





[image: Loving with Demons by Hana Mahmood]












[image: ]









Copyright


Published by Renegade Books


ISBN: 978-0-349-13050-7


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Hana Mahmood 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Renegade Books


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









This is a work of fiction. Although the author has drawn on her own experiences of trauma, this story is a novel, and should not be confused with an autobiography or memoir.









[image: ]


1


Smell fire and they know they smell us


Love, love, love.


All I ever wanted was to fall in love. Nothing more. Not money, not success, not fame. I was just aching for this passionate, indestructible, kill-for-each-other, die-without-each-other, forever-and-ever type love. The way I ached for it was as if I’d been mourning a piece of me that had been missing since birth. Like I was grieving him from a past life. Maybe he was from a past life …


Our souls grasped so tightly onto one another, like two lovers reuniting at the airport after years apart, a bouquet of flowers in his hand, while tears of joy roll down her cheek. Or like an army soldier surprising his only child on a visit home at Christmas, the child leaping into the arms where they feel most safe.


It was that same comfort, familiarity and fulfilment that I felt when our souls first found a home in each other. I’m certain that there was always a space for him in my heart, from the day I was born, just waiting for him to find his way to it. And there was the same space in his, waiting for me. Whatever was created between us, it was meant to happen.


So you can imagine how hard it is to understand why fate had to play out the way it did. Why I constantly found myself lying in bed, physically choking with pain, hugging my weak knees into my chest, pillow soaked in tears, slowly rocking from side to side, shoulders painful from tensing, trying so hard to understand why. Why a love that burned so beautifully had also burned too violently, destroying all that we created.


Those flames burned so bright, exposing all the demons hiding in the darkest parts of us. Some had been hiding there for years. So when the light caused the demons to scatter out from the shadows, I loved him so much that I had no choice but to fight the demons with my fire, burn them, burn brighter and burn them again. If I let the demons win, I’d lose him. I refused to lose him.


But while I wasn’t looking, he gave up fighting … His demons were too big, too strong, he even liked some of them. They were all he knew for so long; how could he know anything else? He liked feeding them. He’d dance with them and they’d hold him close. In their eyes he’d see a reflection of himself, fragile and unwilling to let go, a former version of the man he knew himself to be. Eventually, they’d take over him, masking him in their darkness, causing his fire to extinguish.


So I fought them for him. He really liked that. But they were too strong for me, and, after a while … he liked that too.


Him and his demons became one.


And oh, he just loved to fuck me with his demons. Leaving me broken, damaged and alone in the burned ashes of everything we fought so hard to create. Sometimes I bathe in those ashes. I grieve as I try to understand what I could’ve done differently. I try to understand why he couldn’t fight for me like I did for him. Why he had to be so fucking weak.


But after three long years, 185 weeks, and 1296 days of battle, I had to leave and set out to heal. I had to accept that you can’t love demons.


All I’ve got left are the memories, the lessons and a love story that could be felt by anybody who meets it.


Even if you’ve never even loved before.


Even if you’ve never felt love.


You’ll feel love when you read this book.


You’ll feel my love. A love that is pain.
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How I became me


Immigrant parents.


Muslim family.


Pakistani culture.


In a very white part of Britain – Edinburgh, Scotland.


A mediaeval and grey little town home to extinct volcanoes, castles and over-priced townhouses built over the Old Town, which was abandoned due to the plague.


Expectations were always set high.


Angelic mother.


Noble father.


It was the least they deserved.


I was glad my sisters could meet those expectations to some degree. The versions of fulfilment my parents needed from us – based on the way they were wired to believe we should be – came from the conditioning of their own somewhat blessed but oppressed upbringings.


Their love was conditional, the condition being whether or not I was a good Muslim girl. I understood from an early age that love was conditional, and that’s why when I sought love, I searched for what felt most like home. It was all I’d known.


If only we could all understand just how much of our childhood manifests into our adult relationships. I’m sure then our parents would have loved us differently. One would at least hope.


I stand around five foot two inches in height, with long, dark brown hair down to my bum, warm brown skin, thick eyebrows. Growing up, I had a slim body that had some curves in flattering places, and was prepubescent-looking in others. I always wore a curious look on my face, though at the same time you could tell I was never really paying attention. I saw the world for what it was: a cruel place, so I daydreamed to escape those harsh realities.


I was probably rather odd. But fuck it, I wanted to be. I was hypersensitive to people’s feelings around me, so much so that it almost felt like I could read their thoughts and I could feel everything that they felt. That same hypersensitivity led to me feeling constantly invalidated and rejected by my family and culture. I only felt happy expressing myself creatively, which isn’t the most commendable of career choices in South Asian culture – the doctor, lawyer or housewife hustle would have been preferred, but all I was good at was creating.


I created stories in my mind like fine art, the picture so vivid, the dialogue so precise, all six of my senses being teased by a mere thought. I spent most of my pre-teen years daydreaming about the things I wanted to experience. I found myself especially drawn to the things I wasn’t allowed to do. Anything that seemed taboo (but, quite frankly, anything was taboo).


I’d spend hours floating around my room, acting out scenes I wanted to manifest in life, having endless conversations in the mirror. Fantasising about the things I’d do if I had the freedom I craved so badly. If I could make those dreams come true.


I was shaped too differently – too ‘weird’, too bright to fit into the small, dark box my parents so lovingly built for me. Constantly being told to lower my tone, that my jokes were inappropriate or that I wasn’t as timid as a Pakistani girl should be.


‘You’re just too much, Livia Dalia!’


My lust for life wasn’t always a good thing … My curiosity eventually became desperation and that desperation eventually led to depression. I ended up doing what every child under strict and uncompromising rules does – I rebelled three times as hard. Then the lack of guidance when I did manage to lie or sneak my way into a taste of freedom drove me to lengths that even my friends with carefree parents didn’t go.


But I wasn’t wild … I was alive! I wanted so badly to feel, to live all the shit I saw on TV and in films, all the stuff I heard my friends do, or didn’t do, everything I’d acted out in my mirror, the things I’d impregnated my mind with. I wanted to birth it all.


