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For the girls – women – who healed mine.







   




GIRLS / WOMEN



Rosa walked with a bounce and a small, secret smile. He was a nice man, wasn’t he? A good man? They had stayed for five drinks; they had made each other laugh. He had shivered his hand across her knee; he had brushed his mouth over her cheek on saying goodbye. Flickers of electricity down her back.


How magical, these moments that everything can spring from. How extraordinary, that she couldn’t yet know who and what and how he was going to be. How they were going to be.


Her red hair curled around her shoulders and she made herself think mane not mask. A mantra for the formerly shy, a determination to be open to the world. Her hands twitched in her pockets and she imagined his skin beneath them.


The world is full of wonder. Frissons and fireworks; roses and riptides.


This is what it means, to be The Last Romantic. It means to live in hope.


*


Back in the flat, Liv lay under her shabby duvet, crumpled and warmer than she would have liked. She had washed perfunctorily, muffled by alcohol, and could still taste vodka on her breath.


A TV show she had seen before was playing on her laptop; shutting her eyes was making her head swim too unpleasantly for sleep. The paradox of drinking so as to stop yourself from thinking: drink too much and you were unable to do anything but.


She stared at the crack that cobwebbed out from her light fitting. It bisected the room; on one side the plaster and paint were pale and, if not pristine, intact. On the other, a lightning storm of smaller cracks made the paint look darker, yet also shimmery.


Nikita had said how lovely it was, that the flaking, splintered side looked shinier. Like that Japanese art of fixing broken things with gold. What’s it called?


Kintsugi, Liv had replied. The flaws in something make it stronger.


Right, Nikita had said. You know everything, don’t you? I love you so much.


Her breath was hot on Liv’s neck, and whispers of adulation flittered like moths around her ears. But over her beautiful, earnest, anxiously adoring girlfriend’s shoulder, Liv’s gaze was distant. She stared at those cracks and wondered whether she could scrape filler through them, paint over them, or whether in trying to disguise them she would only make them uglier.


Nikita had whispered then, Are you okay? Where are you? 


Too many places at once, Liv had wanted to say, but never would.


*


In the toilets of a bar, a mile or two away, Dee stood in front of the mirror, turned left and right, appraised herself. She realized that her hands were balled into fists, her fingernails gouging into her palms. His name flitted momentarily into her head. She swatted it like a mosquito. Seven words that waited in every mirror; seven words that echoed on every run.


She pursed her lips and applied another layer of red. When she returned to the table, he would look at her mouth and think of the shiny skins of apples, Valentines, blood, bed. She would hear her own laughter as if from a distance; she would drink another glass of wine; she would go home.


Ten-miler tomorrow, if the weather was okay and the hangover was the sweat-it-out kind. It always was.


*


Katie listened to the click of the lock, felt the deep exhale that always followed the jittery walk down the road, keys bunched firmly in hand, smudgy relief in the knowledge that the maybe-shadows had stayed maybes for another night. The comforting, cake-like presence of Chris in the flat. She wondered, not for the first time, what it was that meant she knew he was there, even though the place was silent. Was it a pheromone thing? Was her body attuned to some wavelength that her consciousness couldn’t access? Like twins who knew when the other was hurt?


He would be playing a video game, she thought, or perhaps already in bed, getting in his eight hours before Sunday football.


Her stomach lurched as she saw him sitting on the sofa, pale and sweaty. He had been crying, she said afterwards. 


Soon, she was crying too.





   



[image: Start of image description, An illustration shows a black, broken heart with a vertical crack in the middle., end of image description]



Chapter One



GUTS


Rosa heard her first. A sort of mewling noise. A cat? As she passed the last three houses before her own it became both louder and more human; shatteringly human. Katie was at the front door, knocking in a frantic fervour. Hearing Rosa’s footsteps, she turned. Her face was streaked with makeup and tears and incomprehensible pain.


As Rosa ran to embrace her, the door opened and Liv squinted into the night. It was beginning to rain; of course it was beginning to rain.


‘Pretty tragic,’ she said five minutes later, having deposited Katie on the sofa with a cup of tea, ‘that it’s only eleven on a Saturday night and I was tucked up in bed.’


Rosa eyed Katie’s shivering form, and looked back at Liv. ‘I’m not sure that’s the real tragedy here.’


‘Point taken,’ Liv said, sitting cautiously next to Katie. ‘So. What’s happened?’


What was it he said? This isn’t working? Did he say that? Did I dream that? It sounds like a line. It is working, isn’t it? What does working mean? How does a relationship work? I have to go to work on Monday. Every Monday, every week, every month, and now Chris isn’t in any of them.


She clasped her hands around the mug, a buoy in a stormy sea. Interlaced her fingers until the skin turned white. Hold on. Keep on holding on.


She didn’t know if she’d spoken or not.


‘What does he mean, not working?’ Rosa asked.


‘I don’t know. He’s been – work has been – it’s been stressful – you know that he wants to move up – get promoted – and all that saving for a deposit – feel like we’re getting nowhere – there’s all that pressure, but—’


She broke up and off, and was crying again, trying to relay the conversation, the look on his face when she came in late, just out for a few drinks with my friend Suzy, I’d been shopping earlier, looking for clothes for the holiday, the fucking holiday, we’re going to France at Easter, just booked, how is this happening now, how long has he been thinking this, we’ve been arguing but everybody argues, don’t they? Why didn’t he talk to me, he can’t just decide something like this. All in the wrong order, soaked in tears, ringing in her head, like staying out for too long, on a comedown, feeling sick, teeth grinding, tongue swollen, all wrong.


Rosa and Liv wrapped around her and caught each other’s eyes above her soggy hair, running a wordless gamut. Did you have any idea? Is it a blip? Is it for ever? Do we tell her he’ll be asking for forgiveness tomorrow, or that she should never see him again?


‘And he’s at the flat?’ Rosa asked.


‘Yeah. He said he’d sleep on the sofa, but . . .’ She shook her head and cried again. ‘I couldn’t stay. And we couldn’t talk any more. He was – it was like he was . . .’ She steadied herself on the precipice, preparing, for a second, to vocalize for the first time what she had heard just hours earlier.


‘I really think it’s over. He said he’d tried, and he said he knows.’


‘You don’t know that yet,’ Rosa said. ‘He can’t know that yet. It’s an argument. It’s one night. You’ve been together nine years, that can’t be undone in an evening.’


Liv opened her mouth in protest, and thought better of it. ‘You don’t need to decide anything yet. You don’t need to do anything. You’re here. You’re with us.’


A series of clicks at the front door.


‘Good, you’re up,’ yelled Dee, voice wine-lubricated and bad-date-sharpened. ‘We’d better have some bloody gin in.’


She appeared majestically in the doorway, resplendent in knee-high boots, black leather skirt, red polo neck and a slick of matching lipstick. Her coat slid damply off one shoulder. 


‘Another one for the posh-boy chronicles,’ she announced, stumbling elegantly to the kitchen for a glass, apparently without taking in Katie’s crumpled form. ‘Talked for twenty minutes about catching his first salmon.’


Katie giggled gently.


‘Fuck. What are you doing here?’


Katie trembled into tears and breath.


‘Chris,’ Rosa said. ‘He’s. They’ve.’ She shrugged helplessly.


Dee’s eyes travelled languidly across each of the three. ‘And you’re drinking tea?’


One of the flat’s many idiosyncrasies – the landlord called them ‘design quirks’ but ‘conversion fuck-ups’ was closer to the mark – was that the living room had been carved from the centre of the property and was therefore windowless. In an effort to encourage some light into this dreary cave, the kitchen was attached via a set of sliding glass doors which in other settings would have led on to a patio or decking. Glasses of chilled white wine and civilized barbecues. Dee lassoed her bag into the wall as she made her way through them, and there was an otherworldly sound of breaking glass. 


