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After he ended it, I got my phone out and started to dial Joe’s number. Then I remembered that Joe is now my ex-boyfriend and I don’t get to call him anymore.


I wonder what would happen if he were able to comfort me, if he were still my boyfriend and not the guy who has just dumped me. Walking to the Tube station, I’d hear his voice on the other end of the phone line shout, ‘Fuck that guy!’ and then the long rasp as he tugs from a tightly rolled cigarette. He’d be standing in Adidas trackies, leaning out of the kitchen window, lips blowing smoke outside, even though the wind just blew it back indoors.


‘Everything seemed so normal. We were having burgers in a restaurant with my dad and brother and I said, “Shall we get some onion rings as well?” and Joe said, “Sure,” and I said, “Are you going to get bacon with yours?” and he said, “If you are,” and then we talked about how now is a strange time to do a Die Hard sequel, given that masculinity doesn’t seem to save the day anymore, and then we discussed how fancy ketchup is never as good as Heinz and what the best way is to stop people sitting next to you on public transport. He didn’t kiss me, but I just thought that was because my dad was there.’


‘I’d kiss you,’ he would say.


‘That’s because you’re my boyfriend.’


‘True. Anyway, carry on.’


‘Then my dad left to get the train home, and my brother said, “Want to get another drink?” and – how weird is this? – Joe was like, “Yeah.”’


‘What?’


‘Yeah, we had two pints at the Old Royal Oak.’


‘Honestly, fuck this guy.’


‘And then we said bye to my brother, and as soon as he was out of hearing distance, Joe pulled me to the side of the road and just said, “I want to be on my own.”’


‘And he was completely normal at dinner?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I don’t get it. It sounded like you guys were really getting on.’


‘Yeah, I mean, we’d had sex every night for, like, two weeks.’


When I get home an hour later and open the door, his eyebrows would slant down with sympathy, and he’d hug me so tightly I’d feel pressure gathering around the bones of my face. Then he’d pull me by the wrist to the living room, where he would’ve been lying on the sofa in front of one of those experimental black-and-white films; the ones he watches when I’m not there to ask what’s going on. ‘I don’t understand, like, is it a dream sequence or did that guy really just remove his own eyeball and then send it in a box to his mum?’


And he’d say, ‘Sit down,’ and ask, ‘Tea?’ and I’d say yes, hoping it would be better than the ones he usually makes me, knowing it wouldn’t be. When the mug arrives the teabag would still be in there, floating in the milky brownness.


‘Finish off what you started,’ I’d joke, and he’d say, ‘It’s brewing,’ again and again until it’s cold, or I’ve given up and drunk it. I hate it when the wet paper of the bag brushes against the top of my lip, but the fact he is trying to help would make my chest as hot and gooey as a chocolate fondant. Or I’d get annoyed at his lack of effort. ‘My boyfriend just dumped me, and you’ve not even put enough milk in. You know I like sugar in it, right? Why do I have to do everything?’


I pretend I would play nice because it hurts knowing that so often I haven’t. He would roll me a cigarette, even though he only has dust left and I can roll one myself better than he can, I actually reckon. And then he would hold my feet between his big bony hands because it’s my favourite thing in the world. Mum said when I was a baby I cried until she did that for me, and since I moved away from home to live with him, he took up this duty of care. Now he’s my 999 number, my ‘In Case of Emergency’ on the form, the person I would ring when my boyfriend dumped me.


Eventually, he would say, ‘Right, I’m off to bed,’ which really means, ‘We’re off to bed,’ since he has to get up at 7 a.m. for work, and I always wake him up if I get into bed after him because he’s a bad sleeper. There are always so many monsters walking through his dreams, leaving him tooth-grinding and back-scratching all night.


In the bathroom, I’d watch him use my expensive Clarins Restorative Night Cream, and this time I wouldn’t tell him that he needs to buy his own, and I’d use his toothbrush because I like the hard bristles of his one better, and he wouldn’t tell me that’s disgusting – he’d know you shouldn’t pick a fight with someone who’s just been dumped.


In the darkness of the bedroom, I’d feel his finger sliding up and down my thigh, and I’d know that he wants to fuck. I’d sit thinking about it for a while because my body is so closed off from me sometimes, as though I’m living in the same house as someone I no longer talk to. But in the end I would think about what he’d done for me that day and concentrate on throwing myself into a yes. Animating each limb with what wanting looks like, moving over to sit on him, taking off my T-shirt. Then his hand would loop around my neck and pull me down, and I’d collapse like something that was already breaking. We’d press our mouths together so hard I’d feel the ridges of his teeth from behind the softness of his lips and his hot breath running down my ear and into me until everything on the inside tickled and wheezed.


‘I need you,’ I’d say, not quite sure what I’m talking about anymore – for forever, or inside me? Then I’d be climbing down his chest, pulling off his underwear, and since I am sad he’d know I’m not in the mood to choke on him, so instead he’d turn me over again and I’d pull a pillow over my face, and under there everything would start to drift away, as though I was floating to the bottom of a pond with rocks in my pockets. Thump-thump-thump and my whole body would be squeezing tighter, coiling towards him like sunflowers turning to the sun, and I’d get cramp in my foot because it felt so good it’s like my body needed something to sting to put the pleasure into perspective.


Afterwards, he’d roll off me, and I’d think, Annie, you really should make more of an effort, he’ll get bored soon, and all his limbs would be as slack and heavy as rubber car tyres. He’d arrange himself on the bed with his face down, arms pinned to his side, legs out straight in a way that no one else could possibly find comfortable.