I couldn’t live in this cage and watch everyone else have fun, watch everyone else feel it. I had felt those things in my mind already, I had to make them real. So I did, and no matter how far my imagination took me, I returned unharmed each time – well, physically anyway …


But even with all the partying and bad decisions carrying me through my teens, I still found myself lusting over the simple things my friends had, things I had to accept I’d never have. They were all white and, specifically, rich.


My parents didn’t want me to suffer the racism they were subjected to by going to state school as immigrants. My mum had been left with a scar next to her left eye after a racially motivated attack – a stone was thrown at her face while hanging out the washing as a child. So we were sent to private school instead, even though we couldn’t afford it, where, ironically, the microaggressions and passive aggressive discrimination felt even worse than taking a rock to the eye.


But it wasn’t their big homes and fancy clothes I envied (at least not entirely), it was the simple things, like being able to tell my mum when I had a crush on a boy, or even better, when I got hurt by one. I remember telling all my friends how lucky they were … how much I wished I had what they had. I longed for a relationship with my mother where I could talk about what seemed like the most important thing in the world to me. Love.


To be quite honest, I spent the last of my teenage years being subjected to racial abuse by pretty much all my peers – whether they said it behind my back, to my face, or simply watched it happen and didn’t stick up for me. They were all just as bad to me. I guess the white kids of Edinburgh just really didn’t like a brown girl hanging around their scene. Some made jokes about my father being a terrorist, or told me to go back to ‘my country’. Some thought I was different, ‘weird’ and not narrow-minded enough for that little city. Most of them never even gave me a chance. I was simply too brown for them.


At twenty years old, I finally left.


It was spring when I claimed liberation, moving out of my parents’ house and into the great, colourful mixing pot of opportunity: London. I had no idea where my dreams were taking me this time, but I guess they were taking me exactly where I had hoped.
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A beautiful, filthy Judas named fate


Freedom felt like taking that first ecstasy pill back when I was sixteen. Thousands of shiny orbs landing on the surface of your skin, absorbing into your bloodstream and causing you to vibrate pure love through each and every vein in your body. Seeing everything in full colour for the first time, with gratitude for every shade, every hue. It was euphoric.


I rented a few rooms in different parts of London and worked at Fallgirl Casino. Fallgirl promised a glamorous first step into working in the nightlife scene. In reality, it was the opposite. As soon as you stepped through the luxuriously decorated doors of the world’s most exclusive members-only casino and into the staff area, you were faced with cheaply painted baby pink walls – that dull sort of paint they use in primary school or in children’s hospitals. You were then met with underpaid, overworked and unhappy ‘Kittys’ (girls in kitty costumes and tights) who wanted nothing more than to take off their uncomfortable heels to relieve last week’s blisters and unzip the rib-crushing corsets fitted by the 24/7 onsite seamstress.


I wasn’t in costume yet. For four months I’d be in the mandatory, probationary below-the-knee, cheap, Primark-style black dress, which felt like a cross between punishment and a justification for the girls in costume to look down on my amateur status.


I was called into the head office in my black dress around two months into my stint at Fallgirl, and sat next to Ruby, the girl I’d platonically fallen in love with. Ruby wasn’t like any of the other girls (cliché, I know).


Our bond first formed at a work night out. We ended up at an afterparty, one that provided an invitation to try a certain white substance. From the roster of beautiful women working at Fallgirl who were offered the white substance, of course it was the two northerners who decided to take up the offer.


That night I had no idea I had just met my soulmate. A tall, caramel-skinned, part Mancunian-part Jamaican. An always glowing, usually smiling angel who moved with the most attitude and firmness in her demeanour, whose aura oozed of her stupendously warm and golden heart. She became my rock, the earthy Taurus that kept my slippery Pisces head above deep waters. I still don’t think I’d be here without her, telling this story today … and I really mean that.


There were a number of times we would, as young women new to the big city, be partying three times a week, making some of the best memories of our young adult lives but also meeting bizarre people with strange intentions. We were lucky that we learned and grew together. From men trying to take advantage of drunk women, to girls changing their entire attitude based on how many followers we had on social media, we quickly learned the painful truth of how shitty humans can be in this wild generation.


Sometimes we’d take a pause from our fast London life.


‘Do you ever think everyone is just like, weird?’ Ruby would ask in her strong Mancunian accent.


‘Yeah, no I really do,’ I’d respond with complete certainty.


And I did.


Then we’d fall back to the same happy realisation: ‘I’m so glad I’ve got you,’ we’d say, smiling back at each other.


Ruby and I made that big, lonely and unusual city feel as warm and familiar as the smaller cities we ran from. We moved into our own apartment together. We were so close we even shared a bed, even though we had our own rooms. But this love stayed platonic. Nope, she’s not the one who injured my soul.


I still remember the nights I’d pray to God in bed and thank Him for Ruby. I really couldn’t believe the luck I’d struck in a friendship as beautiful and safe as ours. Growing up, I hadn’t developed a great judge of character or much self-esteem, so I was often trapped in friendships with toxic girls who treated me like a doormat. You know, the girls your mum would tell you not to hang out with. Ruby was the opposite of those – and my mum loves her. Everyone loves Ruby.


But, in that office back at Fallgirl Casino, next to Ruby, our boss declared, ‘One of you is going to be fired today. You can’t work together – the constant laughing and distracting does not align with the Fallgirl code of conduct …’


Even that shitty casino couldn’t handle the spark between us.


I left almost straight away; shit, I might have even skipped out … I hated that miserable place. I started working freelance to make the most of the boring degree I’d studied to keep my parents happy – Marketing.


Somewhere between teaching my local nail salon how to post on Instagram, creating the best memories with my Ruby, almost having spiritual orgasms in being emancipated from my childhood, and consuming more alcohol than I’d ever had, I met him.


It was by mistake, almost.


Lost in a blur of drunken nights, I ended up in a taxi I quite frankly shouldn’t have been in with some rougher-than-they-needed-to-look boys eyeing up the brown skin I had learned to love again since being in the much more diverse city of London.


And while I was chatting away to one of them, there you were …


Enter Nero.