‘It’s okay.’ Rosa scrambled over and picked the photo out of its shattered frame. ‘We’re all still here.’


The picture had been taken in Manchester, where the four had met, at a fancy-dress party celebrating the birthday of someone whom none of them had seen since. The theme was ‘circus’. Liv and Rosa were a pair of acrobats in lurid leotards and leggings and glitter face paint; Katie had bought reams of cheap scratchy fur and fashioned herself into a lion; Dee, in a top hat and cracking a whip, was the ringmaster.


‘Fuck, we look young.’


The strangeness of seeing your own face, simultaneously harder and softer.


‘That’s the night I met Chris,’ said Katie suddenly.


‘It’s not, is it?’


‘Yes. Remember, he stayed over, and we were all laughing when he had to get the bus home in his costume the next day.’


There was a simplicity to that, wasn’t there? Catch someone’s eye, dance and turn your head again. The unspoken parameters of university parties – you’re studying here too, right? Arts or science? Right, like my housemate, do you know them? You’ll be the same age, give or take. You’ll live in the same part of the city, and your house will look the same as theirs. A Trainspotting poster, photos from home or travelling, empty wine bottles on the windowsill, damp. You’ll knock together, press together, grow together.


By the end of their first year in Manchester, Liv and Dee and Rosa and Katie had formed an impermeable unit. Liv and Rosa met first, both studying for the same literature degree and attempting to mould appropriately bohemian identities out of the countryside and London suburbs respectively. Each had felt a brittle affinity to the other across their first seminar room, Rosa admiring Liv’s 10 a.m. black eyeliner, Liv Rosa’s Botticellian red hair, and both suspecting, secretly, that their liking for each other would always be inflected with envy. Or perhaps, that their jealousy of each other would always be saturated in adoration. Rosa talked romance where Liv talked passion, and so Rosa was forgiving where Liv was demanding. But after a session on Little Women in which Liv gave an impassioned defence of Amy as the true heroine of the piece, they went to the nearest bar and shared a bottle of vinegary wine. They talked about books and music and cities and escaping. They talked about the newspapers and websites they wanted to write for, and sneeringly dismissed what passed for journalism in the student paper. They didn’t talk about money.


The bottoms of their overdrafts loomed quickly. Rosa made a plaintive phone call to her parents, which Liv noted with a mixture of scorn and resentment. She got a job in a bar where the toilets were wallpapered in supposedly ironic cut-outs from nineties men’s magazines. Dee was already bartending around her graphic design course and used a black Sharpie to add speech bubbles to the women on the walls, announcing that they were nuclear physicists and Nobel Prize winners and prime ministers. She had been brought up in Brighton by her mother alone – a mother who, Liv and Rosa learned with thinly disguised admiration, maintained shelves of second-wave feminist literature, a purple stripe through her hair and the kind of spiky attitude they had always assumed washed away by the time you reached your forties. Dee’s blood was as hot as her mother’s; she had, on more than one occasion, thrown drinks into the faces of punters who, in her words, ‘crossed the lewd line’. Liv loved her immediately, and when Rosa joined them after closing to drink whisky while cashing up, so did she.


Katie met Rosa and Liv in a research skills seminar, diligently studying history and looking off-puttingly angelic with her cloud of blonde hair and pastel scarves and dangly earrings. But she had a liberated, head-thrown-back laugh, and drank Guinness and Tia Maria, and danced to techno with her eyes closed, and after three post-seminar drinks which turned into clubbing which turned into chips on the bus home the four of them felt aligned, like trees that the wind had bent the same way.


They shared a house in second and third year, one of the crumbling red-brick Victorians which characterized most of Manchester’s student suburbs. It was ramshackle and glorious and obnoxiously impermeable to outsiders. No – I’m going out with the girls. No – I’m staying in with the girls. So they rejected offers they considered lesser; so they laughed at themselves, ironically imitating the language of lightweight TV shows and magazines. Because girls was a term to simultaneously scorn and revere. It was infantilizing and condescending; it spoke of walking with arms linked out of fear of standing alone, of keeping voices artificially light and giggling amenably at people’s jokes, however unfunny. Yet it spoke, too, of joy and freedom. Of dancing on tables and sharing secrets and linking arms in the luxurious scaffolding of steely friendship.


They knew that girls were young, and prized for being young above all else, and they found this both unnerving and delicious as they entered their twenties. They held a power that they knew to be problematic but also knew – or thought – they would miss one day. So they said girls to bathe in their youth, and women to hope at their wisdom, and throughout it all, other parties – other bodies – came and went from the house. 


Chris, though, had lasted longer than any of them.


Dee reappeared with four martinis – accurate in their composition if not the glasses they were served in – which she had shaken, as ever, in an old, well-washed pickle jar. Rosa draped Katie in her Hangover Blanket, its faded florals a comforting echo of all the mornings after that had come before. Each took up their established position; Dee sprawled on the floor, Liv on the armchair, Rosa on the sofa next to Katie. And Katie’s voice began to skitter over fragments of description: the way her back slid down the wall like something from a film; the way she sobbed; the horror when Chris did too; the circling of their words around future and love and I think and I feel and no. And each of her friends shivered in silence as her descriptions ricocheted them back in time, as her broken heart recalled the scars on theirs.


Katie was wrapped only in herself, her world that was smashed, the fire, the flood.


Eventually, her shoulders shuddering, she said, ‘Tell us about this salmon man.’ Dee arched an eyebrow. ‘I mean it. I can’t talk about it any more. I can’t think about it.’


Storyteller incarnate, Dee obligingly turned onto her side.


‘I was thinking about it all the way home. What is it, what is that look, that means you know how rich someone is? I was thinking – is it the clothes? He dressed expensive, right? But I swear, even if he was bollock-naked, there’s still something I’d have put my finger on.’


‘Floppy-haired?’


‘Floppy-haired. And floppy-faced. But good bones at the same time. Like – chiselled but also doughy. And there’s something in the shape of the mouth. Silver spoons, right? Anyway. So we meet at this wine bar – his pick – and I get there ten minutes early, so I get a seat, buy a drink.’


‘Sure.’


‘Sure. I’m not waiting around in the cold like some teenager on their first date in a coffee shop. I’m a big girl – woman – I can get a glass of wine by myself. And I message him, say what I’m wearing, so he can recognize me when he walks in.’ Dee expertly swallowed a substantial mouthful of gin.


‘And when he turns up, I think he’s a bit . . . pissed that I’ve got there first. Not doing the fashionably late thing, maybe. Or that I haven’t waited outside like some damsel in distress. Like, it’s fucked with his plan for how he’s going to be on a date, opening the door, picking up the tab.’


‘Ohh,’ Rosa murmured peaceably. ‘That can be nice, though. Can’t it?’


‘Subtext though, isn’t it?’ Liv said tartly. ‘You can repay me later?’


‘Exactly. It’s not even the money. It’s the power, right? It’s who’s chosen. Who’s choosing.’


Liv nodded vigorously, while Rosa looked hesitant and Katie sat, lost.


‘So anyway,’ Dee continued, ‘we get a bottle, do the chat, where do you live, what do you do, and then – drumroll – where did you go to school, then?’


‘Hah,’ Liv tutted, while Katie was mystified.


‘I don’t get it?’


‘Only,’ Liv explained, ‘only people who went to an expensive school – and who care about expensive schools – ask that question on a date. It’s the phrasing, right? Not “where did you grow up?” They want a name. Then they can start asking if you had maths with Lady Whoever.’


Katie’s head twitched. ‘Wow. Okay.’ She bit her lip against the flow of something she couldn’t quite touch, whirling waters that boiled green and purple like a bruise. Is this it? Is this how it is, outside of Katie-and-Chris?


