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To Good Eggs




 

I hate men.


There, I’ve said it. I know you’re not supposed to say it. We all pretend we don’t hate them; we all tell ourselves we don’t hate them. But I’m calling it. I’m standing here on this soapbox, and I’m saying it.


I. Hate. Men.


I mean, think about it. They’re just awful. I hate how selfish they are. How they take up so much space, assuming it’s always theirs to take. How they spread out their legs on public transport, like their balls need regular airing to stop them developing damp. I hate how they basically scent-mark anywhere they enter to make it work for them. Putting on the music they want to listen to the moment they arrive at any house party, and always taking the nicest chair. How they touch your stuff instead of just looking; even tweak the furniture arrangement to make it most comfortable for them. All without asking first – never asking first.


I hate how they think their interests are more important than yours – even though twice a week all most of them do is watch a bunch of strangers kick a circle around a piece of lawn and sulk if the circle doesn’t go in the right place. And how bored they look if you ever try to introduce them to a film, a band, or even a freaking YouTube clip, before you’ve even pressed play.


I hate their endless arrogance. I hate how they interrupt you and then apologise for it but carry on talking anyway. How they ask you a question but then check your answer afterwards. I hate how they can never do one piece of housework without telling you about it. I hate how they literally cannot handle being driven in a car by a woman, even if they’re terrible drivers themselves. I hate how they all think they’re fucking incredible at grilling meat on barbecues. The sun comes out and man must light fire and not let woman anywhere near the meat. Dumping blackened bits of chicken onto our plates along with the whiff of a burp from their beer breath, acting all caveman, like we’re supposed to find it cute that we may now get salmonella and that we’re going to have to do all the washing-up.


I hate how I’m quite scared of them. I hate the collective noise of them when they’re in a big group. The tribal waheying, like they all swap their IQs for extra testosterone when they swarm together. How, if you’re sitting alone on an empty train, they always come and deliberately sit next to you en masse, and talk extra loudly about macho nonsense, apparently to impress you. I hate the way they look at you when you walk past – automatically judging your screwability the moment they see you. Telling you to smile if you dare look anything other than delighted about living with stuff like this constantly fucking happening to you.


I hate how hard they are to love. How many of them actually, truly, think the way to your heart is sending you a selfie of them tugging themselves, hairy ball-sack very much still in shot. I hate how they have sex. How they shove their fingers into you, thinking it’s going to achieve anything. Jabbing their unwashed hands into your dry vagina, prodding about like they’re checking for prostate cancer, then wondering why you now have BV and you still haven’t come. Have none of them read a sex manual? Seriously? None of them? And I hate how they hate you a little just after they’ve finished. How even the nice ones lie there with cold eyes, pretending to cuddle, but clearly desperate to get as far away from you as possible.


I hate how it’s never equal. How they expect you to do all the emotional labour and then get upset when you’re the more stressed out one. I hate how they never understand you, no matter how hard they try, although, let’s be honest here, they never actually try that hard. And I hate how you’re always exhausting yourself trying to explain even the most basic of your rational emotional responses to their bored face.


I hate how every single last one of them has issues with their father.


And do you know what I hate most of all?


That despite this, despite all this disdain, I still fancy men. And I still want them to fancy me, to want me, to love me. I hate myself for how much I want them. Why do I still fancy men so much? What’s wrong with me? Why are they all so broken? Am I broken for still wanting to be with one, even after everything? I should be alone. That’s the only healthy way to be. BUT I DON’T WANT TO BE ALONE. I hate men, that’s the problem. GOD I HATE THEM SO MUCH – they’re so entitled and broken and lazy and wrong and … and …


Hang on …


My phone.


HE MESSAGED BACK!!!


WITH A KISS ON THE END!


Never mind.


Forget I said anything. It’s all good.




 

‘I think I’m going to fall in love with him,’ I tell Katy, as we stand by the dilapidated kettle, waiting for it to gurgle into a lacklustre boil.


‘Maybe a little bit soon for that, don’t you think?’


‘I know. But I also, like, know, you know?’


Katy closes her eyes for a little longer than necessary, which is fair enough. I can hear what I sound like with my very own ears. I am not this person. I am not this woman. Although I am, I am. ‘You’re getting carried away again, aren’t you?’ She’s washing out our mugs using the tiniest amount of Fairy Liquid, which has the note ‘please use sparingly’ on it, like the charity we work for can be saved from financial annihilation by more efficient washing-up.


‘It’s been five dates! Five! Do you have any idea what a milestone that is? I googled it, and it really, really is.’


‘Didn’t we talk about googling relationship stuff, April?’


‘I can’t help it. We work in an office with unrestricted Internet access and I’m not Gandhi. And even he, I am sure, would google “what to expect after five dates” if he was in my position.’


She laughs loudly enough that heads jerk up around the office. I shh her as I pour the coffee out of the cafetière into three mugs. She splashes in the milk equally and I giggle with her, but I can’t help but feel a twinge of hurt at her amusement. Katy’s been married for four years, to a man who completely and utterly adores her. She’s all smug and I-wouldn’t-be-like-that and chilled, which is so easy to be when you’ve been married for four years, to a man who completely and utterly adores you. I would be just as chill if I was married to a man like Jimmy. Bored as fuck, but chill.


We clatter back to our desks, through an office fizzing with Friday energy. The end of the week is tauntingly in sight. Shoulders relax as people tap at their keyboards, meetings are laced with jokes, and the radio’s been cranked on. No one is working quite as hard as they should be and their Monday-selves will hate their now-selves for being so lax. But that is then and this is now and I have a sixth date and a whole weekend and the hope of the beginning.


I attack my phone the second I’m sitting down. The sweet agonising apprehension of waiting for a red blob containing a message alert – my future mood totally dependent on it. For a millisecond, as I wait for my screen to unlock, I imagine it all disintegrating. Maybe I’m overhyping the connection, maybe he won’t have replied, maybe I’m delusional and mental and he’s figured this out and will now ghost me without explanation. I’ll have to start over again. Pick myself up and out of the dust again. Try to find the faith again. A dark chasm yawns open in my stomach … but wait!