Sitting in the middle row of the seven-seater, looking back at me, hood up, dark, smooth skin and with a peculiar look on his curious-ass face. With those big, black-as-hell, intense eyes on a sharp, structured face, his strong London accent matched his croaky voice that sounded like he had chain-smoked forty cigarettes in just as many minutes (which, I later learned, he sometimes had).


He turned around to me and asked, almost offended, ‘Where the fuck is that accent from?’


We spent the rest of the night at some party in a high-rise council estate in East London, him staring at me from across the room like I was an undiscovered species that had fallen right in front of him at the very moment he was searching for his prey.


I remember exactly what I wore that night. Red Mac lipstick in the shade Ruby Woo. Gold Nike Air Max 97 trainers. White lace-trim cycling shorts and a white lace bralette, with an oversized Levi denim jacket thrown on top to justify my revealing outfit choice in the cold and wet British weather.


I was an uber-friendly, fearless and charismatic ball of energy at this time. I rolled around the room, my confidence and energy renewed after moving to London. I was always so … excited by fucking everything, down to try fucking everything. I could feel people’s attraction towards that and towards me. But the way he pursued me was fatal.


He began to rap, trying to impress me in front of the room.


He was an Alpha male. Or at least, he would have died on that hill to make it look like he was.


After intense stares and some painful small talk, we drank more liquor and quickly progressed to speaking about the meaning of life and alien conspiracy theories until the sun rose. I loved that I could impress him with my knowledge, and he loved that I loved that too.


Before I made my exit around a summery and bright 6 a.m., he handed me his phone.


It was like he just expected me to put my number in.


And I did.


The confidence was refreshing.


He knew what he wanted, I could feel it.


And once he’d envisioned it in his head, he knew he had to have it too.


So just like you, there was me.
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How he became him


Somewhere in the dull, run-down parts of busy Clapham Junction, south west London, where grey skies loom in every shade of grey, where high-rise estates tower over the busy, gentrified high street filled with niche coffee shops, lived a boy. Too mischievous for his own spirit, addicted to rebelling; therefore, addicted to drugs … quite frankly, addicted to anything that was prohibited at all. London-born, Monaco-raised, and of Senegalese descent, there was Nero.


He stood at almost six-foot tall, slim with a skinny pack, usually balancing a cigarette in the corner of his lips. He was covered in random, accidental tattoos like daggers, guns, skulls and even Jesus smoking a blunt on the cross; scars from picking his chicken pox as a child, gaps in between his huge, taunting smile.


He was a typical bad boy. Growing up, Nero loved to rob people, steal from shops and even got himself a blade to carry around in an all-black, grey or uniform blue Nike tracksuit.


Nero never saw eye-to-eye with his mother. She didn’t like his drug use nor his sporadic selling of weed for a few extra quid here and there, so she often chucked him out, locked the door and gave him that tough-love parenting. A conditional love just like my upbringing, but he simply didn’t like being told what to do, by anyone.


This made Nero’s behaviour even worse. He resorted to sofa surfing, and maybe even slept rough once or twice, but he almost always charmed his way into having food to eat and a roof over his head … just about.


But he wasn’t always the typical bad boy either, because unlike his other bad-minded, drugged-up, shitty, scatty, good-for-nothing friends, Nero was loud, brave, flamboyant and unique. His creativity was beyond measure. He wasn’t like anyone else you’d ever met. The way he carried himself around a room, you’d think he was the main character at a number one, award-winning Broadway show. The Nero Show.


He was incredibly switched on – something about the way he looked at you told you he was more intelligent than you. He had an intense glare that was so confident it could force vulnerability on anyone whose eyes he looked into. He made you feel nervous: lying-to-border-police-while-smuggling-drugs-in-your-suitcase type of nervous.


He made you feel like you were lying, like he had just caught you in a lie. Sometimes the lie he was uncovering was who you wished to be perceived as. That was never going to work with Nero; he had a talent for seeing everyone for who they really were, way beneath the façade.


He loved to draw. Growing up, he drew all over his bedroom walls: pirate ships and skulls, just like a true villain. He learned all the instruments he could, from the guitar to piano, and his handwriting was immaculate.


Nero truly loved art, and every form of it … that boy fucking loved to create.


He began training as a street dancer, until someone commented on how uncool they thought that was (everything Nero did just had to be cool, it was the true Aquarius in him). Shortly after, he dropped dance and turned his sights to being a hip-hop artist and singer – or whatever the hell that emotion-provoking noise he created so naturally with his raspy, croaky voice was.


He never did well at school, not because he was necessarily bad at it, but because he was governed by the one thing I found consistent all the time I knew him: a God complex. This meant that he could not and would not take direction, authority or advice from anyone. In fact, anything you told him to not do, he’d do EVEN harder.


Nero was insecure in himself and the unstable and unpromising path he’d taken in life, always feeling sold short since he knew he had all this magic inside of him that he felt nobody else could see. His defence mechanism forbade him from being able to listen to people telling him what to do, or even offering mere advice, without it attacking his fragile, blown-the-fuck-up ego. In his mind, he was special and demanded respect for it. How dare someone else tell HIM what to do.


Nero’s God complex eventually led him to live with so much hate and resentment that it drove him to seek revenge on the world for not giving him the life he felt he so badly deserved. Like some sick, spiritual warfare, hate grew from feeling too caged in life, from watching others with money, their happy families, the pussy and the clout, enjoying the heights he so badly wanted to reach.


He would sit in rooms with his ‘friends’ – who used his desperation when he was broke against him – and they would take the opportunity to belittle him. He watched them live what seemed to him to be such privileged and undeserving lives.


He listened to Drake on repeat, nodding along with the lyrics of a multi-millionaire music legend, as if he resonated with the hardships that came from a life like that. He knew what life he was going to live, and he was coming for revenge on everyone who didn’t believe in his power. He had to get there JUST to rub the dirt he grew from in each of their faces.


Revenge on every teacher who doubted his potential.


On every friend who mocked his unfortunate, self-inflicted situations.


On every girl who wasn’t interested in him or was out of his league.


On his mother, who mocked his decisions and goals and offered a love so cold and conditional.


