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For J.J., who holds me up when I am heavy.




At the end of my suffering


there was a door


– Louise Glück
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Prologue


Here’s the thing about getting hit: sometimes you don’t remember if you asked him to do it or not. Or if you did ask, you must not have asked for it to be that hard. No one would ask for that, you think, you wouldn’t want someone to notice in the morning when you were sober and tired and on your way to shower at home with all your own products. You don’t want to be looked at with pity by strangers, by anyone. When you ask to be hit you want him to at least be a little reluctant. Like he can’t bear to hit you, but he’ll do it because you asked and he knows it turns you on. As it is, he doesn’t behave that way at all. He acts like a dog let off a leash, you can feel his rabid excitement. His enjoyment is derived not from seeing how the slap turns you on, but from the cringe of your body in pain. You realise this when he ­follows up the first slap with a second and a third. You remember being unsure if the third hit could even be classified as a slap. You remember little else.


Your body documents it for you, the smears of dried brown blood on your thighs.


‘Oh, did you get your period?’ he asks casually in the morning, he wants to show you he can say the word period, that it doesn’t scare him.


You laugh nervously, this is the default sound you make, you don’t actually say anything. You reach up to rub your eye but when you touch it, it is hot and enlarged, Why is it hot and enlarged? you think. In the bathroom mirror your lip is swollen and bruised. All you can think about is leaving the house like that, what will your friends say, how will you explain it? There is nothing to be done. It feels like your mistake, like maybe you fell down the stairs, maybe you slipped and hit the coffee table, maybe you got in a fight you don’t remember. Your body catalogues more information, there are large floral bruises on your side, your arms, your legs. You don’t know what to do, so you take out your phone and take pictures, you will think about this later, you decide, you will think about this later, maybe never, maybe you will never think about this again.


Leaving the flat is not difficult, because by this point your mind is on another plane, maybe you make excuses, maybe you just pick up your things and leave. You can’t remember which of these things you do, because you know he is indifferent to your presence by this point and all you are thinking about is being outside and walking away from the building that contains his flat. Walking away and forgetting what it looked like, where it was, what the street was called. You remember the vague sense that somewhere there would be a train station, and if you got on a train and maybe two or three more you could end up back at your place and lock the door. That your flat would wrap its arms around you, and no one else could get in. Not for the first time you wish you had a bathtub, there would be something healing, baptismal even, in immersing yourself in water, if only you were rich enough to live somewhere with a bathtub, if only the bathroom wasn’t shared with the other people on your floor.


By the time you are home you have only the faintest sense of how you got there. The door closes behind you and it’s as if you have woken up. You don’t understand this phenom­enon, this forgetting that has nothing to do with alcohol or injuries. These gaps in time. It is dark by the time you realise you are in the shower. The sky is gorgeous and wrong, deep blue streaked with pink. Your whole body has become cold on the walk, the hot water is painful. The water gets into all the places where you hurt, you sting and ache. You want to understand the bruises but you can’t, there are scratches you didn’t notice in your first assessment, in private and soft places – the underside of your forearms. It’s like you’ve survived a horror, it’s as if you’ve crawled through the woods.


You slowly turn the tap to make the water cold, to force yourself to get out, you rub moisturiser methodically into the dry parts of your skin, you look at yourself in the mirror. You recognise the little crease in your forehead, your tensed jaw is twitching a little, you try to relax your face and shoulders. You have a horrible thought: with a face like this you can’t go to work, you imagine being sent home from the catering shift because of your banged-up face and for a second feel a sadness so physical a searing pain develops in your brow bone.


*


You are in the crisps and snacks aisle in Sainsbury’s, several weeks later, when a section of the evening crashes over your head. I said no. The words come to you so fast it’s as if someone else has said them to you. You remember sitting on the sofa, the fabric felt itchy on your legs, you were too drunk to get up.


The man at the party was incredibly handsome, so handsome that his interest in you felt like a joke. He had been staring at you all night with an intensity you found interesting and annoying in equal measure. It reminded you of the way strange men look at you on the tube sometimes, they eye you like crocodiles in a glass tank. He was on his way over to you before you noticed, you said no, you protested, you had excuses, then a whole lot of nothing, then a series of events you struggle to name. You open your mouth and then close it again.