‘But this is not an attack on the privately educated men of London!’ Dee continued, splashing her drink onto the carpet. ‘This is an attack on the self-obsessed, judgemental men of London.’


‘There’s an overlap,’ Liv muttered.


Dee nodded wisely. ‘True. Believe me, I’ve met a few of them in the years since – in the past few years. So. It was downhill from there. The salmon was the high point. Fourteen pounds, apparently. Why are salmons in imperial?’


‘Substitute babies for the rich?’ Liv suggested.


Dee laughed. ‘Yes! Right there. Right there. That’s why I love you.’ She lay back on the floor, gazing upwards and away. ‘But I wasn’t going to love Salmon Man. Or pretend to. Even for the sake of getting laid.’


‘Must have been bad,’ Rosa said.


Dee cackled. ‘Touché! But you know, if a man’s asking whether your parents have money in the first half-hour, you can bet he’s going to make you feel cheap the morning after. No matter how much it takes two to tango. How was your drink, anyway?’


‘Nice,’ Rosa said. ‘It was nice.’


‘Uh oh.’


‘What?! Nice is – nice isn’t always a wet blanket word, you know. It can just be – it was nice. Warm, and safe, and sort of anticipatory.’


‘Aha. So, second date, third date, shacked up with two point four kids and a golden retriever?’


Rosa laughed and shook her head gently. ‘Well, who knows. That’s the joy, right?’ She looked quickly across at Katie. ‘I’m not sure we should be talking about this.’


Now Katie shook her head. ‘No. We should. How’d you leave it?’


Rosa tried to keep her smile small. ‘We said we should do it again soon.’


‘Good. And you?’ Katie turned to Dee.


‘Awkward hug. He’ll feel the same way and we’ll just pretend it never happened.’


‘No!’ Rosa squealed. ‘No more of this ignoring each other! We start off pretending first dates never happened and then we’re into pretending weeks of relationship never happened. When did people forget how to say things to each other?’


‘About the time we got smartphones,’ said Liv, darkly.


‘I’m pretty sure it’s mutual,’ Dee said. ‘He’ll be going out with a Kate Middleton lookalike by next week.’


She rolled over elaborately, like a panther, and fixed her eyes on Katie. ‘So, not a great night. But I think you win.’


Katie, drained and sunken, looked at the floor for miles. ‘I don’t know how to do this,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t.’


‘You can,’ her friends said back.


‘No.’ She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around her torso. ‘It genuinely feels like I’ve been punched. I’m not just saying that. When I walked in, he was sitting on the sofa. He looked at me. There was this silence. And you know what? For a second, I thought something so different. Had this – this vision for what he was about to say.’


She broke off, appalling herself. A proposal? Seriously, with the myriad tiny problems that were now so amplified, with the creeping realizations that he might be right and but I want him to be wrong and Katie-and-Chris no longer exists, all that and there had been part of her that was expecting to be sitting, right now, with a ring and a glass of champagne?


‘And then he said we need to talk,’ she stuttered. ‘We need to fucking talk. He said that to me. And it’s like, everything dropped. This hardness, here, and it’s still there.’ She pressed on her stomach and screwed her eyes shut.


Dee stroked Katie’s feet. She took a huge breath, and said, ‘I remember the same thing.’ 


Katie looked at her, somewhere between incredulity and gratitude. ‘Really?’


‘Yes. Four years, and I remember it like yesterday. It’s crazy, isn’t it? How physical it is? That pain in your stomach? This weight. Like something’s been physically swung at you.’


‘I think I didn’t eat for a few days, when I – when I found out about Joe,’ Rosa said carefully. ‘I mean, when he told me. That he’d met someone else. Can you imagine? Me, no interest in food? It was bizarre.’


‘Yes!’ Liv cried. ‘It hurts you in your stomach more than anywhere else. They say it’s all about your heart, your chest, but it isn’t. It’s your guts.’


Katie shook her head. ‘I don’t know how to do this,’ she repeated.


‘It takes a few days,’ Liv said. ‘I promise. I remember. You sleep on it, and tomorrow it’ll feel a bit lighter. And then you sleep on it again, and the day after it’ll feel lighter again. Those feelings of for ever – they’re not real.’ They’re not permanent, no. But other things are, aren’t they? Liv, you broke up with Nikita. You stood while Nikita cried. You broke it, and you broke her. And where are you now? A job you’ve fallen into, a man you’re fixated on even though you know nothing about him, a life that feels as fragmented as you do. Shame, and guilt, and lingering wondering. Is this really what you wanted? And if it isn’t, what now?


Katie turned her bleary face upwards and managed a watery smile. ‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘I mean it. It helps.’


And then she dissolved again. ‘But I don’t know how to do anything. Where am I going to live? Who am I going to live with? How do you do this? I can’t – I can’t figure – my life has just been Chris – nine years – how pathetic is that – how do I do anything?’


‘Doesn’t come with a handbook, sadly,’ Dee said, thoughtfully. Sympathy with the slightest edge.


‘Yeah, well, it should,’ Katie mumble-sobbed, smudging her sleeve across her face. ‘That bit about my stomach. Telling me that. It helps. I’m glad it’s not just me.’


And that, that was the moment. A flicker of recognition, an eye-catch between the four.


‘Well, we’ll make you one,’ Rosa said. ‘We’ve all done this. We know what it feels like. We can write it down. Your stomach feels like there’s a rock in it, but it won’t soon. You need soup and hot-water bottles and things.’


Dee stumbled upwards and out of the room. Some vague rumbling, crashing sounds. She reappeared triumphant, holding a book aloft.


‘Perils of being a graphic designer,’ she explained. ‘Sketchbooks are fallback Christmas presents for everyone. I never use them, obviously. What fucker’s got time to sketch?’


It was hardbound in a pleasing tactile black material, and the pages were thick and creamy coloured. Dee placed it on the floor between them. Liv opened it, folding down the cover and running her hands down the first empty page. Rosa shuffled clumsily through the stacks of magazines, flyers and general detritus under the coffee table, eventually sourcing a thick blue marker pen.


‘So we’ll all write in it,’ she said. ‘Everything you need to get through your heartbreak. And this is the first bit. You’re going to feel like you’ve been punched in the guts. It’s physical. But we can make it better.’





 


 


 



Guts



The first lesson of heartbreak is that heartbreak is the wrong word. Because the pain isn’t in your heart – or even the heart-inside-your-head. The physical pain of heartbreak is in your stomach. You feel like you’ve been punched, and then like a football has been dropped inside you.


Or a rugby ball. A tennis ball. A briefcase or a backpack. A pint of beer or a dirty martini. A specific pair of shoes. A particular brand of cigarettes. That pretentious guitar. Whatever it is that makes you think of them, them above all else. This weight, this appalling weight has crawled inside your guts and taken up home like a spider under a rock.


Heartbreak is physical, more physical than you ever imagined when you saw it through the filter of other people’s lives. It takes your breath, your hunger, your strength, your control. Your life has been split open, and so your body feels like it has been too.


So protect your stomach. Hug hot-water bottles, hug pillows, hug people. Make cauldrons of soup and sip it like an invalid. Stretch and curl up and stretch again. Undo the top button. Breathe deeply, in the air beyond your bedroom. Breathe deeply, and know that this pain will pass.


That’s your stomach covered. Your mind is a different matter.
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Chapter Two



TEARS


How long was it, that gap between waking and remembering? That moment in which her life was not shattered; that bliss of feeling that Katie-and-Chris were solid and whole; that eternity crushed into a singularity? 


Next to her, Liv was still and silent.


In Manchester they had folded themselves into each other’s beds constantly. Because it was the morning after, because it was cold, because they were sad, because they were happy. Had she been in a neutral box, blindfolded, she would still have known it was Liv next to her. The way she curled her body around her pillow; the jigsaw curve of her spine; the coconutty smell of her hair; the precise cadence of her breathing. Her presence was at once comforting and appalling; an old yet brand-new bedmate after all these years.