Nero used his visual resourcefulness and ability to feel deeply, combined with his narcissistic rage and personal vengeance, to manifest all the things he had acted out in his head. It was almost as though his delusions of grandeur helped him get to where he wanted to be by shifting his reality.


Except, while Nero was out for a fulfilling, artistic and long-standing revenge to fulfil his ego, I was looking to fulfil my dreams and delve into the realms of true love that I also felt I deserved. While I was willing to give everything for that goal, he was so much more than willing to take.




Delusions of grandeur


A psychological term to describe an individual who has a persistent belief in their own grandiosity.


They might believe that they have a special destiny that makes them more special and deserving than others, that they are gifted with the fate of fame, power or success, that God or a chosen entity has chosen them as his favourite, that they are working through them or for them at all times, rather than anyone else around them.
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New beginnings, old friends and planned hangovers


Not long after I first met Nero, Ruby and I moved in together. I could hardly believe that we’d found an apartment building so perfect for us: bang in the centre of Aldgate East, close to the hustle and bustle of the city’s busiest business district – therefore surrounded by loads of cool restaurants and bars – and only a nine-minute tube journey into Central London. A rare find.


We both shrieked when the moody estate agent rushed out the door after handing us the keys, jumping around the room in celebration.


‘He was such a vibe kill, like honestly, we were ten minutes late – it’s not that deep,’ Ruby said, as she stood staring out of my bedroom window. We were on the ground floor, which had a view directly onto the lagoon-like pond in the middle of a square, with wooden walkways connecting the flats and fountains providing a peaceful backdrop to the summery day.


‘We were like twenty minutes late,’ I laughed back at her.


‘An extra ten whole minutes – shoot me now why don’t you!’ she exclaimed as she used two fingers to mime shooting herself dead onto the bed next to me.


Rudy made most things a joke, which was such a beautiful quality to have, especially in stressful situations. ‘It’s not that deep’ was her go-to phrase, which relieved me since to me it felt like everything was, in fact, really that deep.


Sometimes I would zone out of conversations with Ruby and become focused on how light and witty her nature was, how freeing it was to have a perspective that was so unattached … I couldn’t help but wish I had met her sooner in life; so many times I had been drowning, I knew she would’ve brought me back to shore.


I quickly realised how everyone was also fascinated by how unique Ruby was, especially when my friend from back home, Juno, came down for our flat-warming party that weekend.


Juno was special to me. We’d grown up together and she was one of the only friends who really made me feel understood in those tough teenage years.


I think it was a mixture of the fact that she was always that little bit more unstable than me … but also her incredible intelligence and acceptance of people. Her airy but profoundly carefree take on life always reminded me that it was okay to feel absolutely fucking everything as long as you remembered to release it in the end, to go with the flow. Through all her battles, she somehow seemed so unburdened. She wore that freedom so beautifully, in a way that only she could.


She had short, shaggy brown hair, and wore baggy boys’ clothes three times too big for her. Everything about Juno was original; the things she pulled off nobody else could – and trust me, many people tried to copy her. She was a muse, a musician, a star, and the coolest bitch in every room she blessed by choosing to be in.


I smiled, watching the two of them bond in fits of laughter. All sounds around me went mute, overtaken by feelings of gratitude. ‘Could this finally be my time to be as free as everyone I’ve observed from inside this cage?’ I asked myself.


You know it is, Livia.


Ruby and Juno each took a shot of tequila at the kitchen counter.


Ruby clenched her face. ‘Nobody enjoys doing this, you can’t convince me anybody enjoys this,’ she cried as she ran over to the sink, covering her mouth.


Juno instantly poured another shot, spilling it over the counter and letting it drip down her neck as she tipped it down her throat effortlessly, releasing a deep ‘AHH!’ with excitement and shaking it off like a cat.


‘Where do you think you’re going? Get your ass over here, Livia, look at your crib! We dreamed of times like this as babies, we’re celebrating! Get this shot down you right now!’ Juno shouted over to me as I sat on the sofa, attempting to figure out the sound system before the rest of our guests arrived.


‘Yeah, Livia, you’re not getting away with this, you have to suffer too,’ Ruby said, taking the bottle of Patrón out of Juno’s hand and filling the shot glass to the top.


I stared at the shot, hesitating because I knew what was to come.


‘You know I’m gonna vom,’ I said, making a sorry face, taking the shot glass of clear battery acid out of her hand.


‘Good! Then you know you’re doing it right!’ Juno said laughing.


‘Here, we’ll do another one with you,’ Ruby declared as she poured them both another one.


I rolled my eyes and then said a quick cheers – it was time to commit to the hangover that was to come, I figured.


‘To two of my favourite people ever finally meeting each other, I love you guys soooo much,’ I yelled.


Juno wrapped her arm around Ruby, ‘And we love you!’


‘Cheers!’ said Ruby.


We all downed our shots as I fanned my watery eyes with my hands, attempting not to ruin my eyeliner.


Ruby ran back over to the sink. ‘Nah, whoever invented Patrón is sick in the head, mate!’


A few hours later, Ruby was singing her heart out to ‘Ride’ by Lana Del Rey in the living room with some of the girls from Fallgirl, while Juno was chatting up a girl on the sofa. She’d already kissed her best friend earlier in the night, but in true Juno fashion, she’d somehow got away with it.


I answered the door, expecting it to be the top-up of alcohol we’d ordered at the unintelligent time of 2 a.m., swinging the door open a little too hard from being super tipsy. The face I saw standing in front of me sent a pleasant shock through me.


‘Shay!’ I let out, leaping into his arms. He stank of aftershave. ‘Mmm, is that Tom Ford, you fancy boy?’


‘It’s the smell of someone who’s travelled six hours to see you,’ he replied.


‘Shut up? What even happened with your train? I didn’t even know if you were going to make it!’


But before he could explain, Juno spotted him as she entered the hall, ushering him into the kitchen for a drink.


Shay was one of my oldest friends from back home. We’d been in each other’s lives since we were just fourteen. He was one of the only other South Asian kids in our circle, so he always felt like home.


He was tall and muscular with broad shoulders, contrasting with his innocent baby brown and hazel eyes and super thick eyelashes. Everything about Shay was masculine, but not in an intimidating way, more in an emotionally intelligent way, a make-you-feel-safe way. He’d been raised by a single mother, he had five sisters, and you could tell.