I got obsessed with thinking I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Everything felt wrong, wrongness had settled over me and everything I touched. At my job, I was always doing the wrong thing, folding napkins when I should have been clearing tables, clearing tables when there was hot food waiting to be brought to customers. I was working as a waitress in a very expensive restaurant in Knightsbridge, a job that was supposed to be somewhat prestigious. It was called Veau, as in Veal. Their specialism was pieces of offal and octopus served on plates so large it hurt my wrists to pick them up. It used to take me an hour to get there, one regular train, two different underground lines. I was permanently exhausted. It didn’t occur to me to get a job closer to my flat, to do something else, the thought of finding a new job, learning the processes of a new restaurant all over again made me nauseous. At least at Veau I knew how everything worked. It was a brutal regime, the chefs didn’t like it when we brought our water glasses into the kitchen, we used to hide pint glasses of tap water all over the restaurant. Sometimes one of us, usually Eva, would notice that there were too many hidden and clear them all away and the process of sneaking away to fill a glass and hide it would begin all over again.


*


When I was short on shifts I would take extra work with this faceless, silver service catering company. I was always telling myself there are worse jobs. The events always felt strange, I would get transported into the middle of a stranger’s wedding or family party or huge glitzy corporate do. I would hover in the background of the most important night of someone else’s life, wan and hungry. Because the shifts were long and the hours were strange, I was always hungry. Carting around the plates of roast beef or trays of canapés made it worse, the smells kept me up at night, by turns intoxicating and repulsing me. My most useful skill was that I always remembered what was in the canapés: roasted tomato arancini with basil aioli, roasted pork belly with salted caramel jus, parma violet mousse in a miniature ice cream cone with popping candy and edible flowers. If the clients didn’t eat everything, the managers made us throw the leftovers away. At one of the corporate events no one touched the individual crèmes brûlées, perfectly set custard topped with a caramel shard. Me and two other girls whose names I don’t remember clustered around the bin, digging the custard and caramel out of the ramekins with our fingers, surreptitiously shoving it in our mouths.


*


The managers were always telling me my appearance was all wrong. My shirts in particular were never up to their standards. I tried to tell them I didn’t own an iron, that I had nowhere to hang the shirt up, but they didn’t care. After that I used to hang up my shirt in the bathroom when I showered, hoping it would steam the wrinkles out. I would wake up on my days off, certain there was a shift I was supposed to do that I’d forgotten. That someone was going to ring me angrily and tell me I was late. When I went to sleep the night before a shift I kept checking my alarm, certain it wouldn’t go off and I’d be in trouble again.


*


I felt by turns conspicuous and invisible. When I was wearing the same as all the other girls on the shift, I could have been anyone. I made no effort when I got ready for work, I didn’t wear makeup, I wasn’t especially good-looking but I wasn’t necessarily ugly either. I felt profoundly average. I wasn’t thin, no matter how much I starved on those shifts, I never lost any weight. I felt uncomfortable in all of my clothes. Sometimes it was like my whole body was covered in insects, sometimes my body was like a heavy suitcase I had to haul around. I often found myself standing with a heavy tray, a piece of slate, a china plate, a novelty wicker basket, repeating myself, waiting for someone to notice me:


‘Would you like a . . . canapé? Champagne?’


*


Eva was a full-time waitress at Veau. She noticed me trying to fit in, she saw me one night, dialling up the posh notes in my voice, speaking louder, clearer, I made the whole table laugh when I cracked a joke.


‘Psychopath,’ she hissed at me as she walked past. I wondered if she was right. I got called so many other names: excuse me, hey you, would you mind? On the catering shifts it was even worse, the chefs called me sweetheart, darling, the terms of endearment braised in sarcasm. Sometimes they’d make an effort, ask our names at the start of the shift, and then they’d spend the rest of the shift mixing us up. I had been Constance, Chloe, Sophie, even Katie. I wondered who these women were, the women they’d see in their minds when they looked at me. I wanted to be them, I wanted to be them but better.


*


My peers couldn’t understand it, they thought because I had been educated with them, I should have been able to find a better job. It hadn’t been such a big deal, the disparity, when we were all at university and I couldn’t afford to go on holi­day. I stayed in our university town during the summers, I had various jobs, I waited patiently for September. When it finally rolled around it was like the person who had worked all summer had gone away again, had never really existed. I hid that person from my friends, but after graduating it was impossible to hide her anymore. My real life was different from theirs. I tried to tell them what it was like, but they didn’t know, they couldn’t, they refused to imagine.


‘It’s the boredom that’s the killer,’ I would say. The shifts where nothing happened, the shifts where I would lean against the wall, trying to lift some weight from my feet, trying to sleep with my eyes open. I thought I could make it sound funny, the lack of humanity could get bizarre, hilari­ous even. There was a week where I was on antibiotics for an infected wisdom tooth. I made small sandwiches of brown bread and honey and hid them in the fridge next to the tiny dishes that held fat coins of French butter.