Katie was shaking then, and Liv turned and rubbed her back, and whispered, not Are you okay? because that was ludicrous, but, I’m here.


‘How’s your stomach?’


‘Better, actually,’ Katie said with light incredulity.


‘D’you want a coffee?’


‘Yes, please.’


Liv boiled the kettle, swallowed the slight hangover nausea rising in her throat and stared distantly at the cafetière. It was made of copper and self-conscious styling, a birthday present from a year or two previously. Liv had asked for it specially, following a series of complicated internal calculations as to what her parents could afford, what they were likely to choose in a small-town branch of John Lewis, and how much guilt she felt about judging them accordingly. Judging them! For living the life she had lived for eighteen years: Radio 4 and a Ford Focus and cottage pie for tea; weekends in the garden or walks across farmland; a gin and tonic at seven and a whisky with the ten o’clock news. News which always spoke of places a very long way away.


Nikita had asked repeatedly to visit her family home. At first the requests were easy to bat away; having grown up in a large but nondescript town, Nikita found the idea of fields romantic, but was easily persuaded into imagining pursed lips and disapproving shakes of the head behind net curtains. But after a couple of Liv’s parents’ occasional visits to London, when it became apparent that they were not only perfectly accepting of but actively interested in her girlfriend, it was harder to explain. It’ll make me closer to you to see your childhood home, Nikita would say. The place where you caught the bus to school, the river where you went for those moody walks. They were moody because I was sixteen, Liv would say, wanting to scream, and isn’t it strange they’ve kept my bedroom exactly as it always was? They love you, Nikita would reply. And so do I. 


They call me Olivia, she’d say back. So? That’s your name. That’s what they named you. And she couldn’t articulate, then, how its intricate four syllables and rolling rhythm felt too prim and proper, like an Amelia or an Elizabeth, when she had tried so hard, so very hard, to turn herself into something sharper and harder – something that belonged in the city, where people queued on concrete and sent cigarette smoke dancing under the lights. What do you mean, you tried, Nikita would have said. What is it you’re longing for? You’re perfect just the way you are. And Liv’s shoulders would have stiffened, and something would have caught in her throat.


The cafetière fitted with an idea of herself that hadn’t quite worked yet, the way she had imagined herself forward.


What do you do?


I work in PR.


Wow, in London? That must be so glamorous.


It’s a riot.


Back in her bed, Katie was crying, and scrolling through her phone. Liv handed her the mug and sat watching her.


‘I’m sorry,’ Katie said.


‘Don’t say that,’ Liv said. ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for.’


‘I just want to be able to switch it off, just for a minute.’


‘It’ll come. It takes time.’


Katie shook her head. ‘It feels like I will never stop thinking about it. Like, it’s colouring everything. Everything. I was looking at the ceiling before, that crack up there, and suddenly I’m remembering when I got on his shoulders to change the lightbulb and he fell over and broke his collarbone. Remember? That godawful evening sitting in A&E, and it was a Saturday night and everyone was pissed and fighty and shouting and it was horrendous, but I was looking at him thinking, I love you so much, even this is right where I want to be. And then I’m thinking him and us and it doesn’t make sense that we don’t exist any more.’


‘It’s shit,’ Liv said hollowly.


There was an uncomfortable echo inside her head as she spoke. The expression on Nikita’s face as she rolled the words around in her mouth, expelling them in a shorter, uglier way than she had practised. She had drunk beforehand to steel herself, and felt guilty about doing so. It was as though she were placing a film of something between them, failing to do Nikita the service of being soberly authentic. Authentically sober?


Katie looked at her. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Mm.’


‘Nikita. You and Nikita. You don’t talk about it much.’


‘Mm. It’s been three months, I guess. Move on, move up, you know?’


Katie hesitated. ‘How long had you known?’


‘That it wasn’t right?’


‘Yes.’


Liv processed this. Katie needed to be protected, and she deserved honesty, and honesty was sometimes painful. ‘I don’t know,’ she answered, truthfully. ‘More than days. A month or two?’ She looked hard at Katie. ‘Did Chris talk about that?’


Katie gave a weak shrug. ‘I feel like – I’ve been trying to work it out. All these little things . . .’ She trailed off, trying to set a path among her meandering thoughts, a compass in the storm. She took a deep and crackly breath.


‘When we moved into the flat. Last summer. So what – eight months ago? I told you we were arguing.’


The word unfurled in her head like a weed. Arguing.


They hadn’t moved far. Same borough, different Tube stop. There were no duplicate kitchen utensils or concerns that they might uncover wildly different attitudes towards cleaning the bathroom. Their joint belongings were neatly boxed and they hired a by-the-hour van. The new flat was let unfurnished. It had a balcony. Both of these things were delightful novelties.


Katie had cultivated a private vision of the evening ahead, stitched together from the internet and other people. They would do the essential unpacking only, make up their mattress on the floor (they had bought their own bed for the first time, and it would arrive a week later) and dig through the boxes for a couple of glasses and the portable speaker. They would order a takeaway, and buy a bottle of something cheap but fizzy, and sit on their balcony in the fading sunshine listening to old blues and eating pad thai, wrapped in the cuddly contentment of another piece of the puzzle slowly coming together. There would be a photograph and a caption – a conscientious display. People would be jealous, and she would pretend that she didn’t know that.


Only it hadn’t worked out that way. The van was difficult to park, igniting a tense discussion about the deposit. The flat was dirty, and they disagreed as to whether to clean first or unpack first. And a box of Chris’s clothes initially appeared to be missing, which was sourly blamed on Katie’s packing abilities. Each conversation rapidly became far more complicated than the problem it was addressing. Katie wanted to hang pictures; Chris wanted to double-check the list of faults from the estate agent. Everything took longer and felt heavier than it had in her head, and Chris had a meeting on the Monday morning and started talking about going into the office the next day, just to get ahead of some things, a plan which always came with a simmering subtext throughout those six weeks of her school summer holiday. By the evening, the idea of clinking glasses in celebration, no matter how cheap the bottle, seemed like a party dress at a funeral. They went to the pub around the corner and had a beer and burger deal and ate mostly in silence.


‘It isn’t one thing, is it?’ Katie said. ‘So much has changed since we met. You’re at university, you’re writing your essays, you’re going to happy hour, you’re doing fancy dress, everyone’s lives are basically the same. And then you graduate and it’s like – whoosh.’ She gesticulated with her hands and coffee slopped onto the duvet cover. ‘Shit, I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Liv said. ‘Carry on.’


‘He’s so focused on the future. Doing that job, working that hard, and for what, so we can buy a bit of a flat an hour and a half from the office and say we’re making progress?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s like it doesn’t add up, what you get at the end doesn’t justify it. And he’s furious, but he doesn’t want to acknowledge it. And I’m not furious, but is that because I’m naive? Or just resigned? I think I always imagined we’d end up back in the South West, you know? A bit more travelling, I hoped, but then – yeah. Somewhere to live, a bit of grass. And that would be enough.’


‘Of course it’s enough,’ Liv said, wondering whether she meant it.


‘I mean yeah, sure, maybe a few years ago I imagined something different. I thought I’d be like my brother maybe, teach abroad. The funny thing is, Chris is the one who wouldn’t have been able to – or wouldn’t want to – move overseas, I mean. But isn’t that growing up? Recognizing how unrealistic some of the stuff we used to think was? Or is that just really depressing? Isn’t Chris being – I don’t know – ambitious, and exciting, and romantic even, wanting to keep on pushing? Or is he just being greedy?’


Liv half laughed on her outward breath. ‘There’s probably more overlap between all that than we like to think.’