There’s a message!


He’s replied!


I’ve been rewarded for leaving my phone at my desk while I made coffee. I successfully tricked the Love Gods with my trip to the kitchen to make a hot drink. They thought I was ambivalent about Simon’s reply and therefore sent it to me, but the joke is on them because I didn’t even want this coffee. I just needed a reason to be away from my phone.


‘Your phone buzzed,’ Matt tells me unnecessarily as I stare at it in my hand. He’s peering at me over his monitor, his eyes kind through the thick black rims of his glasses. ‘Is it Simon?’


I nod. ‘I think so. Can’t open it to tell yet though, can I?’


‘Why not? Of course you can.’


Katy plops his drink down in front of him and he nods a thank you. ‘Google probably told her not to,’ she says, taking her seat next to him. She pulls her keyboard towards her and starts clacking earnestly.


‘It’s not just that,’ I protest. I open my top drawer and put my phone in there so I can’t see it. It nestles in on top of some used-up notepads and promotional postcards we give out at student unions. ‘I just don’t want him to think I’ve spent my whole day checking my phone to see if he’s messaged.’


‘Even though you have …’ Matt puts forward.


‘Yes, but I’ve done other interesting things and had other interesting thoughts too.’


‘Like …?’


‘Well, we just had that meeting.’


‘Which you brought your phone to … and spent the whole time looking at your lap.’


I shake my head and take a slurp of my unwanted tricking-the-Love-Gods coffee. ‘OK, OK, so I’m a pathetic mess and Simon’s going to find out how crazy I am and dump me and then I’ll die alone in my flat, and my cat will eat my face because cats have no loyalty.’


‘You don’t have a cat,’ Katy reminds me, still typing.


Matt points at me. ‘Write all that out to him and send it back.’


‘What? Say “please don’t dump me when you find out I’m crazy. You’re the one chance I have to not have a cat eat my decomposing face”?’


He points harder. ‘Yeah. Go for it. Stress-test it. See what happens. If he’s the guy, he’ll get it.’


Katy and I shake our heads at one another. Katy has been with Jimmy so long she’s completely out of the game, but even she knows that’s wrong.


‘You know that’s not how it works.’




 

Here’s the thing: I really don’t understand why love has been so hard for me. I am pretty. I am smart. I have a goodish job. I have friends. I have hobbies. I am funny. I am self-actualized. I dress well. I don’t have particularly high standards. I am not expecting to be rescued. I am realistic about what relationships are like. I know they take work. I know nobody is perfect, let alone myself. I know I have to ‘put myself out there’ and I have been doing that. I am a good conversationalist. I am happy on my own. I am.


But, like, I still want a relationship.


I really want a relationship.


Not because I think it will complete me or solve all my problems. Not because I want a big wedding and to look pretty in an expensive dress. Not even, really, because I want to have children because, if I had to, I could survive not having them.


I want a relationship because it’s a really normal and natural thing to want. And yet, it’s not been happening for me. It’s so exhaustingly hard. I don’t understand why it’s so hard …


But maybe it won’t be hard any more. Not with Simon.


God, I really, really like Simon.




 

I attempt to lose myself in my work. My important work in my important job in my independent life. I try to be better than this. Less needy than this. Less obsessed than this. It’s my shift answering the inbox this afternoon and that’s always a traumatic ball-ache, so I need to be efficient and get through my emails and be all the things I know I’m capable of being. I type up the notes from the meeting about safeguarding procedure. I plan next month’s buddy timetable and send it out to the volunteers. I go to another meeting about budget cuts, how to make it work on much less than we have and how we will probably get even less next year but we are positive that actually it will be OK. I’m hyper-aware of my phone in my top drawer, however. The unread message thumps through the oak like it’s the still-beating heart of a murdered body I’ve tried to bury, like the Poe story. I stare into nothingness for many a moment to obsess about the contents of the message. He won’t be cancelling tonight, will he? He seemed really up for it last night. He explicitly used the words ‘looking forward to seeing you’. He put a kiss on the end. But what if he’s changed his mind? What if his ex rang him randomly last night and told him she still loves him and they’ve been up all night rampantly shagging and he’s only just remembered he’s got a date tonight?


‘Whoops, I should probably let her know,’ I imagine Simon saying, laughing with carefree abandon as she wraps her arms around his neck. Her name is Gretel, I’ve decided. For some reason, whenever I fantasise about perfect women who behave perfectly in relationships, I always call them Gretel. Gretel kisses his face and says, ‘Well you can’t go now, can you? Not when we are about to elope to Gretna Green,’ and— OH MY GOD, WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME? Why is this weird image of him and his ex in my head? I don’t know him, it’s only been five dates, and why am I doing this to myself? I have to open the message. He’s going to be cancelling. I know it, I know it. I should get over the disappointment now, rip off the plaster, give the wound oxygen to heal and …


The drawer is open. Phone retrieved, alongside a scattering of postcards that rain onto the grey carpet like shrapnel. I jab my finger on the scanner to unlock it, already wondering if my housemate Megan will be free tonight to commiserate-drink with me. I open the message.


Simon: Hey, are you having a nice Friday? Shall we meet at 7pm in Gordon’s Wine Bar? X


The usual knee-jerk of emotions scurry in. Euphoria! He messaged! He likes me! I like him! I’ve not imagined the attraction! Human beings can meet and like each other and make it into a thing and I can be one of those humans! I can do relationships! I can totally do them! There’s nothing wrong with me after all! Yes! Oh I like him so much! Gordon’s! What an idea! I love that place! I hate it normally but it’s so perfect now! Yes! Oh, he really is perfect! I think I’m going to fall in love with him and it will always be perfect! Silly me! Whoopsie! Silly, silly me for doubting this.


Hang on …


I just full-on hallucinated him having amazing make-up-sex with his ex-girlfriend. I even christened her ‘Gretel’.


That’s not normal, is it?


Bloody hell, that is so un-normal.