‘You look like a little rocket,’ I’d say, and a laugh muffled by the mattress would break out from the sides of his lips. ‘Or a sardine in a can.’


Silence then. But I’d add: ‘Can we make sure we always stay in the same can?’


Hearing no response, I would move to get comfy, but when I stretch my leg out he’d say, ‘This is my side,’ and I’d say, ‘It isn’t,’ pointing to the centre of the bedhead, which we’re meant to exist on separate halves of. We can both see it now because our eyes have adjusted to the light. Everything looks frosted blue, even though really it’s black, and there’s a scary outline of a body where his shirt is hung up outside the wardrobe, ready for work tomorrow.


‘What are you thinking about?’ I’d ask, and he’d shut me up by wrapping his arms all the way around me and jokingly covering my mouth, as though ready for murder. When his hand slackens off me, I’d fall asleep, feeling better than I did when he found me.


Except he wasn’t there that night, because he really did end our five-year relationship on the side of the road at King’s Cross station. And he really did break my heart. It feels like the worst act of betrayal in the world, to have the one who’s meant to help get rid of my pain be the one making it.


What really happened is, he went back home to his mum’s flat in West London. And I was in bed on my own, stuck, waiting for my leg to hit the scratch of his long thigh hair against the stubble of my own, to hear the tinny sound of the philosophy podcast he listens to as he sleeps leaking out of the sides of his headphones, for someone to croak, half-asleep, ‘Can you pass the water?’ And even though I knew he wasn’t there, I slept on my side of the bed, knowing this logic no longer mattered, wishing it still did.
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I don’t feel anything at first. I’m actually laughing by the time I get home from dinner.


‘You’ll never fucking believe what’s just happened,’ I tell our flatmate Molly, and she pauses Mario Kart and bites her lip, bracing for the punchline. ‘He dumped me,’ I say, and she jerks back so suddenly the cat jumps off her knees and runs into another room.


‘I’m sorry’ just feel like two words so she hands me a joint, when normally she’d say ‘if you transfer me a fiver’ first, and I thank her as my mind fizzles out into something like flat cola. Romance feels like a bad idea, so we watch a film where men with serrated butcher knives are chasing women. The baddy pulls a body up and her neck creaks against the rope he closes around it.


‘What did you say to him?’ Molly shouts back from the kitchen, where she’s pouring herself a giant bowl of Crunchy Nut.


‘At first I thought he was just saying he wanted to move out and I was like, “If you think you’d be more comfortable that way then sure,” and then I realised what he meant and so I said, “You know this means you won’t get to see me ever again?” and he sort of nodded. He couldn’t even look at me, and then I said, “Have a nice life,” and walked off.’


‘Nice,’ says Moll. ‘Bet he was gutted.’


‘I did feel a bit like I was in Real Housewives of Beverly Hills or something. You know when they drop a fiery comeback before the commercial break.’


‘If only you’d had a drink you could’ve thrown at him.’


They say it takes half the length of a relationship to get over its ending. Has anyone managed to get over it in a night? I want to wake up out of a coma two and a half years from now having missed the entire thing. A doctor shining one of those tiny torches in my eyes.


‘Morning, it’s 2022 and you’ve forgotten all about him and you have a new boyfriend and great hair.’


I text Josh, a guy from back home that I worked in a pub with. Joe didn’t want me to be friends with him because he knew there was something between us. It makes me feel giddy, as though what I’m doing is against the rules. I’m allowed to do whatever I want now. Josh responds with a voice note:


‘Now then, Annie Lord, tell me you’re out tonight?’


There’s something so hot about someone referring to you by your full name. It reminds me of being told off by a teacher. I listen to it again. I like how his thick Yorkshire accent curls over the Ts until they disappear, smooth as a beach pebble. Josh sends a photo from where he sits in the pub, gums shining pink through his smile, beer froth bubbles popping on his top lip. I message other nearly-sort-of-but-not-quite men and try to build some kind of scaffolding of attention that will prevent me from ever hitting the ground.


‘What’s he said?’ asks Moll, but Josh has stopped replying.


I wonder if I should ring my parents, but then I remember the way Dad held onto Joe’s shoulders after dinner.


‘You’re a good lad, aren’t you?’ he said, and then slapped him hard on the back in that way men do when they don’t want shows of affection to seem affectionate. I want Dad to preserve Joe in his head that way because what if Joe changes his mind and I’ve already told my parents? It would be tense next time he comes over for dinner.


There’s all this adrenaline in me; it sparks in my stomach like electricity, it heaves through my lungs. I suppose I’m anxious, but it feels more like anticipation, as though I’m off to a house party later or going on holiday in the morning. I remind myself of what has happened, but I can’t yet feel the solidity of understanding close down around me. All my wires are tangled up.


What was it that made Joe end it? Stopping and turning around under the shadow of a big glass office building, so nervous he was scraping the sole of one Reebok against the other.


‘I think I just need to be on my own.’


Was it my bloated too-much-plastic-cheese stomach? Or when I made him list the Kardashians in order of hotness and then screamed that he was wrong when he placed Kourtney so far down? Or perhaps I was so perfect that it made him think it was time to cut me out before he hurt me more than was necessary.


Not that any of this seems necessary.


He must have been planning it for a while; no one breaks up with someone after five years on a whim. Knowing that he was keeping all this private knowledge from me is hurtful. I thought I knew everything he was thinking, which friends he was annoyed with, the consistency he liked his porridge. I should have known he was about to break up with me. We always made decisions as a team. Maybe that’s why he did it, because he wanted to start making decisions all on his own.