Katie shook her head. ‘But we were meant to be doing it together! We were meant to be in it together! The past few months it’s been like – like I should feel guilty if I’m enjoying my job. Or ordering a bottle of wine that’s a step up from the house. Buying a pair of expensive jeans. You know – I said we could go and see my brother in Argentina this summer. Stay at his flat, he could take us around, show us where he teaches – it’d be the cheapest, easiest way we ever have of visiting South America, right? But even my suggesting that – it’s like there’s all this weight behind it.’


And what exactly was that weight, she wondered, trying to migrate herself into Chris’s head. Wanting life to be a certain way, and trying to calculate what was worth sacrificing to get there? An involuntary image of him as a teenager flashed into her mind – was it from a photo she had seen, or entirely imaginary? Scruffy blond hair and a too-big blazer, clammy-handed and trying to check his accent among boys who possessed a lazy ease of everything. Boys who would grow up to tell women about fishing for salmon while trying to surreptitiously calculate their date’s parents’ wealth.


‘He’s got a chip on his shoulder,’ she said slowly.


‘That’s not your fault,’ Liv said gently.


Katie let out an exasperated something, and then suddenly, unthinkingly, she was crying again. ‘Then why can’t I help him?’ she choked. ‘Why can’t we talk about it, when we talk about everything else? He’s meant to be my best friend, right? That’s what they say, isn’t it? We love each other. How can we love each other, and suddenly find this barrier between us? I have to talk about it. When I go back to the flat. We have to talk more. This can’t be it, I can’t . . .’


She had dissolved into tears and sounds of anguish. ‘And this,’ she managed. ‘Crying, like this. This can’t be right, can it? You know, yesterday, it was the first time I’d ever seen him cry. Even when I went with him to his grandmother’s funeral, no tears. Stiff upper lip, I don’t know. But you know what? I was glad. It was horrendous seeing him cry, but it was good too. It’s like – it’s like the evidence that it was real. That we were real.’


‘Of course you were real.’ Liv kissed Katie on the forehead. Then she floated to the bathroom, locked the door and sat on the toilet. She stared at the scorpion tattoo on her ankle, the suggestion of sinister movement across her skin. She thought of fear, and the strength to resist it.


*


The secondary school where Katie taught was Victorian, red brick. It had been added to over the years, morphing from clear architectural idea to mutant conglomerate. The roofline was haphazard, concealing a multitude of patches of flat roof and hidden space. Doors to these were, of course, kept locked to prevent rogue smoking and sex, but Katie had worked out long ago how to access one of them.


She clambered into a pocket between two sloping roofs, imagining herself held, as if by a parent. Or Chris, the way he scooped his arms around her. The sky was grey and light and unbearably huge.


What happens next? How can anything happen next?


Her life, she now saw, stretched out behind her as a linear thread. Go to school, do your exams, go to university, make friends, sew a costume, meet someone in another, you’ve done a better job than me, dance and drink and screw (and listen to Pulp), fall in love, join graduate schemes, rent a flat, open a savings account, lay out the map. She could join the dots so neatly, explain how this led to that, so that Chris had been waiting at that party in that bar in that ratty homemade elephant outfit (he was right, she had done a better job at sewing than him), until that exact evening she walked in to be beside him.


To stay beside him.


And now the thread was cut. Where was the next piece to grasp onto, knot to herself? 


She was tucked back from the edge, hiding from the swarms of children below – yes, she thought spitefully, jealously, they were all still children, even as they hitched up their skirts and down their trousers and patched together mosaics of countless photos. As if capturing fragments of their lives through lenses and filters would grant them certainty, some permanence. Children who thought they were heartbroken.


No. You have no idea, none of you. This is heartbreak. This is broken.


She was hugging herself around the knees, and was embarrassed when she realized it. There was an echo of her body on Saturday, the wall against her spine. Her flat. Their flat. She was going there on Friday to – to what? How could these shattered pieces possibly be put back together? Before she could detangle it she was crying again.


She could barely see as she tapped at her phone, but Dee answered instantaneously.


‘Katie?’


She hiccupped and choked out that she couldn’t stop crying. ‘And it’s fucking ri-ridiculous. I’m twenty-nine years old, and I’ve got a great job and great friends and a great family, and I feel like I cannot see what comes next. It’s like it’s empty. The rest of my life, without Chris in it. It’s too big. And I ha-hate myself for thinking it’s too big.’


Dee closed her eyes as she tipped backwards into the moment. Four years ago. Leo’s face before hers, seven words unlocking a chasmic future. Day after day, week after week of refilling that space, piece by piece. 


‘Babe,’ she said. ‘It’s normal to feel this way. Your life is wonderful, I promise. There’s so much you’re going to be and do. You feel this way now, but it’s only now. Really.’


Katie gulped and bubbled. ‘I hate that I’m crying. I can’t help it. I can’t stop. Every time I think I’ve got it, it’s gone again. It’s like it’s not my body.’


‘I know,’ Dee soothed. ‘It’s a bitch. Where are you?’


‘I’m hiding on the roof. How the fuck can I go and teach looking like I’ve been crying? I’m all pu-puffy and grotesque. They’re ruthless. They’ll be savage. They can’t know.’


‘Okay,’ Dee said firmly. ‘Stand up.’


Katie found herself obeying without thinking.


‘Is it windy?’


‘A bit.’


‘Face into it. It’ll dry your face and cool you down.’


Katie lifted up her chin and almost laughed.


‘Now deep breaths. Literally in for five, out for five. Yoga, right? Until you’re not doing that shaking thing any more.’ Dee counted along. ‘Is there a bathroom near?’


‘Yes.’


‘Go there. You work in a school. You know the power of the wet paper towel.’


Katie did laugh this time. ‘Thank you.’


‘Always. See you later.’


Dee put her phone down and suddenly became aware of Simon’s face, two feet from her own, plastered with a knowing grin. ‘Jesus, you made me jump.’


‘Quite the little therapist, aren’t we?’ He raised an eyebrow coquettishly. Simon had been seated next to Dee since he joined the agency two years previously, and after a bumpy start in which each directed their spikiness, standoffishness and superiority at the other, they had slipped into easy companionship. It was companionship with a guard and a filter – all Simon knew of Leo, for example, was inferred from jokes and caricature, his beard and his bike and his craft beer, rather than his heart, his humour and his eventual cruelty – but it was companionship, nevertheless, which delivered welcome entertainment to Dee’s work life.


‘I wish. I don’t think I’m helping much.’


‘Well, quite. When did you last cry, 1999?’


Dee rolled her eyes to cover biting her lip. Leo’s name in her head again, a flick on the synapses like a finger on a guitar string. Guitars. A strain of old music. Seven words.


‘No need to look quite so pensive,’ Simon drawled. ‘What’s happened, anyway?’


Dee relayed an abridged version. Simon soaked up the intricacies of other people’s relationships with relish. ‘And what do we think? Good thing, bad thing?’


‘Oh god, I don’t know. Chris – he’s very – straight.’


‘Heaven forbid,’ Simon said tartly. Dee snorted.


‘You know what I mean. Very – organized. Spreadsheets of his savings. I think Katie said he got a scholarship to some posh school? He does this corporate, techy job, very focused on the future. Two point four kids and all that.’


‘Aha. And she’s not?’


‘Well. Parts of her are. I guess you’d call Katie romantic.’ Dee said this with more than a little loadedness. ‘But she’s got a sense of adventure too, you know? Travelling, new places, all that kind of thing. And she’s tougher than you expect. You know, a few years ago, when she first moved to London, some man tried to snatch her bag when she was walking home. It was late at night, dark. Anyway, as he goes to pull the bag off her shoulder she screams, pulls it back, punches him on the side of the face and runs home – bag in hand. She swore afterwards it had just been a reflex. We couldn’t believe it; she looks like a baby angel and she manages to deck some mugger. Chris was furious, thought she’d been reckless.’