‘What the hell is this?’ Cherie, my manager for the evening, asked, picking my sandwiches up exaggeratedly between her finger and thumb.


‘I have to eat every four hours,’ I explained, ‘it’s because of the antibiotics.’ She rolled her eyes and threw my sandwich back in the fridge.


*


I was dislocated, I belonged to nothing, I didn’t really exist. I would get back to my bedsit and not know exactly how I’d got there. I tried to piece together the transport, which trains I could have got on. I tried to picture the faces of the other passengers on the tube but I came up with nothing, it was like fishing in your pockets for change and touching only fabric. I shrugged about it, I supposed if nothing happened that I could remember, then nothing bad could have happened. I guessed that if something bad had happened, then I would have remembered. My body was often frozen when I got in and it was difficult to get warm again. I used to run on the spot on my creaky floor, stand in the shower with the water turned up so hot it stung my scalp. It didn’t work, my feet were always icy, my side was cold to the touch like a side of salmon. I became convinced I was getting ill but I never seemed to have time for appointments, that is, if I could get one. The hold music from the doctor’s surgery seemed to go on forever, by the time it rang out it started again, it restarted a second time, on the third I heard that double tone that told me whoever was on the other end of the line had picked up the phone only to put it down again.


I came to and my friend Rosa was saying, ‘You have to exercise.’ When the hell am I going to do that? I thought, I figured if I didn’t stop to think, everything would be fine. Rosa was convinced that I had chronic fatigue, post-viral fatigue, some kind of chronic illness. I suppose there were signs, the feeling of intense cold that sometimes washed over me, the prickly feeling across my skin, the nausea, the phantom period pains. They weren’t connected to anything but were nonetheless agonising, they rose in great tides from my cervix until I leaned against the side of the walk-in freezer, spots in front of my eyes.


‘I don’t know,’ I said to her, sighing, ‘maybe my life is just exhausting.’ Rosa tried to arrange her face sympathetically. They didn’t get it, these friends, they had office jobs, they had unstructured time, they sat down all day, how could they begin to understand?


*


The truth is you can never know how you will react when something like what happened to me happens to you. You will believe that you know yourself, that you are prepared for disaster but you aren’t, you won’t be.


*


All my shoes started to fall apart and I didn’t understand why. I looked at my feet, wondering if they were so bony that they had shredded the inside of my shoes. Soon the shredded insides created big shaggy holes in my socks. I remember thinking, this is awful, when I put on another pair of black socks that had no heels. I had to go to Primark and get the cheapest multipacks I could find. I thought I would do this on my way to another waitering job in Holborn. I moved through the huge Primark, it smelled of newness, hot plastic, even the cheap packs seemed more expensive than I remembered so I abandoned the errand, put it off until another day when I could face it. I walked out determinedly, fast. When I got outside the venue I rummaged in my bag for my ID and there were packs and packs of socks, not just socks, a lipstick or two as well, a slimy faux-satin scrunchie. None of which I remembered touching. It was late, I didn’t have time to think about how they got in there. I changed into my new socks in the bathroom of the corporate building. I decided I would just never go into that branch of Primark ever again.


*


In the long afternoons at the restaurant, when there was nothing to do, I would get obsessive about cleaning. I’d stack up the cups and saucers, so hot from the dishwasher they hurt my hands. I’d wipe up coffee grounds and polish butter knives with cloth napkins. I’d fill a plastic bucket with chemicals that made my head swim, I’d mop the chemicals into wet symbols on the wooden floor and obliterate them with a final sweep of the mop. I would do this until the floors shone wetly and the contents of the bucket were opaque with dirt. I’d fit half my body inside the glass-washer trying to clean it. Scum would come off the mesh insides in thick clumps and slough off into the plastic pail. I’d run more chemicals through the coffee machine. Everything in the kitchen was filled with dirt or poison. Nothing was ever exactly as clean as I wanted it to be. The floor was dirty when the surfaces were clean, there were no clean coffee cups when there were enough teaspoons.