I wonder if I am focusing on the idea that he kept this secret because the reality of him actually leaving is too big to comprehend. I can’t picture what that would look like. I can see a house without his belongings, I can see me cooking for one, but he’s always there, getting jealous, bumping into me at parties; he always comes back.


I’m so stoned my head dissipates into this murky puddle. I breathe and then I look over at Moll and wonder if the last breath I took was weird. I nearly say something about one of the characters’ outfits, but then I decide it’s too much effort to complete the thought, so just say ‘as if’ instead. The film ends and Moll gathers up her laptop and the blankets she brought down from the room she shares with Danny.


Just before going up to bed, she turns around and says: ‘You can’t take him back, you know.’ I nod at her but I’m not even sure I know what ‘back’ would look like.


The next morning I wake up and book a train home to my parents’ house in Leeds because it feels like something that a person who has just been dumped would do. It’s there on the 11.15 North Eastern service that I feel my heart break. Walkers sharing-packets, pre-downloaded episodes of The Wire, the guard’s voice saying, ‘We will shortly be arriving at Stevenage’ – and something in my chest snaps; the separate halves of it drift apart like rubbish in the ocean caught by two different tides.


I met you on the way to our first lecture. I walked into the big red university building rubbing my arms because September didn’t feel as summery as I thought it would when I set off in a crop top. I got lost in the long corridors, every turn met with the same yellow flecked paint and worn-out carpets, room 11a where 12b should be.


‘Did you say you’re looking for the Philosophy Department?’ you ask, a few paces behind me.


‘I didn’t,’ I reply. ‘But that is where I’m going actually.’


Together we found a map, worked out which floor we had to get to and squeezed into the packed lift, my face pressed too close to your chest, my backpack nudging the girl behind me.


We will dissect this moment years later when we know each other better. Maintaining an air of smugness over our former selves who knew so little about what would pass between us. I’ll tell you that I couldn’t stop giggling at everything you said. You’ll say, I know. You’ll say you thought I was hot, though. And I’ll wonder how that was possible given my tangerine-orange box-dyed hair, eyebrows shaved into little half-moons.


When we walked inside the room, I pulled out a chair and you picked the one next to me. I could see the bones of your shoulders poking up through your white shirt. ‘Lion’ said a swirling tattoo on the soft underside of your forearm. I don’t know who calls you that, but you could be one: skin the colour of a well-brewed cup of tea; floppy posh-boy curls; a huge mouth, big enough to fit a fist into, bigger when laughter is falling out of it.


You sat with one leg over the other, like how girls are supposed to sit. Damp feet from walking over wet grass with those holes in your Vans. You made your jeans look expensive even though there was a safety pin over the busted zip.


One day you will ask me who the best-looking person I ever met was and I will make up some lifeguard from a family holiday in Wales because it’s embarrassing that the answer is you.


After Custard Creams and a slideshow about how, if we are lucky, philosophy might help us get a job in advertising, I followed you out of the lecture theatre. You and a girl called Esme smoked and talked about friends of friends in West London. ‘Such a small world!’ Maybe your world is just small? I thought, but didn’t say. Back then I still believed that everything that came out of my mouth was stupid. You talked about the house parties you both went to last night and I placed a palm over my Freshers’ Wristband. I couldn’t believe how cool you were. I couldn’t believe I went to a foam party. You and Esme exchanged numbers, then you asked for mine too.


It’s hard to describe quite how bad I feel right now. I learn later on that this is normal. Pain is so difficult to convey to others that in 1971 two scientists developed the McGill Pain Questionnaire to help medical patients explain to doctors the precise nature and dimension of their affliction. Overall there are twenty sections, and throughout each the patient must choose which adjective best aligns with what they are feeling.


Is it …?




	Flickering


	Pulsing


	Quivering


	Throbbing


	Beating


	Pounding





Is it …?




	Jumping


	Flashing


	Shooting






Is it …?




	Pricking


	Boring


	Drilling


	Stabbing





There are another sixty-four adjectives to choose from. I keep looking for the right one, but each time they escape me, like when you turn around to try to see your own shadow. I find that too often words fall short, reducing the overwhelming swell of feeling to an isolated sensation as though it was just one thing and not all of you at that moment.


‘It hurts,’ I say when I ring my best friend Vicky from somewhere outside Grantham. The same phrase that comes out of me when I have a cold or period pains.


I get off the train and leave the station, and Mum’s there in the car park, walking towards me, leaving the door of her Polo wide open. ‘Oh, love,’ she says, and wraps her arms around my neck so tightly I feel some of the hairs on my head popping out. On the drive home I cry with my head pressed against the warm glass of the window. When I look up, I see that there’s a shininess in her eyes too.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ I ask.


‘I don’t know.’


She brings the corner of her sleeves up to her eyes and dabs away the wet.


‘Why are you crying?’


‘Because I don’t feel happy unless you’re happy,’ she snaps back at me, the car veering slightly too close to the pavement. Everything is quiet for a bit except the soft whooshing of lorries overtaking us. ‘You’re only as happy as your least happy child – have you heard that saying?’


Perhaps it doesn’t matter that I can’t find the words, because those that care can see the right ones written all over the lines in my face.


‘’Ey up, kiddo,’ says Dad when I get inside the house, half embarrassed at the melodramatics of it all. ‘Would a tea help? Probably not?’ He looks at the ground and then back up again. Then he starts picking at the garden soil that’s worked its way under his nails. ‘I bought lots of soya milk – is that right? Or is it oat milk that you like? I’ve forgotten which one you said is burning down the rainforests.’


‘I’m just gonna go to bed, I think,’ I tell him.