What is wrong with me?


HE CAN NEVER FIND OUT HOW UN-NORMAL I AM!


Matt glances over and sees my shaking hands clutching my phone. He takes his headphones off and gestures towards it. ‘All OK? You look like he’s sent you a death threat?’


I look up, flustered. ‘He wants to go to Gordon’s Wine Bar.’


‘Woah, even worse than a death threat.’ He ducks just before I jokingly thwack the top of his head. ‘It’s good that he wants to see you again though, isn’t it?’


‘I guess.’


‘Are you going to reply?’ He talks slowly, like a teacher would say to a child, ‘that’s a lovely painting, are you going to add a sun to the sky?’


‘I mean, that’s the obvious thing to do, isn’t it?’


‘Tends to be the pattern. They message. You message. So on and so forth.’ He goes to put his headphones back on, before pausing, holding them out either side of his ears.


‘Oh God, what is it?’ I ask. ‘You’re not about to give me some brilliant dating advice, are you? Like “if it’s right there’s nothing you can do to fuck it up, and if it’s wrong there’s nothing you can do to make it work” – because I did not have you down as the inspirational quote kind of guy.’


‘No, actually, I was going to talk to you about your shift.’


My heart stiffens. Vision smears. I know where this is going.


‘I had a look at the inbox and there’s a heavy one in there. I’m your buddy so I just thought I’d give you a heads-up and—’


I cut him off. ‘I know what you’re trying to say, but I’m OK.’


‘You sure?’


I smile through it, though I can recognise all the familiar triggers zing-zinging throughout my nervous system, setting everything off again. Turning all the switches on across my body. I’m in the dark dark dark of the worst that life can be. The white wallpaper dissolves behind my eyelids. The embossed pattern swirling. I’m here in the room and things have got out of hand and I’m not sure how because it all happened so very quickly you see, but the wallpaper and … No. I’m not there. I’m here, in an office. On a Friday. I’m totally safe.


‘I’m sure,’ I tell him.


He must believe me because he puts his headphones back on. Matt can’t handle the office’s choice in radio station. Essentially, if a song isn’t written by some sad bloke tormented by low self-worth and memories of all the exes who got away, Matt doesn’t want to listen to it.


I return my phone to the top drawer without even thinking about it, Simon’s message temporarily forgotten. I plug in my own pair of noise-cancelling headphones. I know it’s Friday, and it’s fine that everyone wants to listen to Magic FM, but I can’t read about sexual violence to Wham!. I put on Piano and Rain, log in to the charity’s inbox, and wait to see what horrible thing a man has done to a woman today.




 

It’s bad, my shift. I mean, it’s always bad, but I’m almost gasping as I read through this message in the charity’s inbox:


Message received: 15:34


Was it rape? He is my boyfriend. I don’t understand. Did he mean it?


Matt’s checking on me more than he’s letting on. I sense every one of his head twitches, feel his eyes dart towards my face.


I stand up suddenly. ‘My round for tea. Anyone?’ I announce in an overly-chirpy voice.


He pulls his headphones around his neck. ‘No tea for me. You OK? Honestly April, I’m happy to do this shift if you’d rather not.’


‘I’m fine!’ I collect my mug and make a thumbs-up/thumbs-down motion to Katy to see if she wants in. She shakes her head. I act like the day hasn’t shifted entirely, like my life doesn’t feel like a shaken snow globe. ‘Tea coming right up,’ I mutter to myself.


I stand in the grotty kitchen, gulping down the tea without tasting it. I’m in the office. I am safe in the office. I am in the present moment. God, this office is a shithole. When I was little, I imagined an office with men in dry-cleaned suits and silken ties and women in power heels with perfect manicures. People would shoot up floors in a sleek, glass lift and have meetings overlooking the London skyline. That is not what a charity office looks like, especially a charity office in a never-ending financial crisis. Since the cuts, we’ve had to relocate again. We’re now uncomfortably snuggled above a high-street estate agent. Twenty of us share a unisex loo where everyone can hear everything and there’s no window to let the smell out. There are no freshly cut flowers at reception or state of the art touchscreen thingamajigs – just an office rota for who’s answering the phones this week and some old lumpy computers we got cheap from an office sale. Oh, and too many desperate young people needing help and not enough of us to help them effectively.


I make myself go back to my chair, then I reach into my clogged handbag and rummage for my lavender oil. I dab it onto my wrists and inhale deeply to further ground myself in.


‘Honestly,’ Matt interrupts again. ‘April, I can take over.’


I look up and smile at his concerned face. Matthew is one of the few things about this job that doesn’t totally destroy my faith in men. ‘You are lovely,’ I tell him, because he is.


‘Ice cream afterwards?’


‘More than lovely.’ I take another deep sniff of my scented pulse points and read through the email message again. I start taking notes, making sure I’ve caught everything, all the fragments of her story and her pain. Then I minimise the window and double-click on my ‘template answers’ folder, pulling up the Word document entitled ‘Raped By My Boyfriend’. Because being raped by your boyfriend is so commonplace the charity has a template answer for it. I tweak the template that contains all the important phrases about it not being her fault, and there being no right or wrong way of dealing with this, and ask her if there’s someone she trusts whom she can talk to. I signpost her towards specialist organisations that can help her further. I offer hope that, in time, she will be able to make sense of this and not let it define her, or her life. I slurp from my cup and check my reply for typos. Then I put the cup down, have one final read-through, and press send. My breathing’s not quite right. It stays lodged in my diaphragm like a lump of wet clay. My computer beeps sharply to inform me my reply’s been received. I picture it arriving in this faceless girl’s inbox – wherever she is in the country. I imagine her refreshing her screen, waiting for this reply, and now it is here. I hope it helps. I picture her feeling soothed by it, less alone. Her crying, but a good sort of crying, a cry that leads you to the start of a hard, but right, path.


I’m helping I’m helping I’m helping, I say over and over to myself, and let the thought seep in, spread out, and calm me down again.


Matt again. Looking over my monitor. ‘Just read through your answer,’ he says. ‘You got the tone spot on.’