Though I had had many bad experiences with friends in Scotland, the people I kept around, I kept around for a reason. At our little soirée to celebrate the new house, I felt so grateful to call this collective of humans my friends, the best pick of the bunch.


I’d somehow managed to jump out of that prison window back home and land on my feet right here in London. I sat on our wooden porch by the lagoon outside, just staring out at the water, reflecting on how lucky I felt.


‘Livia, London’s a lot better than Scotland, eh?’ Shay said, sitting down on the cushion next to me, beer in hand. We hadn’t got chairs and a table for our decking yet, but the cushions felt more intimate anyway.


Music from inside blared out onto the square from behind us but our neighbours seemingly didn’t mind; each had their own gatherings going on from their balconies above, one of the perks of living in a city that almost never sleeps.


I smiled at Shay. ‘I’m so happy you came, thank you for … coming.’ I should really stop trying to sound meaningful when drunk.


‘It’s cool, Livia, anything for you.’


There was a pause, that for some reason felt a little awkward for a sec—


‘You’re family,’ he quickly added.


I swallowed hard before addressing the elephant in the room.


‘How is he?’


Shay took a deep sigh. ‘I don’t know man, sometimes he can seem fine but you just know he’s not. He’s just different, isn’t he … It’s kind of like the new normal though as time goes on.’


My heart sank, capsized.


‘Do you guys speak at all?’ Shay asked.


‘He said he was really proud and sent me a sweet message when I moved here. Not sure if that was just because he knew I’d finally get off his back and stop trying to help …’ I gently laughed, pathetically.


Shay smiled. ‘Nah, he really loved you, he always will.’


‘I don’t know … Sometimes I feel like he hates me,’ I said.


‘Nah Livz, he’s my best friend, I know he loved you.’


Whether he was just saying that to make me feel better or because it was true, I didn’t care. It made me feel closer to him, made him feel real again.
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Josh


I’d only ever been in love once before. My only other relationship. My first love.


Joshua Alexander. And let me tell you all about him.


When I think of my first love, all I can feel is the most precious simplicity that life can never offer again. Sitting on the upper deck of a bus, one earphone in each, listening to A Tribe Called Quest, holding hands as we both felt a little disappointed that my stop was coming up, hoping we’d at least get to the best part of the song before it was time to get off. Then Josh would kiss me goodbye at my bus stop and cross over to the other side of the road, where he’d take the bus back for the entirety of the route until it reached the other side of the small city we both lived in.


Josh was tall, with skin so pale his cheeks would get that beautiful natural blush when he was flustered or nervous, which was all the time. He had thick dark hair he wore swept back, with these big, deep chocolate sanpaku eyes and a huge Adam’s apple that gave him a voice so deep I used to joke that it made the ground rumble. He genuinely looked like an angel.


We spent most days lying in his single bed together, legs tangled and foreheads almost touching. He didn’t have a smartphone or a TV in his bedroom, so we’d just lie there and talk; sometimes we stared into each other. I can’t quite describe that stare; it was like an exchange of souls. If you weren’t in love, you might laugh or look away, but if you were in love, you’d stay hooked, lost in this electric current binding you closer and closer.


Josh wasn’t like other boys at eighteen. He was the underdog; his presence didn’t beg to be noticed. He was an artist whose paintings resembled real life and people adored him for his wit and blunt jokes. His energy was so hesitant and delicate – he thought a lot before he spoke, before he acted, even before he breathed.


That was Josh’s problem: he thought too much. Too, too much.


At the time, I resembled a pretty trainwreck. I was seventeen and had practically based my entire personality on Effy from Skins. I was depressed and reckless. Josh was my escape and my sanctuary; Josh was my home. He was the only person who understood me, and the first boy to make me feel beautiful.


I remember the first time I cried in front of Josh. I was crying because I’d had enough of living with my parents. As I poured my heart out to him about my pain, I turned to him, only to see a single teardrop rolling down his cheek.


I’ll never forget the thought that crossed my mind then and every day since. How could somebody love me so much? And he did, oh he did so very much.


I remember our very first date; we went to the cinema to see Fast & Furious 7. I noticed how his bottom lip would tremble a little in between his responses in the queue for popcorn, as he was so anxious. In the cinema I contemplated the entire time if I should take his hand. A voice in my head was telling me to just do it as I kept side-eying his hands resting there by the drink holder. When I finally got the courage and did, he glanced at me as we both locked eyes. He winked to kill the awkwardness and thank God he did, because we both burst out laughing, while he stayed holding my hand tightly.


Josh and I loved to dance, so in our one year of being together, we’d attend raves almost every weekend. We had a good mixed friend group that featured Shay. All of us high on molly, we’d dance under the strobes as Josh’s long arms would wrap around me and spin me round. The way he looked at me was so tender, like he would make the world stop if I just told him I needed more time.


In 2015, we attended one of the largest music festivals in the world towards the end of summer. Josh had taken some dodgy pills that sent him to the medical tent where I sat by him, trying to calm him down. Then he disappeared.


He experienced drug-induced psychosis and never quite recovered.


Once I returned to Edinburgh the day after Josh had made the journey back all by himself, running away from us all and tripping for 20 hours straight, he wasn’t Josh anymore.


He looked like Josh, he sounded like Josh, but he wasn’t Josh.


Just like that.


My home vanished.
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Brain sex


Circa 2017 I remember lying on the sofa with Ruby, watching The Apprentice. We’d ordered the perfect Chinese takeaway: salt and pepper chips, curry sauce, egg fried rice, chicken chow mein, Szechuan chilli chicken, prawn crackers and sesame prawn toast. For some reason, when it comes to the delicacy that is English (inauthentic) Chinese food, British people go overboard with their selections. But it was just so hard not to, the intensity of each flavour complemented the others so well. Everything shovelled onto a cracker, laying that cracker onto your moist tongue as it softens and the sauces land on your taste buds, releasing the same orgasmic hormones in your brain as from— My phone rang.