My room hasn’t changed much since we moved here when I was eight. Bones, my Beanie Baby, lies mangled from over-squeezing on the bed. Sickly pink pom-pom curtains at the window were Mum’s compromise for refusing to paint the whole room in fuchsia like I wanted. The shelves are covered with things I didn’t like enough to bother to take with me to London, books I’m slightly embarrassed to have read, foundation it took me a long time to admit is too dark for my skin. I’ve cried a lot in this room: when I hid Dad’s cigarettes in my Duplo box because Mrs Fletcher told me that smoking gives you cancer; when I wasn’t allowed to see my friend’s metal band Decayed Messiah at the Three Horseshoes because it was a school night; when hormones gave me spots, and then again because hormones made me more upset than I should be about spots.


I get under the duvet and scream into my pillow until it’s wet with spit. I thrash until the sheet comes off the corner of the bed. And there’s that pain again, wriggling out from under the strength of my descriptions.


‘I could feel my skull. You know when you feel something you’re not meant to feel?’ I remember my friend saying when he hit his head coming off a bike, and I remember feeling it in my own head as he said it. While talking, he ran one thumb over the length of his scar. ‘Then there was that metallic taste of blood running into the back of my mouth. And my brain seemed to swell up one thousand times the size and there was this heavy bowling ball gliding over its hard floor, scraping off the paintwork.’


If words are dead ends, then metaphors are doors that I can try to open up. When you compare pain to another thing, those that are listening can fill in the abstraction with their own interpretations. My friend’s pain was a bowling ball and mine is something like a tarantula who’s using my body as her nest. I can feel her pulling up my oesophagus, the lump of her body balancing at the edge of my throat. I swallow her down, but eight legs means she works her way back up again quickly. Fighting the pain is tiring, so eventually I fall asleep and when I wake up there are a few delicious seconds of quiet when I’ve forgotten what’s happened. But then I feel the bristle of her legs scraping against the pink smoothness of my gut and I remember. It seems like a fault of nature that my unconscious mind could be so cruel.


Maybe now that I can explain the pain a bit more, those who hear me will share in that feeling? Take some of it away with them?


‘Oh my God, please, stop,’ I said when my friend told me about his head injury. ‘You’re making me nauseous.’


But just because you know the name of a flower doesn’t mean you understand what it is to be one.


It was the Tuesday after Freshers’ Week and it felt good to take a break from sambuca shots and Adele ‘Set Fire to the Rain’ remixes. I was watching Gossip Girl on the laptop with my flatmates. My phone buzzed. ‘Hey, it’s me from philosophy. You out?’ It was 12.30 a.m., which meant I probably wouldn’t make it into town until 2.30 a.m., and the clubs shut at 3 a.m. I was supposed to think it’s not worth it, but I got up.


‘Guys, whose room did I leave my make-up bag in?’


Eyelids tacky with fake-eyelash glue, L’Oréal Elnett hairspray dry against the back of my throat, Nina Ricci toffee apple smell, my flatmates’ laughter, my new best friend Jess screaming, ‘She’s literally the worst!’ at the laptop as Serena starts kissing Blair’s boyfriend again, a Budget Taxis to Perdu in Newcastle’s city centre, a plastic bottle of vodka and cranberry mix for the way and a pre-rehearsed excuse about losing my friends, and I found you. The bartenders were loading the dishwasher for the final time, but paying £5 entry didn’t seem like a loss.


Walking through Newcastle’s cobbled streets, you laughed, and against the dark sky your teeth were tinged grey.


‘I only want to be with you,’ you told me, so we ran away from your friends to eat bolognaise chips under the metallic of Best Kebab’s strip lighting. Our calves pressed together under the table and it felt as though someone was whisking my insides until they thickened. For a moment I thought I heard you say, ‘I-love-you,’ but you were just saying, ‘How could you?’ because I nicked a chip from your pile. I imagined the words I wanted to hear being swallowed up with the grease sinking down your gut. At least then they would get to live on in your stomach.


Broken-heart syndrome is a dangerous disorder that causes chest pain, breathlessness and low blood pressure. Most patients recover, but research shows that the condition can scar and weaken the heart muscles. It is known formally as takotsubo cardiomyopathy. The medical world recognises it as a temporary condition where sudden emotional upset or other physical stress can cause the apical ballooning of the heart’s left ventricle. It distorts and enlarges so that it’s narrowed at the top and swells outwards at the bottom. The Japanese word ‘takotsubo’ is the name of an octopus trap with a similar form. The octopus can get into the circular trap, but there’s not enough room for it to manoeuvre itself to turn around and get out.


I feel like I’ve swallowed a gobstopper.


If I had takotsubo cardiomyopathy – a name, a fancy scientific name, to legitimise this feeling – would I feel better?


Mum sits with me while I cry. ‘That’s it, get it all out,’ she says. The palm of her hand rubs my back in circles to dislodge what’s choking me, trying to free the octopus from the trap.
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The day after I get home Mum takes me to see Granny in hospital. She’s in ward J45 recovering from a cancer operation that removed most of her bowel. Under the strip lighting you can see through her skin as though she were wrapped in the casing of a crystal dumpling. Blood chugs around purple puffy veins. Tendons ripple as she moves. She says it feels like there’s a band around her stomach, pulling tighter and tighter until it’s hard to breathe. I want to tell her I feel it too.


I’m scared to tell Granny about Joe, scared that she will forget so that I will have to keep repeating the fact again and again, a fresh wound every time, sticky liquid as another scab is picked away.


‘Annie’s feeling a bit low, aren’t you?’ says Mum, patting my leg. ‘Joe ended things with her.’