I sigh and hang my head back, staring up at a loose ceiling-tile. ‘Cheers buddy.’


‘Just say when, re the ice cream. The rest of the inbox is pretty standard. You’ve got a 23-year-old virgin to look forward to, and someone who wants to know if you can get pregnant from a toilet seat.’


I smile up at him. ‘I can’t talk about my job on my date tonight, can I?’ I ask. Simon is back in my thoughts now that I’ve pushed through the trigger. Hope blossoms through my bloodstream. ‘Not sure if sperm on toilet seats is appropriate date-conversation fodder, is it?’


‘Google it,’ Matt smiles back.


I start to type.


‘Oh God,’ he says. ‘You’re actually googling it, aren’t you?’




 

Here are the ways that I think Simon is different and why I might therefore fall in love with him: he always messages back. He seems pleased to see me. His parents aren’t divorced. He has not declared I am the love of his life yet, which is appropriate, yet he seems to like me the more he sees me, which is also appropriate. He has a steady job and isn’t a failed musician or a failed novelist or a failed actor and only doing the steady job because he failed and is bitter and weird and depressed because of it. He volunteered for the homeless shelter that one time, which is where I met him, so he is not dead inside. He has a sister, which we all know helps things along. He is attractive, but not in a way that means he gets hit on all the time and is therefore too big-headed and likely to cheat. He makes me laugh, and I make him laugh. He is a really good kisser. When I stalked his ex-girlfriend online, she was roughly equally as pretty as I am, if not slightly uglier and, from what I can make out by the date-stamps of the photos, they’ve been broken up for one year and two months which is a good amount of time for him to emotionally recover. He seems really into me … so far.




 

I spot him before he spots me, so I get to enjoy that giddy thrill of watching a man wait for you. Oh Simon, I really do want to fall in love with you if I can possibly help it. He looks handsome in his work stuff – the sleeves of his blue shirt rolled up to show off his tanned arms. He’s already ordered a bottle of red – remembering I prefer red from last time. He’s managed to score us a tiny barrel table and two stools outside. He’s on his phone, scrolling with his thumb, oblivious to the loud weekend braying of everyone drinking around him. Then, sensing me, he glances up. His eyes crinkle as he smiles, which, according to the relationship expert Roald Dahl, means the smile is really genuine. I wave bashfully and smile back, also a Roald Dahl one. This is it, you know. This could really be it. A man doesn’t smile like that unless this could be something. I walk over, highly aware of myself, wishing I hadn’t had that second glass of wine at after-work drinks. I hadn’t meant to, but London’s been boasting a most unusual heatwave, and, determined not to waste a moment of it, we’d carted some wine to Regent’s Park around the corner. I wanted to soothe the lingering aftertaste of my shift. Plus, after googling it, I had the dawning realisation that maybe Simon would want to have sex tonight and promptly freaked the hell out. Wine has now diminished the fear that it won’t work or it will happen again. I just feel floaty and convinced it will all be fine, even though I’ve not used my vaginal trainers in ages.


We don’t quite know how to greet one another yet. The last time I saw him, we were pinned against some wall by the Tube station, kissing so hard it’s a miracle we weren’t arrested. I’m sure that’s in both of our minds now, yet we’re back to formal courtship.


‘Hello you.’ He kisses me on the cheek, while I sort of turn it into a hug.


‘You smell great,’ I find myself saying tipsily, as we pull apart. ‘We’d have totally genetically healthy children.’


I die inside for exactly two seconds until he snorts with laughter and my stomach relaxes again. He laughs widely, showing off at least three fillings which is still sexy to me because I’m off my tits on oxytocin.


He leans in and sniffs my neck. ‘Mmm, you smell like you came from a diverse gene pool.’


‘Our children won’t even need to get vaccinated.’


Then we’re kissing in a way I’m normally against people doing in public, mimicking the finale of our last date. Wiping away the polite greeting. The wine’s temporarily abandoned, the surrounding rah-rahing crowds of Friday drinkers fade into a Vaseline smear, and I’m tasting Simon’s mouth and really feeling quite certain this must be love.


I break off. ‘Please don’t sniff my butt like a dog though,’ I say.


He showcases his sexy oxytocin fillings again. ‘But that’s my best move.’


We settle into our bottle of red and the euphoric fizzing of connecting with another person you really fancy.


It’s all been worth it, I decide, as he picks up the bottle and drains the last of it into my glass. All of the heartache and the break-ups and the terrible dates, and the ringing various female friends, saying I’m exhausted and can’t do this any more, and the constant worrying of ‘will this ever happen to me’, and the crying until I choked, and that year after Ryan where all I did in my empty hours was google ways to kill myself that wouldn’t damage my mum too much when she found my body … it’s all been worth it because of now. Simon. This. The way we are slotting in together.


‘I’m not like the other guys who work in finance,’ he’s saying, sloshing his wine around his glass so it’s licking the rim but never quite splashing. ‘They’re all just in it for the money but I’m not. I’m an ombudsman; I’m just there to make sure they behave. You say you work in finance and everyone just assumes you’re a banker wanker, but someone’s got to keep them in line.’


I nod my head heavily, looking like I’m trying to understand some of the number nitty-gritty he’s now explaining to me when, really, I’m having the very terrible thought that he works in finance, and this means he earns good money, even if he’s not a banker, and that’s quite useful you know, because I work for a charity so I’m always broke. Maybe he has enough savings to buy a house? Then I can live in it? And then, if we get married, it will sort of be my house too? I mean, I like Simon for Simon – not for his money. But the money is useful. Hang on, what the hell is he talking about now? I blink away our three-bed Victorian conversion in Greenwich. ‘What was that?’ I ask.


He reaches over the barrel table to take my fingers again. ‘I was just asking about your job. You’re always quite quiet about it.’


‘Well, yes, that’s because I’m an advisor for a sex and relationships charity. I can’t really talk about it on dates. It’s all very uncouth.’


He squeezes my hand harder. ‘We’re on our sixth date, April, I think things can get a bit uncouth.’