‘Maybe she’ll cope with heartbreak better than you think, then.’


‘Maybe.’ Dee stared at her computer screen, where an email of precisely ten words had just arrived. Looks fantastic. I’d like you to lead on the presentation. She couldn’t prevent a tight smile of satisfaction.


‘Let’s see,’ Simon demanded, reading over her shoulder. ‘Fantastic. Still with your head up Margot’s arse, then?’


His eyes flickered to the glass-walled office which usually housed their frighteningly youthful managing director. It was dark and empty.


‘It’s not sticking my head up her arse to do my job.’


‘Whatever you say, protégée.’


‘Don’t be jealous, it doesn’t suit you.’


‘Oh darling, everything suits me. But anyway. Back to Katie-and-Chris. So he’s a boring sod, she’s a flighty free spirit, that’s what we’re saying?’


Dee laughed despite herself. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you not to slag off your friends’ exes? At least, not ’til you’re sure they’re not getting back together.’


‘Aha!’ Simon said triumphantly. ‘So a break, not a breakup?’


Dee considered.


‘She’s devastated. You remember my housemate Rosa, a year or so ago?’


Simon whistled. ‘He hasn’t cheated on her?’


‘No. At least, we don’t think so.’ Dee stabbed her pen violently onto the table. ‘Joe’s still with her, you know. The woman he left Rosa for.’


‘The heinous anti-sisterhood bitch?’


Dee shook her head. ‘Don’t call her that.’ Simon raised an eyebrow.


‘I mean it.’


‘So, let me get this right. This woman’s broken up your best friend’s relationship, shattered her dreams of a white taffeta dress and cubic zirconia earrings and dry chicken, ruined her life and you don’t want to have even a little dig?’


Dee shook her head again. ‘It’s not like that. Christ knows I don’t want to see her, don’t want to speak to her, don’t want anything to do with her. But – he’s the one who cheated, right? I’m sick of the woman getting the most shit when this happens. My mum always said the same. Don’t shit on the woman he left me for, shit on him for leaving me with a two-year-old.’


Her mother’s face was in front of her, then. Eyes like diamonds, hair like flowers. Wrapping Dee’s first boxes of drawing pencils in paper scattered with pink and purple stars. Holding her hand and telling her to look up; guiding her through the meanings of windows and rooflines and the sky.


‘Anyway,’ she continued. ‘Rosa – Rosa’s amazing about it. Ridiculous, even. I’ve never met anyone who – she believes in love, right? Big, grand, old-fashioned, black-and-white-movie, ballgown love.’


‘How sickening,’ Simon said.


Dee snorted. ‘I know. But she means it. That Last Romantic column she writes – she actually lives it, you know? Even after all that – even after what that arsehole did to her – she cried for a bit, and then she stopped crying, and then out she skipped, ready for the next great romance. It’s insane. She’s – she’s the only person I know who’s actually gone for a drink with someone she met on the Tube. Someone she caught eyes with in the park. She went out with someone the other night from speed dating – speed dating?!’


‘Christ, what’s wrong with a nice friendly hook-up app?’


‘Just that, apparently. Casual sex does not equal love, yada yada.’


‘No, casual sex just equals a good time.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Anyway. Time for a drink before you head home tonight? Commiserate and bitch about the general shitness of men?’


‘Right. Ice cream straight from the tub. But nope, I’m hitting the gym.’


‘Christ. It’s Monday.’


‘Exactly. Leg day.’


‘I swear to god . . .’


‘You should give it a go, you know,’ Dee said, standing. ‘Few squats. Some lunges. Perk you up a bit.’


‘No, thank you. My body is a temple. Coffee, cigarettes, vodka. The gym bunny thing is atrociously Gen Z.’


‘Suit yourself. I’m going to the loo.’


And there, in a small square space with no windows, Dee leaned into the glass and stared at herself. Seven words to close her ears against; seven words to swallow down. Her eyes – dark brown, white flecks. No tears. There was a philosophical rabbit hole there, somewhere, in that you never saw your own eyes except through the mediation of a mirror, a lens, a portrait. And you could never make yourself cry on cue. Actors, sure, who trade in masks and imitations of feeling. But the rest of us, who have to live close to our own surfaces. Why was it that Katie’s spilled over, and hers did not?


*


One day later? Two days? Katie blinked, still disoriented on waking. Now, the body next to her was Rosa’s; they had decided on a rotating system. She gazed for a moment at Rosa’s hair – auburn waves; they called her Ariel sometimes. Her hair was there because Katie was here and Chris was elsewhere – and the prickling heat ran across her eyelids again. Again.


What an additional layer of cruelty this was, the unpredictable white water of tears! The way each cry felt like the last one, and yet never was. She swallowed the sound, shook, tried to slow the carousel of Chris-and-I-have-broken-up, Chris-and-I-have-broken-up.


And how pathetic, how preposterous that she was crying in this way, with this frequency and intensity, over this? Hadn’t only last term, a girl – Charlotte Archer – come to school pale and blotchy and bleary-eyed, hung back accidentally-on-purpose after registration, garbled to her that My mum’s really sick as she shook and broke? Hadn’t the school, too, run a fundraising drive for children seeking asylum, children who arrived at the very edges of the country like ghosts, layer upon layer of horror etched on their faces? These were the things that deserved tears. Somewhere nearby, not even a mile away, Chris was lying in bed (the bed they had shared) in the flat (the flat they had shared) and he would go to work (the work they had talked about, over and over, in the life they had shared). He was alive, he was well. He would go on being so. Her tears were selfish, ludicrous.


She brought her hands to her face, stretched out her skin from ear to ear, rolled onto her back, tasted salt. And as her body shifted, a new pain foregrounded itself – pain beyond the gut-punch they had written into the sketchbook – nausea mixed with iron. Twisting between her back and her abdomen; ricochets down her thighs. She gasped; she felt wetness between her legs.


And now she was crying again, crying in and at the way her body overflowed from itself. Crying at how pain was just one word but so many millions of everything. There was being told about pain in the diminishing abstract: that you may feel some discomfort; that you may find a hot-water bottle or a paracetamol helpful. There was questioning pain in the bewildering present: Is this ‘mild’? Seriously? Am I weak? Am I breaking?


There was the pain of embarrassment, of sitting in front of a dismissive GP at fifteen, and then another at sixteen, and another at seventeen. Stuttering words that were so wholly inadequate at capturing the claws, the flashing lights, the blinding. Later – and how appalling just how much later it was – there was the pain of learning a new word, of one’s tongue tripping over six syllables of clinical grimness, of searches through webpages which admitted no cure but blithely suggested an operation to remove part or all of the organs affected.


There was the pain of sharing, of wincing in front of the people you cared about – for how could you achieve intimacy if you were unable to peel open this most terrifying part of yourself? The rushing relief of acceptance, of three girls – women – who cossetted you each month and lit candles in the bathroom. And later, a boyfriend who stumbled, yes, at this bloody, frightening femaleness – but then found his own way to be a stalwart too. Holding her through the parts where she thought she was going to pass out, the parts where she was sobbing over what might be to come. And now he would never hold her again.


She sat up, grimacing as the shards shifted, and more tears shivered down her face, and she saw the sheets. Shit. Rosa stirred, and made to roll over.


‘Rosa! Don’t move. Oh no, I’m so sorry, this is horrible, I forgot I was due, oh it’s all over the sheet.’ Katie used her sleeve to scrub uselessly at the blood, simultaneously startling and banal. She gripped her stomach.


Rosa squinted as she sat up. ‘Oh darling, don’t worry about it. We’ve all been there.’ She stripped the sheet in a single practised movement, and gazed at Katie with familiar concern. ‘Do you want to go lie on the sofa?’