‘Oh dear,’ Granny says, her eyes so still I wonder if she thinks Mum said something different. But then she sighs. ‘You need to have a fling.’


Mum and I laugh, both of us shocked that a woman neither of us has ever heard swear would encourage something so casual. But I’m confused. I thought she liked Joe.


‘He’s a lovely young man,’ she would say every time he came over to eat the ginger biscuits she laid out in a perfect semicircle on a plate. ‘So handsome,’ she told all the ladies at bridge. ‘You can tell he’s going to be very successful.’


A nurse comes over and lifts Granny’s legs up to try to drain some of the fluid that has built up in her calves.


‘Tell Annie about Henry,’ Mum says, and then Granny talks about the man before Grandpa. He wanted to join the Air Force, but she wouldn’t go with him because that would mean giving up her friends to live in garrisons where you weren’t allowed to put pictures on the walls because at any moment you might have to pack up and move to another place where humans were pointing guns at each other.


‘He said he would wait for me at the top of my road at 7 p.m. for an hour. If I didn’t come, he would know it was over.’ She stops for a while. Eyes looking beyond the walls of the ward to something I cannot see. ‘I didn’t go,’ she says.


I wonder if her mum comforted her. If her tears soaked the bed damp. ‘Did you cry, Granny?’


‘I suppose I did.’


That’s the thing about pain: we forget it. Our bodies can withstand more than we give them credit for. Granny knows this more than anyone. Evacuated during the war to the country so that the walls of her home didn’t crumble on her seven-year-old knees, stomach rumbling under the covers at night because all there was to eat was boiled eggs, a ruler to the wrists if she dared complain. She’s so pale now, the brown of her age spots fading into the white of the bedsheets she lies on.


When it’s time to go I feel guilty because I’ve wanted to leave for a while. It never seems as though you’ve stayed for long enough. Stupidly, when you don’t visit at all you never feel guilty because you can pretend none of it’s happening. As we stand up to leave, Granny’s painting on mauve lipstick and patting her hair into place so she looks presentable for the doctor.


Before Mum and I walk away she looks over at the old lady in the bed opposite. ‘I don’t look as bad as that, do I?’


‘No,’ I laugh. ‘You look much better.’ When I hug her she feels like a wilting flower, one that keeps going even though there’s no sun. I want to be strong like Granny, but I’m not sure I’m made of the same matter as her. She’s iron and I’m something like dust.


In Victorian times, women would mourn the death of a loved one by filling small vials called lachrymatory bottles with their tears. By the time the liquid had evaporated the grieving period would be over. You can find these antiques for sale on Etsy.


‘Beautiful moon and star design,’ writes one seller.


‘Essential for any lover of eighteenth-century gothic,’ writes another.


There’s a reference to the practice of tear-catching in one of the psalms when a pilgrim worn out by the hate of others says to God: ‘You have kept an account of my misery; put my tears in your bottle’ (Psalm 56:8). The man finds solace in the fact that God keeps a record of his pain, so nothing is wasted.


I like to measure my tears too. To see my suffering quantified, categorised.


I cry until I have a dehydration headache. I cry until my face crumples up like tissue paper and then I take a picture and send it to my friends, and they say, ‘I’ve never seen you look so sad.’ I cry until I can’t remember when it was that I wasn’t crying. I cry until I’ve worked through more tissues than a person with the flu. I cry until I feel as though I might have given myself the flu. I cry until I’m craving salty foods, anchovies, capers, chips, to replace all the electrolytes I’ve lost. I cry until it feels as though I could fill my bedroom with tears, the carpet sodden, squelching under my toes, liquid rising up until I’m paddling in it, wetness creeping up the walls until the paint turns damp and flakes away. I’ll cry until the skin of my calves becomes pruney, until I can swim around the room, until my belongings start to float out of their drawers and my legs strain from doggy-paddling above the wet.


Eventually, when the liquid hits the ceiling and there’s no more room for my head to breathe above the tide, I feel that I might drown in my tears like Alice in her Wonderland.


Granny seemed to come alive when she was talking about Henry. The colour flushed back into her cheeks and she could form full sentences, where usually everything just looped back around to, ‘Where are my glasses?’


‘Everything is so sharp when you are young,’ she smiled. ‘When you’re old like me you might even miss feeling this bad.’


A more discerning internet search into lachrymatory bottles reveals that they weren’t really used for tear-catching. Art dealers found that people were more likely to buy them if they heard this invented melancholic backstory. These bottles were only used for perfume or vinegar.


If the average one is 4.5 inches high, it would take 200 years to fill a lachrymatory bottle all the way to the top with tears.


Up to 60 per cent of the body is made up of water; does that mean once I have cried all of it out I will be a different person? One filled with a liquid less tainted by sadness?


Tears flush out adrenocorticotropic hormones, which cause high stress levels, so that you feel calmer, while also triggering the release of natural opiate leucine enkephalin, which reduces pain and improves mood.


That’s why you feel such an abounding looseness when the tears have all come out, like a blow-up bed drained of air.


I’m sitting on the floor of my room on my fourth day at home when I ring Andy, a mutual friend who I use as a spy.


‘What did he look like?’ I ask, pulling at loose carpet strands until they unravel.


‘Not great. To be expected, I guess,’ he says, ordering a coffee on the other end of the line.


‘So, he didn’t cry or anything then?’


‘Not in front of me, no.’


I can see what Joe looked like when Andy spoke to him, a light shrug and then he’d be looking down to rearrange his feet under the smoking-area picnic table so that he could hide the tension in his jaw. ‘I’ll miss her, but we couldn’t carry on how it was going. She was always on my case about stuff, dishes, nights out with the boys, we were arguing a lot.’ And then he wouldn’t say anything more because I don’t think he’d want to even talk about it because that might make the lip wobble and then the pain might splish-splosh onto the floor where someone could see it. Instead, it would be, ‘Southampton have been playing well,’ and a discussion of the last film he saw.