Then he does that thing men do with their eyes, when they’re making it super clear they really want to have sex with you. Oh God, here it comes. It will be OK, it will be OK. If he’s The One, it will be OK.


‘So, your job?’ he prompts, leaning back and returning his eyes to normal. ‘Tell me about it.’


‘What do you want to know?’


‘Well, do you like it there?’


‘I love it there.’ I brandish my wine glass with excitable abandon and let the joy of my job cancel out my unfurling anxiety. ‘I mean we’re constantly running out of money; we couldn’t even afford a Christmas party last year. But the work is rewarding and my colleagues are great. My job is split,’ I explain. ‘I spend half my time on organisational stuff – sorting out our volunteers, our safeguarding policies etc. Basically I’m in charge of recruiting volunteers, training them, keeping them, and ensuring they know what the hell they’re supposed to be doing. Then I spend the other half of my time doing shifts on our front-line services.’


‘And they are?’ He looks only half interested now, but maybe I’ve just imagined him glancing at his phone?


‘Well, I work on our online service. People send in their questions about sex and relationships and we write back.’


‘Sex questions? You must get some fruity stuff.’


I laugh and finish my glass, feeling the warmth of it dribble through me. It is date six and I’m starting to feel comfortable with Simon. Nothing to do with all the wine, I’m sure. ‘Nothing shocks me any more,’ I tell Simon, my potential future husband.


‘Is that so?’


‘Oh yeah. You can’t be a prude with this job. I mean, on my first day there, I had to chair a meeting about our anal sex policy.’


He almost spits out his wine. ‘And what is your anal sex policy?’


‘Do you mean mine, or my place of work’s?’


He swallows hard, and I’m pleased with myself for that line. I laugh again and enjoy his squirming. ‘Told you I’m unshockable. In my defence, you started this conversation. Though my colleague, Matt, told me not to bring up work for a while longer.’


His head tilts. A smirk tugs across his face. ‘Oh, so you’ve been talking to your colleagues about me?’ He puts his glass down so he can reach over and take my hand again.


I nod shyly, unable to even describe how amazing his skin feels against my skin. ‘Why? Have you told your colleagues about me?’


It’s his turn to nod. ‘I may’ve mentioned I’ve been on a few dates.’


This is it. I told you this was it! If he’s telling people about me, that must mean he’s falling too. My muscles untwist themselves, heaving sighs as they relax into giddy abandon. I try to drink in the moment around me and commit it to memory, so I can recap it accurately for our grandchildren. The sweaty sun in the sky, the smell of the nearby Thames in my nostrils, my exact outfit, his exact outfit, the precise location of our barrel table, the noises of the groups around us. It’s all so wonderful that I make a fatal mistake.


I believe.


And therefore I start to relax.


‘I always wonder what it must be like to just have regular relationships with work colleagues rather than really intense ones,’ I ponder, brushing the rim of my wine glass against my bottom lip. ‘When you work for a charity like We Are Here, in order to be professional, you have to immediately have highly-personal and unprofessional conversations.’


‘What do you mean?’ Simon asks, tipping his head back a bit too far to get to the wine in his glass. It’s not the most attractive look but it doesn’t matter because he’s potentially my future husband and therefore everything he does is adorable.


‘Well, if you work with upset people telling you upsetting things, like we do, it’s unhealthy to have an I’m-at-work bravado, you know? We’ve got to feel healthy in ourselves to handle the users appropriately. You can’t take on a shift on a helpline if you’re in a bad way. That’s irresponsible. You may accidentally let it seep into your responses. So, my colleagues and I are, like, super close. We always have a buddy to debrief to after each shift, and we have to talk about our emotions all the time. I know basically every terrible thing that’s ever happened to them, and vice-versa. That way we can all know our triggers, and look out for one another during shifts.’


Simon’s face screws up. ‘Triggers?’ he asks.


I nod. I really do love talking about my job. Our little charity. It’s been such a source of good in my life since Ryan. ‘Yes, subjects that upset you – usually because of something that’s happened in your past. At work, if you’re triggered by a particular topic, you may be too upset and therefore need to let a colleague take over.’ I smile fondly, thinking of Matt and Katy and all the others in our little microcosm of support. ‘So, we are all very close. Like, I know my buddy cannot handle anything to do with alcoholism because his dad was an alcoholic. And, my manager isn’t so good on the STI type questions, because she’s phobic of germs, and one of our volunteers, bless her, isn’t so good on anything to do with drugs.’ I look up at Simon, still grinning, expecting him to be grinning too. So, it’s a shock when his face isn’t the face I imagine. Instead, he’s leaning back, looking slightly bored. I see him punch his thumb onto his phone to check for notifications and my stomach twists.


‘Whoa, all a bit heavy, isn’t it?’ he says, nose wrinkled.


I can taste the change of vibe in the air. I detect his discomfort and feel instantly self-conscious and stupid.


‘Do you want to go somewhere else?’ Simon very deliberately changes the subject, arms crossed in front of him. ‘Or,’ he says, raising one sly eyebrow and changing the vibe further, ‘we could just grab a drink at mine?’


I’m still emotional when he drops the sex hint, trying to locate how and when I messed up. I make myself smile, while I do the basic-level psychology needed to figure out what’s going on. ‘I guess we could head back to yours?’


I’m stressed that I’ve upset him, feeling like I’m wobbling backwards on the edge of a ledge, arms flailing to keep balance. But sex … sex always grounds you with them again. I now want to have sex with him, not because I’m horny, but to make things OK. Offer myself as an apology for being myself.


He stands quickly and puts his arm around my back as I scramble up. A crowd of drunken suit-wearers push past, claiming our table before I’ve even disentangled my handbag from my stool. I’m still mentally processing as we’re spat out onto the pavement next to Embankment, where a Big Issue seller mumbles a desperate plea for sales. I’m trying to get back into the good feeling. Have I just imagined our connection vanishing? Probably. Especially as …


There’s no time for further thinking. Simon has pulled me into him, moaning as our lips meet. We make out in front of the Big Issue vendor for twenty solid minutes, London blurring to nothingness. I forget how much kissing renders me incapable. I lose all sense of fear as biology takes over, flooding me with the druggy high of chemistry. Simon breaks off, takes my hand and drags me to the Tube station, all eyebrows raised and the-sex-is-going-to-happen-soon. I instruct myself to feel excited rather than tense.