It was so unsatisfying, but better than dealing with the customers. They filled me with anger, it felt hot and wet. Customers are a screaming hydra of need, they exist in a permanent state of want. Even when they didn’t want anything, they wanted me to leave them alone. They wanted it so much. It hurt to say no, I cannot leave your eye line, I’m sorry, I will be here, I have to be available. They were suspicious of me, when I’d survey the dining room they’d catch my eye and frown or avoid my gaze irritably. They’d think I was eavesdropping on their conversations, because they didn’t know how incredibly boring they were. When I started working at Veau I thought I might get something out of listening to people’s dates, anniversaries, celebrations, but now I know most people’s conversations are the same. They think you are storing up their information, filing it away in your dirty mind. They didn’t know I would forget everything that happened in a shift as soon as I left, the evenings immediately slid from my grasp as soon as my coat was on. The exception, of course, was when something terrible would happen. The arguments varied endlessly and were always fascinating. I was desperate for conflict, plot, telenovela, accusations of infidelity, money trouble, petty jealousies. Even work talk can be interesting when someone is being dragged through the mud. I felt that if a man were to get into a conflict with his business partner and reach over the tablecloth and plunge the waiting steak knife into his stationary hand, me and the other waitresses would scream from the catharsis, the ecstasy. No such luck. As long as I was standing there I was a reminder that they could ask, demand, pay for whatever they wanted. I had my limits. I could only give so much, after a certain amount of time passed I had to fight to keep my face neutral, but the truth was I hated their guts.


The hatred stayed with me even when I left, when I joined the crowds flowing into the underground, I hated them too. I scowled at the sound of men singing football chants. Once on my way home, a teenage boy laughed and all I could think about was how badly I wanted to punch him, knock out his crooked tooth. There was nowhere for my hatred to go, I thought about accidents on oil rigs, fires that never die down, long tongues of toxic orange flame on top of cool water. My anger was only supposed to have one source, one font, one spring. After what happened it sprung up everywhere like damp, it was threatening to bring down the whole house. It infected my entire life. My friends noticed the looks on my face, the two settings I had: disgust and exhaustion. Hatred and the dark shadows under my eyes, the furrow in the centre of my forehead that threatened to become permanent. There was no getting away from it, I was simply not as fun as I used to be. I stopped going to events where I thought I would have to have fun. I was on thin ice when Rosa invited me to the party. It felt like my last chance, and besides I was bored. I had identified a new feeling: the blinding desire for something, anything, to happen. I had to be witnessed. Without this opportunity to wear makeup, dress up, wear my own clothes, I only existed at work and at work I could feel myself disappearing. I wanted to feel different.


*


Rosa was the only person I knew who was going to the party, it was all the way across town. I was in South ­London then, everyone I knew was at least forty-five minutes away. It wasn’t as if I loved going to parties before, crowds always made me nervous. Recently I couldn’t see any reason to put myself in any situation where my friends would be outnumbered by strangers, where the location was far away from an easy route home, where the location was someone else’s house and not the cheap bar chain that we all used to go to back then. But I had something to prove. I wanted so badly to not be afraid, to do something normal. I might not have agreed to the party if there weren’t hawthorn trees breaking into flower by the train station, or if my astrology app hadn’t sent a notification telling me that it was a day for feeling powerful and living up to your potential. I have always been superstitious, I was holding on to any omens I could get. The memory of what happened seemed like it was crouched in my peripheral vision, ready to strike the minute I let my mind wander. I kept song lyrics in my head like mantras.


I thought if I could get the outfit right, the makeup right, listen to the right music, I could keep myself safe. I started getting ready too early. I forced myself to eat something light, soba noodles, soy sauce and green vegetables. When you work with food there are days when you want to eat everything and days when you want to eat nothing. I was a vegetarian so there was hardly anything on the restaurant menu I could eat, even the potatoes were soaked in dripping. The smells used to drive me wild, something primal and anaemic in me made the smell of searing steak addictive, I would find myself gnawing at my fingertips, drinking in the aroma until someone told me to move.


*


While I ate I liked to read articles about the failures of people richer and more powerful than me through my cracked phone screen. A company that rented out scooters in San Francisco had lost $10 million and wanted another $20 million to get going again. A twenty-seven-year-old man had organised a festival that left hundreds of rich twenty-­somethings trapped in airports or on a deserted island with no tents, no mattresses, no sanitation. I loved that story, I read anything anyone had to say about it, any way they wanted to spin it, it was a consequence of social media, it was predicted by Baudrillard, it was the fault of those rich kids dumb enough to believe him. Everyone kept referring to the man who’d masterminded the whole mess as a boy, just a young boy, boyishly handsome. I saw his pudgy face everywhere, in every new window I opened. When he talked on video his eyes flicked from side to side in that coked-up way I recognised from the finance guys I used to meet sometimes in clubs. I was always thinking about how ridiculous he was. Even when he was out on bail he’d tried to run another scam, something about emails offering tickets for VIP events. He was always striving for something unattainable, trying to get into that special room where there were no limits, where nothing was out of reach, an invisible hand attending to everything, everything perfect and beautiful. I didn’t get it. I didn’t want any of that, I just wanted to relax.
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