When he’s on his own, even more distraction. The New York Times music podcast on while he crushes garlic under the flat side of a knife, listening to punk or some other genre I don’t get so it won’t remind him of me. If he never cries, does that mean his grieving process never ends or does it mean he never grieves at all?


I’m back in your university room on Holly Avenue, a Sports Direct mug filled with fag ends, a postcard of two clasped hands from the Picasso Museum blu-tacked to the wall. We’re watching this film about abortion called Lake of Fire after a ‘best documentaries of all time’ Google search.


You’re pulling your skin around to try to show me the bite marks on your back where a boy in your class bit you in Year 7; your finger touches those small craters where the skin never grew back.


‘Ralph did that, you know?’


I pretend it’s the first time you told me. A protestor comes into frame and shouts ‘sexist bigotry’ in a particularly nasal voice. It’s not funny, but we have smoked so much it seems like it is. You spit cookie crumbs over the bed. I’m laughing so hard I press my eyelids down until they sting, my breath is asthmatic, we look at each other, desperately, please stop doing this to me, a stitch in my side. One lone tear rolls down the steep incline of your cheekbone. You put your tongue out and taste the salt.


By the end he wasn’t crying with laughter, but with frustration. I was crying because I knew it would get me what I want. Tears are women’s weapons. And like men and their guns, they can be used unfairly; ‘crocodile tears’. The phrase comes from the myth that crocodiles cry while eating humans, feigning grief while doing bad things.


I say myth, but in 2007 a scientist fed crocodiles and noticed that the reptiles teared up while eating their food, with some of their eyes frothing and bubbling.


‘You can do so much better,’ says Moll as I cry down the phone to her. ‘He’s not worth your tears. Do you remember that time you were making him a stir-fry and you accidentally touched him with the hot pan? He was so angry and it was only an accident.’


‘It was a boiling-hot pan,’ I say. ‘If anything, his response was mild.’ As I speak one of my tears hits my phone and slips down the groove at the side of the screen so that for the rest of the call I worry that the circuit board will break and I’ll have to buy a new phone because it’s not insured. ‘He got a big blister from it! I would have bitten his head off if it was the other way round!’ I’ve reached the point in my crying where my breath rattles out in short, sharp bursts. ‘It’s all my fault!’ I say, but the tears make it look like I’m the innocent one.


Why did I get so angry at him for leaving his stuff everywhere? Why did it make me so angry that I took a picture of each untidied-away item and sent it to him as evidence? His suitcase spilling out from under the bed. His clothes leaking out of the drawer. Beer on the mantelpiece. Why did I do it a week later when there was an even smaller collection of things left out? Vape juice. Deodorant. Why did I let cleanliness and order become the language of our love? Believing he couldn’t possibly care for me if he left me with his mess, when really he could have just not minded it, like the younger version of me who would throw her coat and shoes in all the wrong places and it would feel light and easy because I never cared where things landed. Why didn’t I say, ‘I don’t care, I love you,’ when he replied to the pictures with, ‘Sorry, I wasn’t thinking because I was excited to get out, sorry’?


Why did I get so annoyed that he didn’t want to join our friends Davey and Eve and Jonny and May on that couples’ holiday to Paris? Why did I keep sending him job applications for stuff he didn’t want to do like the ALDI grad scheme or that assistant marketing consultant role? Why didn’t I just let him leave his trainers on the floor rather than on the shoe rack? Why didn’t I just say, ‘You look,’ when he asked where the towels were rather than finding them for him on the radiator and then being passive-aggressive for hours after? Why did my shoulders tense up like that when he came over and kissed the bit where they curved down into the collar bone? Why did I say, ‘Sorry, I just need a bit of time to myself,’ in a voice that made it sound like I wasn’t sorry at all?


It’s the morning of the fifth day and I’ve been awake for a couple of hours when Mum walks into my room without knocking. ‘I could have been wanking,’ I tell her.


She ignores me and says, ‘Shall we go get you a bra fitted? You need to get measured. You need some proper support.’


I turn away from her and look outside the window where there’s the rumble of cars creeping over the speed limit on the busy road. The sky looks pale and drained, as though the clouds have been feeding on it. ‘People my age don’t wear bras anymore,’ I say, then protest for a while about how I wear boob tubes, halter necks, strappy tops, bikini tops, off-the-shoulder tops, all of which look weird with bras, and when I’m working I sit at home wearing nothing under a T-shirt. But because I’m sad she’ll probably pay, so eventually I say, ‘Let me get my shoes on.’


It’s a small shop on a cobbled back street. Everything is baby pink and black, and in the window white mannequins sit with their heads and legs sliced off, wearing bridal sets. Inside the changing rooms, the store assistant, Mary, runs her hand underneath the thick black band of the push-up she’s dressed me in. ‘Fits perfectly,’ she smiles.


‘It’s not really my thing,’ I say. ‘There’s too much padding.’


‘Try this,’ she says. ‘It’s the Emma, very popular, we have it in turquoise as well.’ Then I’m in another medical restraint, thick foam rising up my chest, lace inserts, scaffolding.


‘Sorry, it’s just really not my thing,’ I say.


I can tell Mary doesn’t like me from the way her mouth moves into a smile while her eyes sit still, the way she smacks the hangers against each other when searching for what she wants.