There’s four minutes until the next Circle line train so we kiss again, breaking apart only to debate whether to change at Tower Hill.


‘It’ll save us two minutes,’ I say.


‘What’s two minutes?’ Simon replies, pulling me back into him.


The Tube hisses its arrival. We stagger onto the half-empty carriage. Under the glaring lights, we silently agree to shelve the PDAs, and sit opposite one another. The kiss escapism lasts a whole Tube stop before my anxiety shows up. I stare over at Simon and start oh-so-predictably freaking out about everything that’s happened and is about to happen. He’s pulled out his phone, scrolling through with a glazed expression. Why isn’t he staring over at me adoringly, like I am him? That’s the first twinge of angst. Then, just as we’re clattering past Monument: Why did he go all weird when I brought up my job? Was I too much? I’m always too much. Why haven’t I been practising with my trainers? Will it work? Will I be able to?


Don’t say anything, I instruct myself. Don’t bring it up. Enjoy this. Have the sex. Get the closeness back. You know how to have sex. You’ve done it before. Fall in love. This man clearly likes you. Look! He’s just looked up from BBC Sport and winked! A wink! What a lovely, romantic wink … oh, he’s gone back to looking at his phone now, but that’s OK. You can’t expect him to gaze at you adoringly the whole Tube journey. That’s asking too much. You’re asking too much, just like always.


But my mouth is open and the words are already out:


‘Simon? Is everything OK?’


He glances up from his screen and wrinkles his nose for the second time that evening. ‘Yes, why?’


Stop talking, stop talking, stop talking, stop talking.


‘I didn’t mean to go on about my job …’


‘Don’t worry about it. It was just a bit too much for a Friday, wasn’t it? Look! This is us!’ He reaches out to entwine fingers again and I step out onto the platform, feeling a little bit like I’ve been punched in the face, but also like it’s my fault and I’m the one who needs to make it better.


‘I cannot wait to get you back to mine,’ Simon whispers into my neck before kissing it.


I make a non-committal sexy-sounding noise and try to gear myself up. What did he mean by ‘a bit too much’? I’d hardly said anything. Why are those two words always used about me?


We steer through the Friday night energy, dodging clumps of scantily dressed revellers, and the swaying drunks looking for the meaning of life in their Ginsters pasties. Simon kisses me as we wait at the bus stop. Each kiss soothes the angst and pulls me back into the moment. As we get on the bus I try to tell myself I’m being silly and reading too much into things, like I’m always told I do. I try to get myself into the mood for sex, mentally checking I’ve got myself ready for it. I’m wearing nice matching underwear. I shaved in the shower this morning. I’ve got condoms in my bag, and a toothbrush. I hope there are no specks of loo roll stuck around my vagina. Maybe I can use the bathroom beforehand, just to check?


The loud ding of the stop button being hit. Simon’s standing up.


‘This is us.’


I clamber up, trying not to fall as the bus lurches into the stop. He gets off first and holds out his hand. ‘M’lady,’ he says, kissing the top of my own hand.


‘Sire,’ I reply, though I’m having an inexplicable moment of finding Simon totally repulsive. You’re a cheesy twat, I think. Fuck you for being weird about my job.


Then it passes, as promptly as it arrived. I laugh and do a little curtsey.


Simon’s pulling me towards his flat, muttering sweet-anythings like the director’s commentary on a film called Everything A Woman Secretly Wants to Hear. ‘You’re so beautiful, and sexy. I really, really fancy you. You’re amazing.’


The words dissolve in, like honey in hot milk, and erase away all the doubts putting their hands up. I feel potent with power, high on how much he wants me. If he can just keep up this level of adoration for every minute of our lives together, that will compensate, surely, for the fact he can’t handle one minute of me talking about my job being hard, or the fact he is a bit cheesy actually, and … oh. We’ve just got into his flat and, looking around, it’s an atrocious mess. It’s filthy. There’s crap everywhere. It’s like him and his housemate are feral. Eww. Eww eww.


‘Sorry. The cleaner’s not coming until Sunday morning.’ Simon lifts my arms up above my head to remove my top before I’m ready to remove it. I mean, we’re still in the cluttered entrance. He’s not even pretended we are going to drink coffee.


I could’ve done with a bit more reassuring small talk beforehand but now my top is off and Simon’s behaving how all men behave when they get a whiff of laid. His eyes have that angry urgency to them, and now he’s plunging his tongue into my mouth. It’s gone all primal. I feel like … bait? Oh God, brain, stop thinking! I try to focus on kissing him back and losing myself in instinct and feeling good and sexy and doing all the right things, but, yes, I do have one eye open, to take in his flat and try to figure out what that means about his character. It’s hard to deduce much through the mess. It’s typical men-living-with-other-men stuff – two lazy boys and an easy-to-assemble pine table from IKEA littered with wilting Evening Standards. I twist him around so I can get a view of the kitchen. I’m unimpressed with the stack of washing-up and crumb-laden surface. I mean, he’s 33 and he can’t wipe a counter top?


‘Let’s go to my bedroom.’ Simon’s erection strains against his suit trousers, his shirt half-unbuttoned.


‘OK.’


We crash around, attached by the lips. He carries on undoing his shirt so I put my hands up the back of it and sort of scratch him so I can feel like I’m contributing. His grunting noises amplify their urgency and we smash through the door and arrive in his room. There’s a Welsh flag hanging on the curtain rail, which surprises me because he doesn’t sound Welsh. Is he Welsh? Do you need to know if someone is Welsh or not before they put their penis inside you? Oh God – shut up brain! Enjoy the sex. What is wrong with me?


