his chest. I assumed it was to do with Jeremy’s dad. He’d left Jeremy’s mum for the first time a few years earlier. He’d been back and forth since then – long enough to create Molly, Jeremy’s little sister – but had recently moved out of Sheffield altogether and in with his new girlfriend ‘down south’. He never came back after that. There had been a lot of quiet conversations between my parents about it over the years when they thought I’d been out of earshot. ‘Just up and left apparently. No concern for the kids. Graham, I swear to God if you ever even think about it I’ll . . .’


Jeremy had picked up Tim, my scraggly teddy bear, from the bedside table and was fiddling with his loose eye, plucking it away from his head until the thread was just threatening to snap and then letting it ping back again.


‘Came out,’ he mumbled.


‘What?’ I genuinely hadn’t heard him, distracted as I was by Tim being tortured in front of me.


‘Came. Out,’ he repeated very slowly and deliberately, as though he was talking to someone who didn’t understand English. He looked up at me, obviously hoping to gauge a reaction where there wasn’t yet one available – I was still processing, and it sometimes takes a while for my brain to get going. He took my silence for still not understanding, and rolled his eyes.


‘AS GAY,’ he explained, exasperated.


‘Yeah OK, I know!’ I’d always known. That was probably why I had been so keen to marry him. ‘What did your mum say?’


He shrugged again and opened his mouth to say something before reconsidering. We fell back into silence until eventually he glanced up, and I noticed his hands were shaking.


‘She cried. I’ve never made her cry before.’


And then tears started to roll down his face, thick and fast, which made me so uncomfortable that I started to cry too. After a few minutes I passed Jeremy my box of tissues left over from Christmas covered in pictures of mistletoe and he took one, and I took one and said, ‘Are you hungry?’ and he said, ‘Yeah,’ so we went downstairs. We walked past the closed living-room door where the hushed voices remained hushed, and into the kitchen where we found an unopened box of Chocolate Fingers. We sat at the kitchen table with the radio on and methodically ate every single finger.


Another year passed before I managed to say to Jeremy, ‘I am too.’ And by that time my mum was already ill so no one had the time or energy to cry over my deviant sexuality.


*


When Mum died, Jeremy’s mum would breeze into our house twice a day. She’d let herself in. Quiet as a mouse. Lamps would switch on in dark rooms, mugs would disappear from tables. Plates of food would be placed gently in front of us, and pints of milk would appear in the fridge. Sometimes she’d bring Jeremy and Molly who was just a baby, and we’d all sit in silence watching TV. Pet Rescue was on a lot. We’d sometimes not say a word to each other and then when Pet Rescue was finished they’d get up and go home. I don’t remember them hugging me or crying or saying sorry, but I remember the feeling of two warm bodies squashed in on either side of me on the couch, sticky fingers around a carton of Ribena, and emotionally investing in the health of a swan for half an hour. Jeremy’s mum magically knew when I was ready to go back to school because one day my uniform, washed and ironed, was hanging on the back of my bedroom door. Dad and I went back in on the same day and for one time only I let Mr Waters, Head of Maths, walk me from the car and into the building.


*


That evening I sat down with Dad eating carrot cake and watching Masterchef. We talked for the thousandth time about how we wished we could taste the food through the TV and cursed science for not having made that breakthrough. Malcolm sat pointedly on Dad’s lap and, although Dad rolled his eyes and dusted imaginary stray fluff off his trousers, I noticed that he slipped him a bit of icing when he thought I wasn’t looking. As we cleared up our plates and took them through to the kitchen, I told him that Jeremy was going to pop around tomorrow.


‘Oh really? That’ll be nice,’ he said. It was an unconvincing display of surprise. He had obviously already spoken to Jeremy’s mum about this development. ‘It will be nice for you two to see each other. You did have fun. I seem to remember attending a wedding at some point.’


‘Yes, my first husband. It will be good to see what became of him.’


I made my way up to my room and inspected myself in the mirror as I carefully changed out of my jogging bottoms and jumper, my skin still somehow bearing the brunt of my heartache, tingling with hurt. My full tummy, round and soft, poked out more than ever, and I gave it a little pat. I had never minded my tummy and it seemed to be growing here. I was paler than ever and I peered at the mirror, screwing up my face at the dark circles under my eyes and my limp, greasy hair tied back in a ponytail. Not great, but the best that I could manage at the moment. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d washed my hair and vowed to at least do that before seeing Jeremy. I lay in bed clutching my phone and thought about Emily.


*




From: Alexandra Waters19 January 2019 at 22:41


To: Emily Anderson


Subject: re: re: Important information regarding your recent break-up


Emily,


Do you remember how we finally got together? Recently I’ve been playing it out in my head like a film. Although in my version I’m two inches taller and I’ve not spilled the dregs of a lime Calippo down my front.


It was the last night of our final year just before we all went home for the summer. We were sitting in the park drinking cans of gin and all the vodka from various bottles we’d accumulated over the year and attempting to cook things on that disposable BBQ. I remember being thrilled that your girlfriend had gone home for the summer already. I’d even heard rumours that you’d argued, whispers that it might not last. We sat around on a couple of blankets taken from our actual beds, chain-smoking badly rolled menthol cigarettes as if it was our last night on earth. God I miss smoking, do you? I know you say you think it’s gross now but do you really? I don’t think I do. The sun on my back, a glass of wine in my hand and the first drag on a cigarette is one of my favourite feelings in the world.


As the evening went on and we all got drunker and either silly or serious depending on what we were drinking, we split into groups of shriekers and whisperers. I became very aware (from the shrieking camp) of you and that boy James (whatever happened to James?) having what looked like a very serious, very slurred conversation. You looked shocked and a bit teary (gin?) and kept glancing over at me and then putting your head down for a new flurry of intense whispering. My heart was pounding and not just from the Red Bull we’d been mixing with the vodka.


Eventually, emboldened by a swig of warm white wine sophisticatedly poured from a box, with a newly lit cigarette in my hand, I wobbled over to sit on the blanket next to you and James and asked what you were talking about.


It was only when you looked at me that I realised I was significantly drunker than you.


‘Nothing,’ you said.


I’ll honestly never forget that moment, Em. Never in my life has a nothing hurt so much as that nothing. If at five years old I had asked my parents what I was getting for Christmas and they had replied ‘nothing’ it would not have punched me as hard in the guts as that ‘nothing’ from you. I would probably not have been so drunk in that first scenario, but still.


I couldn’t say I was in good spirits on the way home because inside I was almost certainly dying, but I remember being obnoxiously loud. We had a group hug with the people going the opposite way and all shouted about how much we loved each other and would desperately miss each other (we don’t even speak to any of them now!). Eventually everyone peeled off and just you and me were left.


I only had a dress on and your T-shirt and jeans weren’t much warmer. The cold came on all at once and deflated me. It was one of those times where in a heartbeat you go from totally drunk to as sober as a person could be, in every sense of the word.


Do you remember how we walked those last few minutes in silence and at the end of my road where we’d usually say goodbye we stopped and looked at our feet and then at each other? You know that I’m not normally one to allow any kind of sincere moment to pass uncommented on. But before I could say anything you stepped forward and kissed me. It was gentle at first, just our lips brushing together, but before you could get away, before the moment could be anything but real and happening to me, I put my hand up to the back of your head and pulled you right against me and kissed you hard. Two years’ worth of wanting, gone in one moment. I couldn’t believe I could be so lucky, to feel this way about the best person on the planet and have her feel it too.
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