‘I like stuff like this more,’ I tell her, pulling out a sheer black bra from a nearby rack with lots of straps crisscrossing over it. I feel a welt of sadness thinking about how I stopped wearing underwear like this for him. Everything became elasticated, period-stained.


‘I’m not sure that would fit you,’ says Mary. ‘This is for women with a more modest bust.’


A warm, oily tear glosses over my eye and spills, rolling a shiny line down my cheek. I laugh and wipe it away. ‘God, why am I crying?’


‘She’s going through a break-up,’ whispers Mum.


‘It’s getting ridiculous at this point,’ I say. ‘Just ignore me.’


Mary’s shoulders sink down from where stress had pinned them up.


‘Now I do not miss that feeling,’ she says, wrapping her arms around me with so much kindness my tears flood freely as blood from an arterial wound. She lets go and, with her hands on my arms, says: ‘You feel like you’re going to die, don’t you?’


Knowing Mary has gone through the same thing makes me feel less alone with my pain. I should find comfort in that, but instead it just makes me annoyed. A lot of the time the only way to withstand pain is to poeticise it, imagine it as something beautiful, unparalleled. Why suffer for something ordinary?


I want to think of a way to beat Mary’s words to describe something more acute. But all I can do is agree because she’s right, that is what it feels like: dying.


When I get home I google ‘can you die from …’ and it turns out ‘heartbreak’ is second only to ‘a hangover’.


I resolve to write a love letter because it sounds like something dedicated lovers would do, the diehards. I begin with: ‘From the moment I saw you I knew I wanted to belong to you,’ and though I feel the words deep in the marrow of my bones, when I read them back, and the ones that follow them, without dreaminess, concentrating on the grammar, the syntax, I see that too many have said this before. So much so that the words have become dead and dumb from overuse.


I try beginning it with: ‘I don’t like the world without you in it,’ and find that again I have been captured in a cliché. I might as well say, ‘Love is a drug.’ ‘You’ve got the key to my heart.’ I might as well run through the rain to the airport and stop him before he gets on a flight. I’m caged up by a wall of Hallmark cards. A Care Bear carried on a love-heart-shaped cloud under the words: ‘I’m so glad we found each other.’ I try to think of a new way of expressing my love, but it seems all the ways have already been taken.


‘I love you’ is an exception to this rule. You can say those three words again and again and they only increase with meaning each time. When you’ve got grey hair and crow’s feet, telling someone ‘I love you’ will mean more than it did when it first tumbled out on a night when you came hard and then rolled off what’s now soft and drifted into a deliciously milky half-sleep.


‘I love you.’


‘What did you say?’


‘I love you.’


‘I love you too.’


Crying is the only other exception. Roland Barthes says tears are the truest language of love because they are sent from the body. ‘Words, what are they?’ he asks. ‘One tear will say more than all of them.’


In Bluets, her memoir about (among other things) love and heartbreak, Maggie Nelson quotes a clinical psychologist who says that although it seems strange to imagine that crying could be anything other than innate and innocuous, in fact, sometimes crying is ‘maladaptive, dysfunctional or immature’. This hits me the same way it hits Nelson.


‘Well then, as you please,’ she responds. ‘This is the dysfunction talking. This is the disease talking. This is how much I miss you talking. This is the deepest blue, talking, talking, always talking to you.’


Do you hear me crying from where you sleep at night?


Maybe instead of a letter I should just send a video of myself crying. Or maybe I should cry onto the paper and let him see the stains. I wouldn’t ring him up and cry into the answering machine because that’s a cliché too.


A couple of days ago I rang my older brother and he started telling me about his break-up with his first girlfriend. The relationship fizzled out after two years. A shared future of Le Creuset pans in volcanic orange and split rent on a studio apartment turned into avoiding each other on the narrow streets of their university town. ‘It hurts so much, doesn’t it? But you will get through this. It took me a while but now I realise our break-up was the best decision for both of us.’


‘Mmm,’ I said down the receiver. ‘Mmmm,’ all the while itching to scream, ‘You don’t get it! Me and Joe were different!’


My brother laughed. ‘This is quite embarrassing actually. At one point I was so upset I nearly went to her house with a fucking love letter. David was like, “Don’t be a moron,” and managed to stop me just before I put it into the postbox.’


Knowing that my brother planned to send a love letter makes me feel queasy. Not because he now considers it a moronic decision, but because I hate that he was as dedicated to heartbreak as to write one in the first place.


I wonder what his letter said. Did it begin with ‘From the moment I saw you I knew I wanted to belong to you’? Did it list out all their inside jokes? Describe what she was wearing when they first met? Laugh about a stupid argument? Explain why this break-up is all just some big mistake?


I miss Joe so much I want to build a shrine for him. I’d pile each block of rock one on top of the other until my back was breaking. I would chip at the stone with a pick and hammer, ignoring the blood pooling from the places where I knocked against my skin, and then I’d rub the surface into smoothness even if that meant my own skin would be rough with callouses in the end.


I’d render his likeness in solid gold and then sit him atop a huge throne with curling edges and a regally high back. I would place it in Regent’s Park in the rose garden that we used to walk around, holding hands and pulling funny faces at babies waddling past in duffle coats and bright wellies. It would be huge – bigger than the one Victoria made for Prince Albert, bigger than the Sphinx, bigger than Nelson’s Column. It would poke upwards into the landscape of London so that no one looking across the city could ever miss it.