We fall backwards onto his unmade bed with a doof and a giggle. The intimacy of his laugh turns me on a bit. It feels real and right again and I’m back in the game. My brain clears enough for me to tug off his shirt and chuck it to the floor like an actual vixen – well, not an actual vixen, they don’t have opposable thumbs. Shut up brain, shut up brain. Simon gently guides my pelvis up to try and take off my skinny jeans. He does marvellously, until they get stuck on my shins. I lean down to help him.


‘No,’ he smacks my arms away and yanks.


Shocked, I say, ‘I was just trying to help.’


‘Well don’t.’


He struggles to get them off a while longer, muttering, ‘What the fuck are these things?’ Then, once he’s finally yanked them off my feet, he beams at me, all cocky and voila! Like he didn’t just smack me. Like I was supposed to find being told off sexy.


I’m not sure what to do so I lean up and kiss him, craving tenderness for counterbalance. But he wraps my hair around his fist, pulling me towards him roughly, using his other hand to try and unclip my bra. I know this one has a tricky clasp and he’ll struggle but I’ve learnt that he won’t appreciate any pointers. So I run through all the things I like about him to try and get myself back into it, pretending it’s not taken over a minute now for him to get the hang of it: Simon always replies to my messages within an appropriate level of time. He makes me laugh. He is not like other people who work in finance. I remember how hard we giggled on our first date because the waiter was so incompetent and kept ignoring us. I remember how, on our second date, he turned up holding a bunch of tulips because I’d told him they were my favourite. I remember the lovely message he sent me last week, when I had to rain check because I got struck by the office lurgy, telling me to get well soon. Nobody is perfect, I think to myself, as he rummages himself out of his boxers and silently instructs me to slide out of my knickers. I’m so lucky I’ve met him, I think to myself, as I wait propped on my elbows while he faffs around with the condom. This could really be the start of something, I think to myself, as he leans me back. I take three, subtle, deep breaths just as he’s about to enter me, stressing that it won’t work that it will hurt that it will be awful and my life is ruined … but … oh thank God he’s made it in and we’re having sex. I sigh in relief, my entire body relaxing. Simon mistakes the sigh for satisfaction and lets out a matching one. He pulls my face towards him to stare into my eyes. That’s nice actually. I like that. It’s tender and real and safe for two whole minutes of missionary. But then his eyes leave mine, his face closes off, and he gets rougher, thrusts more forcefully, like it doesn’t matter if I’m there at all. Why do they always do this? Why? I need him to look at me. I need him to see me. I need to feel like this is something. But the porn urge has overridden him and I feel like nothing once more and I’m losing it, spiralling away from this room and him and into the darkness, holding on by my fingernails.


But it’s about to get worse. He pulls out and, without asking, without checking, without kissing me or showing me any tenderness at all, he starts arranging me into the doggy position. It’s so cold and unfeeling and no, no! Where has he gone? Why is he acting like I’m not here? My anxiety builds and builds, my stomach curdling as he yanks my hair. The nice man I thought I could fall in love with is gone and I panic …


I can’t.


I freeze. Primitively suspended in the moment. Fear soaking through me.


He doesn’t notice, or maybe he’s pretending not to notice. Either way, he’s getting ready to start again, despite me stiffening up, but no …


No no no.


Not this way.


Please not this way.


The white wallpaper.


No. But oh God.


This will be so much easier, so much easier if I just go along with it.


But I can’t.


I can’t.


‘I’m sorry,’ I squeal. I roll myself over so I’m no longer bent over the bed. I fight the urge to kick him away and run out of the room.


‘What the hell?’


I glance up to see panic bleed across his face. His mouth hanging open, lips slightly curled.


Shit. I’ve ruined it, I’ve ruined it, I’ve ruined it. I’m terrified and want to run away but I also can’t handle his face now that I’ve ruined it.


‘I … don’t understand. What’s going on?’


‘Can we just not … in that position?’ My voice is more squeak than voice. ‘Not tonight.’ I desperately grasp at an excuse. ‘I want to see your face.’


‘Oh,’ Simon says, standing there naked. ‘Oh,’ he repeats.


‘OK, cool.’ I say and unravel myself and make myself lean up to kiss him, to try and get it back. I reckon I could drag myself back into the moment if he could just be a bit more tender. We can recover, this is fine, he’s still a good kisser … or is he? He’s hardly kissing me back. I can taste the hesitation. And, when I glance down, I can see the deflating impact of my behaviour.


Shit. Shit shit shit shit.


I shouldn’t have said anything.


What’s wrong with me?


Why did I do this?


Anxiety pulses through me, panic starts hitting the button. I break off, even though I know talking about it will make it worse. ‘Is everything OK?’


Simon’s eyes are wide; Simon is not OK. ‘Yep.’ He winces as he says it. Then … ‘I mean, well, actually …’ He sits down on the edge of the bed, away from me, signalling the end of the sex and, I’m quite certain, the end of us. My throat closes up in self-loathing. I long for an alternate reality where I just let us continue. Where I am the sort of woman who loves a porn-style pummelling by someone she’s sleeping with for only the first time. ‘I’m just … well, you’ve made me feel bad. I wasn’t doing anything wrong …’ he trails off, hangs his head.


‘I know you weren’t! Sorry! I’m so sorry. I just …’ I don’t want to tell him about it, but I also don’t know how to explain it without telling him about it. I will try and make it breezy. I can do that, surely. ‘It’s just … umm … I had a bad experience a long time ago and so I need a bit more time sometimes …’ His eyes widen, panic well and truly flowing through him now. My heart’s bending over on itself, but I’m still determined to save this. ‘Look, it’s nothing, I was really enjoying it. Hey? Hey …’ I fling myself at him, wrap my naked legs around his waist and kiss him even more desperately. I rub my hands down his back, scratching his skin, trying to be all alluring like the women in the movies.