Katie shook her head firmly. ‘Bathroom first.’


They stood at the sink, and poured cold water, and scrubbed side by side. Rosa wordlessly took painkillers from the cupboard, and Katie nodded as she swallowed them. 


‘How is it, these days? The endometriosis?’ Rosa asked.


‘The same,’ Katie said carefully. ‘Give or take.’ She exhaled raggedly. ‘The last time I was at the doctor – they said – they said things about not putting off trying to conceive, you know – I mean hey, at least that’s not something to think about any more . . .’


And as her voice broke, so did the matter-of-fact shrug, the fatalistic trill in her tone, and her shoulders were shaking as Rosa stroked her.


‘Crying’s a good thing,’ she recited.


Katie sniffed. ‘Tell me it ends?’


Rosa smiled. ‘Of course it ends. Remember how much Liv cried, after breaking up with Nikita? I’m sure you said something about rehydration salts, you lunatic.’


‘I’m a teacher! The first-aid training kicks in.’


‘Yeah, yeah. The point is, she cried like that. Then. And look at her now. It was a phase. It is a phase.’


What seemed solid dissolves; a permanent partnership becomes, in the end, temporary. But what seems transient can grow roots, too, Rosa knew. The world was full of possibility but Katie couldn’t see it, not yet.


Katie stopped rubbing the sheet against itself, and rubbed her eye instead. ‘It’s exhausting.’


Rosa reached across and touched her cheek in quiet intimacy. ‘I know.’


They looked back down at the sheet, the red fading to a hint, a flush of some feeling, a trace of old knowledge. The water in the sink running paler and paler pink.


‘D’you remember being new to all this?’ Katie said. ‘Thirteen, fourteen? I remember waking up, it used to look like someone had died.’


‘Yes! I used to have everything – tampon, those massive pads like bloody nappies – and I’d still wake up and it had got everywhere. It felt so messy and dirty and out of control. I couldn’t believe that women did this for years and years. Crazy, right?’


‘Crazy,’ Katie repeated. She placed her finger on the damp centre of the sheet. The contrasting shades of her skin and her blood; the metallic, maternal smell. ‘I used to be so embarrassed. I’d get up really early, lock myself in the bathroom, desperately doing this, except badly, because I didn’t know how. I was just – mortified. And then my mum found out and she was mortified that I felt that way. She’d always been so – you know – matter-of-fact and upfront about periods. Like she could stop me from feeling all that shame she’d felt, with her mum.’


A chain of women flashed into her head. Her mother, amber drop earrings and turquoise eyes. Her mother, long skirts with elasticated waistbands and arthritic fingers. Forever in her seventies, forever washing plates and bowls. 


‘Yes!’ Rosa exclaimed. ‘I know we go on about how hard and complicated it is being a grown-up, but I’m so, so glad to be over that bit. It all felt so unmanageable, so alien.’


‘That’s what crying feels like, too.’ Katie met her own face in the mirror above the sink. Her eyes, simultaneously swollen and sunken. Her skin, blotchy and slick with tears. ‘It’s a sick joke, right? You feel like shit and then crying makes you look like shit too. Or, you’ve just talked yourself, thought yourself into feeling better for this tiny moment, and then you start crying again whether you like it or not.’


‘But it’s normal. It’s all normal.’


‘I don’t want him to see me cry,’ Katie said.


‘What?’


‘On Friday. When I go over. Talking.’


Rosa nodded slowly. ‘I get that.’


‘I want to seem – I want to seem like I’ve got it under control. I don’t know why.’


‘Self-preservation.’ Rosa paused. ‘What do you want him to say?’


Do I want him to say it’s a mistake? Do I want him to say let’s not do this? Do I want him to cry to me? And if he does, what do I want to do then?


‘I don’t know.’


*


Friday. Katie’s finger was suspended over the buzzer. The keys rattled in her other hand. What a schism this had become, a stranger outside her own building. 


‘I’m outside,’ she said into the intercom. It felt pointless, and bizarre.


‘Come on up,’ he said back. It was artificially bright, she thought. Or was it artificial? His voice was clear like a bell.


Her heart was skipping frantically, and her stomach felt gripped as if in a vice. Dulled by days of writhing and painkillers and hot-water bottles and blood, so much blood. Sharpened by being here.


There were so many more ways of entangling your body with a partner’s than sex; there was sharing blood, and tears, and anxiety for the future. She had been so very terrified of talking to Chris about it; it had taken months, and when she finally found her way through the layers of angry shame, of course he hadn’t even heard of it. Endo – endo – what? he stuttered. But he had surprised her then, not only by his tender care each month but also by his throwing himself into reading and research, until he knew almost as much about it all as she did. He was angry for her, and with her, and he pushed their conversations into places she would have been embarrassed to take them on her own, and yes, perhaps it was part of that oh-so-Chris desire to map out the future, make it solid and predictable – but perhaps it was also his love for her laid bare, the desire to stop the one you adore from hurting.


His footsteps were heavy and deep as she waited at the door to the flat. She could picture precisely where he was at each moment, measured out on a mental floorplan.


But what was written on his face? What was he planning to say? A million lifetimes flashed before her, and each began with Chris undoing the horror of the past week with a word, a hug, a sob. How easy, how easy it would be.


And then the door opened, and he was there, his flesh that had been her flesh. The slight roundedness of his shoulders, which he was constantly trying to reshape in the gym, but which always hinted at the nervous schoolboy he had been. The hair she had buried her fingers and face in, which she knew would smell faintly of peppermint and eucalyptus. The dusting of stubble, the deep green eyes. A million lifetimes of love.


But immediately Chris’s stiff stance, his wary expression told her that this was the million-and-first lifetime, the walk across the bed of nails. How could a body that she had known so well now, already, be so separate? How could a greeting that had once been embraces, kisses, warmth, joy, now be this shaky awkwardness, this empty air? It was like she was looking at him from the bottom of a pool of water.


‘Shall we . . .’ he said awkwardly, and she realized she had been standing absolutely still. ‘Living room?’


‘Sure,’ she said, and her voice sounded like dead leaves.


She walked first, folded herself onto the sofa. It transported her instantly to the evening of its purchase, the irritable feet-dragging around a too-big furniture store. And then somewhere else again, hot nights lying on it, knotted bodies, falling to the floor. She picked helplessly at the fabric, and Chris nodded in recognition.


‘You can have it, if you want?’ he said.


‘What?’


‘The sofa. I mean, we should talk about all the joint stuff, I guess. But I’m – I’m moving in with someone from work, actually. Nat. And she’s already got a sofa, so . . .’


Chris sat down meticulously on the armchair opposite, and the stomach-weight that had been gradually fading since then rotated and shifted inside her. The armchair opposite, a hundred miles away. The armchair opposite, built for one. She blinked, feeling the slightly tacky mascara that she had applied through breath after rattly breath. Big eyes, he used to call her. If she could only make her eyes look beautiful enough, she could take this encounter down a different path. If she could only make him remember all the time before, he would kneel at her feet and cry onto her. If she could only be the Katie she had been, she could keep the thing she wasn’t sure she should. 


‘You’re moving in with a girl – a woman from work?’


‘Yeah. Nat. I mentioned at work, what’s happened, and it turns out her flatmate’s moving to Berlin. Some start-up thing, so . . .’


She felt a fizz of anger, and swallowed it.


‘Serendipity.’


‘Yeah. Her place is close to the office, actually, so . . .’


She flinched at the repeated trailing off. This was how it was, now? She was no longer deserving of the second halves of his sentences, his complete thoughts? She focused on his face instead. On Saturday it had morphed and crumpled, choking out thoughts that she had pushed firmly away whenever they surfaced, these past months. I don’t think we’re happy. I think we’ve grown apart. She had felt them but Chris had made them real, and she hated that he had done it first.