It was Nero calling for the fourth time that week, interrupting my Beijing banquet to ask if I wanted to hang out with him. At this point we were … friends. I liked his energy. I liked him. A lot.


We spoke on the phone for hours and he was always so interested in everything I had to say.


I wish I knew at this point that he wasn’t listening; he was micro-analysing everything about me.


I gave him yet another excuse about why I didn’t want to hang out one-on-one. I knew what his intentions were and the truth is, I just wanted to party! I wasn’t interested in pursuing him romantically. But by this point, he was persistent, ruthless and had already got me in his sights.


That was the last straw for him. He spat out his dummy and began throwing a tantrum. ‘I don’t even like Insta girls’, he told me, then proceeded to block me. I didn’t feel much – did having more Instagram followers than him make me an ‘Insta girl’? I didn’t really care. I hypothetically shrugged my shoulders, told Ruby, who also shrugged hers, and then turned my attention back to Lord Alan Sugar.


A few weeks later, he unblocked me and invited me to his Halloween party as if nothing had ever happened.


‘I still haven’t heard your apology?’ I remember asking, which he eventually gave in the most insincere and somehow condescending way. So I declined the invitation.


A few days later, I went out with a group of girls I’d met in London to some singer’s book launch party in Mayfair. I invited him this time as well. The girls were annoying and I felt left out from their synchronised dance moves, so I needed some company.


I spent the time before he arrived flirting with the cocktails at a free bar and was most definitely shit-faced by the time he arrived. I walked right up to him and kissed him. Maybe he had been negotiating with dark forces to grant him his wish when my spirit was most vulnerable. Maybe I was desperate for attention after feeling deprived of it, or maybe it was just fate.


Whatever it was, it worked out in his favour. We snuck out from the event and Nero’s moody friend drove us halfway towards his house across town, leaving us in the streets because he wanted to sleep off his sorrows. He was in a bad mood because he didn’t have a girl to go home with.


I remember thinking what a loser. My Ruby could never.


Nero looked embarrassed, scrambling for his phone and calling his flatmate to book us an Uber. I remember kissing him in the middle of the road to ease his nerves and let him know that he shouldn’t find it embarrassing that I was still with him. It wasn’t his fault that his friend sucked.


Straight out of the Uber and into the lift to the twenty-second floor, Nero kissed my neck as I heard the lift ding and we headed towards his apartment. We had sex on the sofa. We had sex in the bed. We had sex on the floor. We had sex in the bathroom, over the sink and in the shower.


The next morning, I woke up feeling doubtful over my drunk actions. Nero made sure to ease my nerves, with lots of ‘You okay?’s and reassuring smiles.


He put some food in the oven and we lay on the sofa. His place was empty. His flatmates had both gone to visit their parents. I sat on top of him so that we were facing each other, fingers interlocked. I would describe this as the moment he fell in love with me. I think this is when I fell in love with him, too.


We returned to our conversation about conspiracy theories from the party on the night we’d met. I have this tendency to visualise and feel everything I’m saying so I become super animated, hands waving in the air, eyes lit up with belief and passion, slightly bordering on mad scientist. He watched me, smiling a little, like he was in awe of my knowledge, my quirky perception of life. I realise now that it was rather a look of love. There was an invasion going on in his heart, and the uncertainty on his face was the unfamiliarity of this new feeling. His heart was yearning to surrender.


We spoke for hours, back and forth, laughing, touching, debating and smiling, kissing and cuddling, meshing, connecting. I could feel everything he could.


‘I feel like our minds just got married,’ Nero said. ‘It’s like playing a match of badminton with our brains … We need a word for it.’


So we gave that marriage of the minds a name, a meaning: brain sex.


We bounced off each other, sharing all our dreams, getting lost in our wildest fantasies and philosophies while floating on clouds that lifted us higher and higher. Eyes locked, souls touching, it was like a bright white cord of static energy connected our foreheads, encouraging each other to delve deeper and deeper into our imaginations. So far from reality, so present in the now.


We spoke about everything. He told me about his insecurities, the time where he approached a huge hip-hop artist who had been his idol as a child, after all his friends egged him on. How he’d finally plucked up the courage to walk over and ask if he wanted to hear his tape, and how the artist had just bluntly said no. We laughed but he embraced how that moment gave him more drive, more motivation.


I told him about the racism I’d experienced growing up. The bad decisions I’d made. The bad friends before Ruby. We spoke about our darkest nights, deepest secrets, our traumas and our families. Our greatest desire – to be free, to be great. In each session of brain sex, the realisations we had seemed incomprehensible to the average mind. Our minds and souls were attracted like magnets. This was more than a regular connection. This was love, even if neither of us knew it yet.


We had brain sex every night after that until the early hours, when we’d hear the 7 a.m.-start builders begin maintenance outside. Later, we’d wake up stupidly sleep deprived and instantly start having brain sex again. We just had so much to fucking talk about. Or at least I did, but he so loved to listen. I hadn’t even left and gone home yet – I stayed for five whole days after that first night – even if he’d hide it behind telling me I ‘might as well stay’ or ‘it’s long to go all the way East now’.


You wanted me to.


Every visit after that was a minimum of three days to a week, with a five day or so break between.


You really wanted me to.


We didn’t just have brain sex excessively. The amount of physical attraction between us was plausible and laughable at the same time.


Any opportunity we got, you were inside me, whether we ran into each other in the toilet during one of his house parties, or when there were a bunch of people hungover watching a movie on the sofa, and we felt like being sneaky, secretly fucking under the blanket beside them.


We didn’t care what anyone thought about us; we were wild and we were free, but trust me, they thought a lot. His friends thought a lot.


Nero’s house was like a party penthouse in west London, a free for all. Every day we were surrounded by his friends, and every night there were gatherings or parties. The concierge hated us. His friends watched us as we ran around the house, in our own childish utopia, play-fighting on the bean bags. They watched us kissing, hugging, holding one another, dancing, singing lyrics passionately to each other, finishing each other’s sentences during drinking games, times where I’d say something witty and he’d let out ‘this is why I love her’. I loved those moments.