He ignores me though, and just stares at the wall. ‘I … I don’t think I can have sex now,’ he announces, before standing suddenly, shedding me like a coat he’s dropped to the ground and striding to the en suite. I watch him take a piss. I watch him as I gather my clothes to myself, my heart close to snapping. I expect him to sit down and say maybe we can talk about it. Although I’m disorientated, I reckon I can power through this, make light of it, laugh our way back to sex. He doesn’t talk about it though. He turns off the light and strides back towards the bed, like I’d said nothing, like we’re a stale couple who have been married a million years. And with that, Simon, the man who I thought may be the love of my life, is a stranger again. All the connection just got pissed down the toilet.


He smiles awkwardly. ‘It’s late, and I’ve had one hell of a week at work. Shall we just go to sleep?’


I nod, shoving my dress back over my head to shield my naked body. He leans over and kisses me on the forehead. ‘You all right?’ he asks, making it clear the only acceptable answer is yes.


‘Yes.’


Satisfied he’s a nice man because he bothered asking, he clambers under his slightly-smelly duvet and rolls onto his side. ‘Night,’ he says with his back to me.


‘Umm, night.’


There’s one toss, one groan, and one turn, while I blink up at the ceiling next to this stranger. Then Simon does the impossible.


He sleeps.


I’m not even under the duvet by the time his breathing falls into a steady hiss and his body goes heavy. I take a deep breath and calmly bend to pick my knickers off the floor. I shrug my dress to my nose and smell the cigarette smoke and sweat from the day. Then I lie back next to this man in the dark and actually contemplate the possibility of being able to fall asleep too. I would like to. To be able to check out of reality right now, to pretend whatever the fuck just happened didn’t just happen. I could wake tomorrow, refreshed and bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, and somehow laugh it off and say it’s nothing before seducing him into having good sex and getting us back on track again.


Maybe some girls would find that possible?


Although, I bet those girls wouldn’t have behaved like a complete frigid nutter in the first place … Girls like Gretel.


That’s the thought that sets off the crying. A few tears seep down my cheek, sinking into Simon’s dirty pillowcase. I sniff and wipe my face, staring at the blackness of the ceiling. Simon stirs and I sniff louder as I play out a fantasy in my head. The fantasy that he will wake up to see I’m upset, and it will create an outpouring of love from him. He’ll sit up, turn the light on and say ‘Hey, hey, what’s going on?’ and I’ll say ‘I’m sorry I made it weird.’ He’ll tuck my hair back and say ‘I’m sorry I made it weird too.’ We’ll laugh about how awkward it was. Then he’ll tuck my hair back again, because, let’s face it, you can never have too much of that, and he’ll say, ‘I’m really sorry, April, I didn’t mean to freak out. I’m so glad you confided in me about what happened, and, now I’ve had some time to digest it, it’s nothing. I really, really, like you, and I’m so excited that we met.’ That’s all the talking we will need. We’ll collapse into one another and kissing will turn into mind-blowing sex – the sort that will totally erase the painful misfire we just shared.


This fantasy calms me for a moment. I turn over and watch Simon’s contented face, bathed in the artificial orange from the streetlight outside, the rise and fall of his breath. My fantasy triggers a deep stirring of love for him. This perfect man in my imagination.


A minute, it lasts. Before the truth builds itself around me. The truth that I’ve ruined it with this man, and he has ruined it with me. What sort of person is capable of falling asleep when the woman whose body you were just inside of is clearly very upset? In one final attempt to wake him and see if he can be the man I want and need him to be, I snuffle. To no avail. He stays solidly unconscious. And that’s when my anger at him flips into anger at myself in my predictable trauma response. The shame and self-blame bombard themselves through my body, filling me with loathing.


I’ve fucked it up, I’ve fucked it up, I’ve fucked it up.


Like I always fuck it up, like I always fuck it up, like I always fuck it up.


Because I’m too fucked up, too fucked up, too fucked up.


The tears gain momentum. My chest starts heaving with the effort of controlling the sobs. The saltwater soaks my hair, drips off the edges of my face. Eventually, the sobs are too huge to contain. I tiptoe politely to Simon’s en suite so I can get on with the serious business of totally falling apart. At first, I try clinging to the toilet to cry, but he’s left skid marks all over the rim and just the sight makes me gag. I put the loo seat down and huddle on the bath mat.


He didn’t even clean the skid marks off the loo before I came round. That is how little you mean to men who mean things to you. You’re not worth the effort of scraping shit off a toilet for.


I end up foetal, forehead on the floor, my lungs heaving as I free-fall into despair. At some point, I hear Simon’s flatmate let himself in. I bite my lip and whimper silently as I listen to his getting-ready-for-bed noises. I hear him make something in their kitchen, the sound of the TV coming on low, some late-night comedy show with canned laughter, the scrape of food being eaten off a plate. I imagine how Simon will tell this faceless man what happened. I picture his shock. The words he will use. ‘A bit too damaged, unfortunately’. ‘Better off without that.’ ‘Oh well, plenty more fish in the sea.’ The sound of a light being switched off. The kitchen extractor fan runs itself to a stop. The flat falls quiet again.


I’m aware of how very alone I feel.


All my loneliest moments in life involve a man asleep when he knows it’s likely I’m crying.


I have only two options: a) to be the weirdo who disappeared in the night, or b) to be the weirdo who is still there in the morning. I pick b), as a stupid part of me is still determined to make this work somehow. I cannot handle the humiliation of being so very wrong about him. We may very well wake up sober, and be able to talk about it. I surely didn’t imagine the closeness between us? We don’t even have to go into it, I don’t even particularly want to go into it, but just talking, like we were so good at earlier this evening, could get us on the right path again.


At around 3 a.m. I crawl back into Simon’s bed and attempt to lose consciousness. I play back my favourite memories of what we’ve shared so far. Our first date, our first kiss, his smell, his …




 

I wake with a start.


My head throbs from too much wine and too much crying. My mouth festers with dryness. Simon is awake, sitting upright in bed. I swear he grimaces when he realises I’ve stirred. Any hope I harboured dies with the grimace. My gut kicks into the familiar feeling of impending break-up – the slurry in my stomach, the wobble of my top lip, the resigned inevitability of it.


‘Morning,’ I say.
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