In the summer, people would sit around the shrine drinking cans and dipping Doritos into hummus, saying, ‘Don’t worry, the burn will turn into tan.’ Tourists would take photos grinning in front of it with selfie sticks. It would be on Time Out’s list of Best Free Things to Do in London. Everyone would see the length and breadth of my love, the biggest ever to have existed.
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It was a few weeks into our second university semester. You were even thinner now. You had spent all your loan and that grant you got for the best mark in the humanities on beer and a coat from Acne. For weeks all you’d eaten was porridge microwaved with water. I didn’t know that yet, though, because there were still secrets between us. Soon I would know you well enough to read your facial expression even when your back was turned.


I was late again to the library that morning because I’d spent too much time contouring my nose, but that was OK because you’d saved me a seat with your notepad. You passed me books with green highlighter on the good quotes, you read my draft and corrected it when I fell into the wrong tense, explained Kant’s categorical imperative until I could paraphrase it well enough to get a 2:1.


‘Your syntax is off here,’ you said and I nodded, only half aware of what syntax was. My brain was always slower than yours, but you always waited for it to catch up. Eyes spidered red from the beam of a laptop screen, I followed you to the canteen where you bought a black coffee. I sipped it and told you it tasted like bin juice.


‘What do you like then?’ You laughed. ‘Strawberry Frappuccinos? Babyccinos? Breast milk?’


Then we laughed until I felt my ab muscles tweak.


Your girlfriend had come down to visit from Edinburgh.


‘Is it wrong that I would rather sit in here with you than see her?’


I wasn’t supposed to answer your question out loud, so I answered it in my head. We can be wrong.


When I walked away from Joe after he told me we were over, I felt incomplete, like I had left something behind – my card maybe, or my phone. An object of importance that it would be difficult to function without. I patted my pockets, dug my fingers into them, but I could feel my phone, my travelcard, the things I needed. I still felt wrong. When I got to the station, I thought about going back and checking the pavement, but I thought that if I had dropped anything it probably would have been taken by someone else by now.


In Plato’s Symposium, Aristophanes, a famous Greek theatre and comedy writer, explains the myth of soulmates. According to Aristophanes, humans were originally created with four arms, four legs and a head with two faces. Fearing their power, Zeus split them into two separate halves, condemning us to spend the rest of our lives looking for that other part. According to Aristophanes, love is the pursuit of that lost wholeness.


‘Each of us is a mere tally of a person, one of two sides of a filleted fish, one half of an original whole. We are all continually searching for our other half.’


That’s what I had left behind when I walked away from Joe – the other half of myself. I feel its departure now in my body. It’s not localised as ‘the other half’ metaphor would suggest, like losing an arm or a leg, but more an all-over lack, something floating out of me, up into the atmosphere like the soul of a dead person rising up, translucent and sparkling, into the sky. What’s left of me feels very small – so small I’m not sure if it would even constitute a half.


At first there was pain, but there’s not even much of that anymore. Just this dull aching. As though the life is being sucked out of me. I’m so detached from everything it’s like I’m watching the world through FaceTime. I spend most of my time watching endless episodes of things I hate: a Netflix documentary about glassblowing, a history series about Hitler’s failed art career, another documentary called Hannibal: The Man Who Hated Rome.


The tears stop after a while and Mum is happy because she thinks it means I’m getting better. ‘You look great, love,’ she says.


I look down at myself, snot dried silver on the sleeve of my Sleeping Beauty pyjamas as though a snail has crawled up my arm. I smell like the chilli con carne we ate last night.


‘I can’t feel anything.’


You’d think departure would be a quiet sound, but it’s not, it’s noisy. His absence talks to me. I hear him like people with phantom limb syndrome can feel pain where their body part used to be. He’s walking out of the shower with the towel tied around his stomach rubbing a hand through his hair, asking, ‘Do you know where my phone charger is?’ I feel his elbow digging into my chest while I sleep. ‘Move,’ I tell him, but then I realise I was just leaning on the corner of my phone. I eat spicy food and can’t stop thinking about how bad he was with spice, spitting half-chewed chillies out onto the plate, or, if he was doing all right, he’d say, ‘This is hot,’ so I’d notice how well he was managing.


Our two halves were so different. You’d think their shapes would prove incompatible. But somehow they slotted together perfectly; it was like someone had engineered them only for each other.


He was suspicious, I trust people.


He did things because he really believed in them, I do things because they will make me look better.


He was academic, I am creative.


He’s a big-light person, I’m a lamp person.


He had all these ideas that went nowhere, I am much better at seeing something through.


He was good at grammar, I always put commas in the wrong place.


He knew where he wanted to go, I like following.


He was incredibly arrogant and incredibly insecure at the same time, I think everything I do is kind of all right.


He was always early, I am always late.


I am warm, he was cold.


He was all or nothing, I am consistent.


I am thick, he was thin.


He was tanned, I am pale.


He wanted to be loved, I just want to love.


My nose slotted into his eye socket and it fitted perfectly.


I wonder if it was the opposition of our two halves that made me feel so complete when I was with him? Because together we encompassed everything, a whole universe of planets and moons and black holes and stars and comets burning through the atmosphere.


I liked gossip, ease, never getting out of my pyjamas. I remember telling him about the Kardashians and why I loved their show.


‘What actually happens on it?’ he asked.


‘Fuck all. They just argue over what the best crisp flavour is and walk around in £3,000 tracksuits taking turns to say how being a mum is the most important job in the world. It’s so completely empty of meaning I experience it like meditation. If you fill your mind with that much nothing, then there’s no room in there for all the other stuff that was stressing you out.’ He didn’t watch it, but he asked me about what was going on in it and he talked the minutiae with me: Is Kylie Kris’s new favourite? Are Scott and Kourtney soulmates? He saw that it was important to me in some way, cheered for the nothing like it was a football match.
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