When a tattoo artist came round to the house, they watched him choose my suggestion for his neck tattoo: ‘strange’. His gang watched him invite me everywhere, over and over again. They watched him run into me at events and take me home, completely forgetting about the girl he came with. There were times when his boys purposefully invited other girls around, ones he may have shown interest in in the past. To their disbelief, he’d proudly hold me in his lap, kissing my cheek, never entertaining the gestures.


They watched him pour me a drink whenever he got himself one, me writing lyrics by his side as he recorded, him using them, us sharing cigarettes, the way I cooked his food, me plating his food, us sharing that plate of food, him saving me the last chicken wing …


They watched us fall in love.


They fucking hated it.
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Gang shit


Nero hadn’t long signed a record deal and things were really changing for him. His music was starting to blow. Really blow.


This meant things were changing for his friends too. They were allowed VIP tables in places they’d never even dreamed of getting into, given free clothes from brands they’d never been able to afford, and, after Nero got his own apartment courtesy of his label and moved in his two closest friends, Kai and Ziggy, they had a bachelor pad to invite over women they’d never dreamed they’d meet. The game of clout was taking off. Every young boy’s dream.


So of course they didn’t like me. What was I besides a cock-block to this lifestyle they were hard for? Nero was the star and that meant that if he wasn’t single and on some fuck-boy shit, there would be limitations to the lifestyle. Limitations to the girls they could bring to the parties. Limitations to the free weed they could smoke all day, baking off on his sofa because it simply had a nicer view than the bedrooms in their mothers’ homes they never planned on moving out of.


I remember when Mika, the one who didn’t give us a lift all the way home because he was butthurt from the lack of vagina in his life, showed up at Nero’s house and tried to fight him, saying Nero owed him money. How his gang sat around in a circle with a whiteboard, debating whether to chuck him out of the group for his behaviour.


Everyone wanted Mika out, every single person.


No one managed to show that he had any value as a friend. Even I agreed. I mean, I just believed in true friendship and loyalty and Mika, well, he hadn’t been acting as a friend.


Listening to the debate around the whiteboard, it was very clear to me that Mika was a lousy friend. It was a battle of toxic masculinity in the House of Commons of west London, each shouting over the other, waiting to be validated by the majority.


But Nero didn’t want to kick him out. He explained his theory to the room, how he’d rather make him his bitch for a ‘long revenge’. Since Mika wanted to be a hip-hop artist too, Nero knew it was in his best interests to fold, and my Lord he did. Just as he wanted, Mika became his bitch.


Nero did that a lot. He put his friends in positions, on a payroll, and then passive aggressively threatened to take them away if they upset him. Eventually, after his ego, bank, body count and following grew, anything could upset Nero. In his opinion, he deserved even more respect than ever before.


Some of the boys found it hard to make the switch from friend to follower. The gang had a hell of a lot of pride. Lord knows where the fuck it came from. Especially one of the boys, Blake. He’d housed Nero when he was homeless and felt that he owed him something, everything. He challenged Nero’s every idea, every notion. It was a battle of egos with an audience. A fiery Aries neck-to-neck with a cold-as-ice Aquarius. He didn’t feel insecure in his position as Nero’s DJ and producer, and he refused to submit to him.


Blake couldn’t stand to see Nero’s stalk grow from beneath him to the skies above, Nero’s petals shadowing over him. Maybe that’s why Blake disliked me so much too. He was the only one who made it obvious. Any time I so much as spoke, Blake would challenge me too, throw shade, make me feel uncomfortable or intimidate me. Blake was intimidated by me. We were a mirror of his insecurities. Watching the boy he thought he owned change and truly love someone made Blake feel small. Maybe he wanted that real love too, but he was too caught up in his own self-hating, pessimistic rage to see why nothing was working out for his angry, stubborn ass.


It was beyond me that while I was appreciating Ruby and our wonderful friendship, one that I treasured and protected with all my being, why Nero would want to have such fake friends around him. Why did he seek such hateful and opportunistic energy? Was he really keeping them all around for control, for revenge? To prove them all wrong? An eye for all their necks?


The only friends that Nero seemed to genuinely value and love were Kai and Ziggy, the boys who he chose to move into his new home. Kai was a tall, lanky, friendly, classic class-clown type guy who, also ironically, could be super moody at times. Ziggy, also tall, large and suspicious-looking, was Nero’s partner-in-crime. Like the manifestation of Satan in his ear, he fed him stupid and immoral ideas and, in turn, Nero loved to roll with them. Ziggy only fed Nero ideas that benefited himself in some way. He could stretch a lie over years if he had to – Ziggy was a full time finesser. He adored Nero but he loved himself way, way more. Nero gave them roles too: Kai became his videographer and, quite naively, Ziggy his manager, 50/50 with the manager the label had assigned him.


The only woman around us was Ziggy’s girlfriend, Chiara: pretty, baby-faced, Greek and loud. She didn’t like me either. She had no reason not to, but she joined in with making me feel unwelcome too. She was so head-over-heels in love with Ziggy, I mostly believe she just echoed his desires, and those were not in favour of Nero and me.


As Nero’s profile grew, with A-list artists co-signing his music, eventually every single boy in the gang switched up, injecting the clout into their veins as their eyes rolled back into their skulls like casino slot machines. Little did I know they were each being reborn as flying monkeys.




Flying monkeys


‘Flying monkeys’ is a psychological term, mostly used when referring to narcissistic abuse. It is used to describe the people a narcissist recruits as his followers to use as weapons in order to abuse his victim.


Other synonyms include useful idiot, yes man.
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Lucky Livi


‘You know Nero’s never taken a girl on a date … like ever?’


‘How do you know that?’ Ruby replied, making a sceptical face as she sifted through the rails of T-shirts in the vintage shop we’d found ourselves in on Brick Lane, close to our apartment.


‘Well, the other night while I was over there, Nero was on some work call in the other room with his label so it was just me, Chiara and Ziggy—’ I started.


‘Oh my God, I couldn’t think of anything worse.’ She laughed, pulling a vintage Dior T-shirt to her chest and turning it to show me.


‘I just feel like it doesn’t even look like Dior,’ I told her, carefully scanning the top.