Now, though, Chris watched her with a mixture of anxiety and impassiveness.


‘And is Nat single, then?’ she said, spilling it out quickly so that she couldn’t stop herself.


‘Katie.’


‘Is she?’


‘It isn’t like that.’


‘Isn’t like what?’


Chris stared at her. She felt horribly aware of her own face.


‘This isn’t like – a me and Nat thing. There isn’t a me and Nat thing. We both need new housemates, and she’s in a two-bed. That’s it.’


That’s it. This is it. How can this be it? If I keep talking, something will shift. If I keep talking, you’ll remember how much more than a housemate I was, I am, I can be.


‘I’ve been crying all the time,’ she said. ‘All the time. It’s like a reflex or something. Like I’m allergic to the air. I have to keep hiding at work, locking myself in the toilets and things, and—’


‘Katie.’


She pressed her hands to her stomach, and she wondered if he knew what she meant. His eyes flickered with something like sympathy, and something like relief.


‘This isn’t right,’ she whispered.


And it wasn’t, was it? That she was sitting on their sofa in their home, crying now, of course she was bloody crying now. A week ago, if she had cried, this man would have comforted her. A week ago, if she had cried, they would already be skin to skin. He didn’t move.


‘I know it’s hard,’ he said. ‘But we talked about it all on Saturday. You know it’s what we need to do. It doesn’t mean that it hasn’t been amazing. But we’ve grown apart. We want different things. We’re – pulling on each other instead of, y’know, pulling together.’


‘But I do know what I want. I want you,’ she said simply, and unexpectedly. His lips made a pursing movement.


‘You don’t mean that.’


‘I do!’ she said ferociously. ‘Don’t – you can’t tell me what I want! You can’t tell me what’s right for me. You can’t . . .’


She was shaking.


‘I mean,’ he said, and his voice was unbearably precise, ‘you only want parts of me. We only want parts of each other. Staying together, now – it would be the easy thing. Not the right thing.’


And what’s wrong with easy, anyway, she thought? Who wouldn’t want their life to be easy, a calm skate across smooth surfaces? If they were characters in a game, a script, a play, she could push them together, wrap their arms around their trembling bodies, press them to taste each other’s sweat. They would lock together again and all those words wouldn’t matter, because they were two bodies and nine years of love and intimacy, and that couldn’t, couldn’t be undone.


Her eyes were closed, and his voice was gentle. ‘It’ll get easier.’


‘I don’t know what to do,’ she said. Drifting, like a plant at the bottom of the sea.


‘You’re such a strong person, Katie. You’ll be fine, you’ll see.’


Strength. Strength. Bitter strength. She was gritting her teeth in silent fury now. How dare he call her strong? The strength that had held him night after night, the strength that had talked him through the anxiety and the ambition and the imposter syndrome. You’re clever and brilliant, my darling, and all the more brilliant because you’ve worked so hard, you want it so much. The strength that she had poured out of herself and into him.


And him saying her name. It sounded different to how it had before.


‘We should sell the bed,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘The bed. eBay or whatever.’


He nodded. ‘Okay. I can sort that out.’


‘It’ll help with a deposit. On a new place, I mean.’


He nodded again and she hated him.


‘Do you know where you’re going to go?’ he said.


‘I’ll start looking this week.’


She wanted him to feel guilty. She wanted him to feel jealous. She wanted him to love her. She wanted to tell him she was leaving. She didn’t want to leave.


‘So Nat’s place is free in two weeks. If you’d like the flat to yourself ’til then, I can stay with friends. Either way, I’m happy to deal with the estate agent, serve notice, all that. Good job we’re on a rolling tenancy now, right?’


Good job.


‘Right. And no. That’s okay. I’d rather stay with the girls. The women.’


‘Sure.’


There was more after that, about furniture and boxes and dates and deposits, and when she left she tried reflexively to hug him, and his body felt a different size and shape to how it had before.


In the park around the corner she sat on a bench. In other parts of the city there were benches with views for miles. Yet the horizon from this one, surrounded by trees and sunken and damp, was the furthest of all. The world felt too large, far too large, and horrifying because of it.


She sobbed. Somewhere nearby, a child was screaming and the world was split open. An ice cream dropped on the ground? A grazed knee? The pedal boats packed away for the winter; a pigeon too close?


She clutched her bag to her chest. Inside, the sketchbook was nestled between her work folders and her purse. Her friends’ words, their own heartbreaks transformed into messages of resilience and hope. Hug hot-water bottles, hug pillows, hug people. She hugged the bag, and she willed her stomach to lighten, but it curled and clenched beneath her skin. 


‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’


Katie recoiled before realizing that the speaker was a grey-haired woman. She was wearing a navy duffel coat, and her face was etched with gentle concern. Katie wiped her sleeve over her face, feeling simultaneously childish and uncaring.


‘Yes, thanks. Just having a moment.’


The woman rummaged in her bag, and pulled out a miniature packet of tissues.


‘Never be without,’ she said as she handed them over. ‘Believe me. My dog died last month. It catches you short.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Katie said, wondering if she meant it.


‘Thanks. It’s getting better. Pear drop?’


Katie hesitated. The tangle in her stomach had so many different layers. The rigid refusal of food, the sensation that anything she ate would turn to concrete, sink her. The woman said go on, you’ll be surprised. Katie rolled the sweet around her mouth. The smell of nail varnish remover and sugar. Somehow, it shifted the focus of her head away from her stinging eyes and swollen mouth. Sweet-sour. The woman nodded with satisfaction.


‘Told you. Don’t ask me how, but it works. You can keep the tissues.’


‘Thanks,’ Katie said. ‘What kind of dog did you have?’


‘Oh, a mongrel. Bit of everything. Bloody nightmare, but he was the best.’


‘We always had dogs growing up. I miss them.’


‘Ah, they’re a lot of work though. You’re young, you want to be able to stay out all night, jet off at a moment’s notice.’


Katie half smiled. ‘Something like that.’





 


 


 



Tears



When you’re young, it’s easy to explain why you’re crying. I fell over. He pulled my hair. She took my toy.


When you’re older, it’s harder. There’s crying out of frustration, because you’ve pushed yourself to the precipice and it still isn’t enough. There’s crying out of desolation, because the view from that precipice is unbearably vast and unknowable. There’s crying out of imagination, because you are dreaming through a thousand different ways things could have been but aren’t, but won’t, but can’t.


There’s crying that takes you by surprise, crying which ambushes you like a tiger in public, at work, on the bus. There’s crying alone, in the dark, which feels bigger now than it ever did before.


Crying is multi-layered. When you cry your heartbreak – when you really, really cry it – then not only will you be appalled at the visceral nature of it, as though your body is a piece of fruit being peeled apart to bleed in the sunlight, but you will also hate yourself for crying in the very moment you sob. You will know, with each wail and wash of tears, that you are crying, not over war or terror or devastation or destruction, but over your own very private catastrophe. You will cry while telling yourself not to cry. You will cry while telling yourself this is not worth crying over.


But it is. Oh darling, it is.


Crying is ferociously human. Crying is chemical, biological, physical. Crying is connection. And crying will help you. Crying is a mining operation, an excavation of pain from the deep and a shuddering, juddering, shifting of it to the surface, where it can dissipate and cool. Let that slick of tears, that raw wail, that prickly heat happen. It is all inside you. Let it fury over and over again. In time, the storm will subside.


Until then, here’s what you need:




[image: Star image] Tissues – in your bag, your pockets, in your desk drawer, next to the bed.



[image: Star image] Wear makeup? Switch to the waterproof kind, as though every day is a wedding and a funeral. Carry wipes for when the tears beat your mascara.
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