‘Yeah, like it’s not worth £200, right?’ she agreed. ‘Sorry, continue, you were with the world’s most judgemental couple …’


I chuckled. ‘Yeah, so I just asked, has Nero ever taken a girl on a date and they … fucking laughed in my face, bro.’


‘Stop … What did you say?’ she asked.


‘Nothing, I just smiled and fake laughed but took a mental note in my head, like challenge accepted.


Ruby giggled and turned to me, grabbing both of my shoulders, ‘Listen, that stupid boy Nero would be lucky for you to be his first ever date.’


I smiled back at her. ‘You do not like him at all, do you?’


She let go of my shoulder and turned away to look through the stacked boxes of shoes, hiding her true expression. ‘Nooo … it’s not that I don’t like him …’


‘Oh, stop chatting shit, Ruby,’ I said, still grinning.


‘Okay, fine, obviously I think he’s a bit weird, but if he makes you happy, then cool. I just think a date should be the bare minimum at this point, it’s been over a month.’


I paused for a second, looking at the dresses on the mannequins in front of me.


‘You’re right, and I’ve got the perfect outfit,’ I told her, revealing the sick-coloured granny frock on display.


‘Yeah … maybe lucky isn’t the right word,’ she said.


That evening on the phone, I finally plucked up the courage to bring forth the topic to Nero.


‘Winter Wonderland looks sooo cool, have you ever been?’ I asked.


‘Nah, I haven’t you know, you tryna go?’ he replied back in his cool, raspy tone.


Wow, it’s that easy? ‘Yeah, I’d love to!’ I replied.


‘Sick,’ he said, ‘go with Ruby and then bring Ruby round and we can have a drink up.’


I paused.


‘A date, Nero.’


‘Huh?’ he replied.


‘I want to go there on a date … with you …’


He paused.


‘You know I ain’t ever taken no girl on a date before, right? In my life …’


‘Yeah but I’m not just anyyyy girl,’ I replied sarcastically.


‘You’re right, you’re Livi …’ He sighed. ‘Fine, I’ll do the date ting – but only because you’re Livi.’


I smiled bashfully.


‘But for real though, bring Ruby, I think Kai fancies her.’


We both started laughing.


‘Fine, I’ll ask her.’


That weekend he showed up with the most random group – Kai, and some guy with his baby and girlfriend. Like an actual baby, maybe just a few months old. Oh, and a bottle in his hand. Classic Nero, making the simplest situations bizarre.


We all entered Winter Wonderland under the thousands of lights decorating the archways, as the sounds of joy and Christmas songs danced in the air. It was a cold night with pitch black skies. Light snow fell throughout Hyde Park, so I wore a big red fur jacket with red furry earmuffs to match. Nero took my hand as we headed towards the mulled wine shack.


Kai and Ruby almost instantly disappeared together. Though they were both tall as anything, they were suddenly nowhere to be seen, and the random friend with the baby sped to the toilets when they realised they had to change his nappy.


‘Well – they hit it off quickly, didn’t they?’ I turned to Nero.


He nodded, before shaking his head and chuckling gently. His smile lingered as he peered down at me while we waited for our cups, still holding my hand.


I looked right back at him with a winning smile, and he knew exactly why.


He nodded his head in disbelief. ‘You’re lucky you’re Livi you know! I’d never do this for no other girl.’


I smirked in triumph.


I leaned in for a peck on my tiptoes, but he placed his hands tightly on either side of my earmuffs, holding me in place to keep me from pulling away. So I stayed right there and let him, and as I closed my eyes everything suddenly went slo-mo around us. The Christmas carols echoed softly in the background and the cold, crisp air pirouetted around us as I could feel nothing but his tongue stroking mine and the wetness of the snowflakes as they melted into my hairline. It felt like we were in our very own snow globe.


He moved his hands inside my coat and squeezed my body close to his, before finally letting go, slipping his arms back out. Both of us very hot and a little flustered, we paid for the cups of mulled wine and, as we walked away, I saw that the snow in the spot where we stood had melted.


We walked around the park hand-in-hand, the neon lights from the rides reflecting hues of purple and red across our faces as the fading screams filled the atmosphere, passing enormous teddy bears at the game stands, both knowing it was too cliché for him to try and win me one.


‘You look beautiful, by the way,’ he said, glancing at me.


‘Why thank you, Nero sir!’ I couldn’t stop grinning from ear to ear. ‘Why do you say that? That I’m lucky I’m Livi?’ I asked as we took shelter and sat down on a bench under an igloo bar, ‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside’ playing on the speakers above us.


‘Hah,’ he laughed. ‘I don’t know … I guess … um, it’s hard to explain.’


Then he went silent.


For the first time ever, Nero Kouassi, Nero fucking Kouassi, felt nervous.


I gave him a moment to speak, and it felt like he took that moment to realise I actually wanted him to go on.


And then there was another moment, where I saw him intensely debate whether or not he should let down his armour, as his eyes flickered back and forth between mine.


‘It’s okay …’ I said with a soft smile, trying to speak to whatever part of his inner child just needed someone to hold his hand.


‘You’re just Livi, innit. I’ve never really done the girlfriend ting or anything before but, I don’t know, there’s something inside you that I just know I really love.’


… Love? It’s way too soon for me to take that seriously, right?


I saw his gaze turn a little colder as he registered the confusion in mine.


‘I mean,’ he said, ‘I love you as a person, I love who you are, you’re genuine and that’s rare.’


‘So you’re saying you love me?’ I joked, attempting to nervously de-intensify the situation.


‘Yes,’ he replied bluntly, combating my attempt, staring right into my soul.


I knew he was trying to play a mind game with me, cutting a small incision into my heart and peeling it back to peek inside and see what was in there …


And for some reason, I wanted to rip the entire shit open and invite him in.


‘Winter Wonderland’ by Bing Crosby started chiming through the speaker.


Nero stood up, pulling me up by my hand. He slipped his hand onto my waist and locked his fingers in mine. I tried to resist ballroom dancing with him because I have zero fucking rhythm, but he had enough for the both of us. I laughed into his Stone Island jacket as he led us around in circles of joy. I would usually feel so stupid, but the freedom he wore wrapped around both of us like an invisible cloak. He made me feel invincible.
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