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For Mum and Dad






2010

Victory is nigh.

I can feel it, taste it. In the next ten minutes, that trophy is mine.

We’re in the hall for the Year 11 awards assembly at Easington Roman Catholic High School. The blinds are drawn, and the air is thick with dust.

‘I Gotta Feeling’ by the Black Eyed Peas blasts from massive speakers whenever there’s a lull in proceedings. There’s even a photographer from the Easington Gazette.

Mr Hall, the headteacher, is on stage behind a little wooden podium, talking really, really loudly even though the mic is working. He’s already announced some of the lesser awards – the ones voted for by the other pupils. Like the one for the person most likely to become famous. (Rachel Stone, which is fair enough because she almost got through to judge’s houses on The X Factor.)

But now we’re onto the biggest award of the night.

Mr Hall holds up the trophy for the academic excellence award.

I squirm in my seat, a bag of nerves. It’s between me and Luke Priestly, I just know it is. Luke’s been the best at maths and science since Year 7. But I’m the best in the arts. I like all the arts. English, history, actual art. But it’s philosophy that I really love. If anything is going to win me that award, it’s how well I’ve done in philosophy.

I sit up straighter, like I used to do when I was little, and I’d balance a book on my head to practise being a princess for the day.

‘And the winner of the Easington High’s academic excellence award goes to…’ Mr Hall drums his hands on the little podium as his secretary passes him an envelope. He opens it as if we’re at the Oscars. I can’t take the tension anymore.

‘Well,’ he says. ‘This is an unprecedented situation. Completely unprecedented.’ I’m holding my breath. ‘It’s been awarded jointly. Alice King and Luke Priestly, come on up and collect your award!’

Hang on a second. What’s happening here? He definitely said Alice King. That’s me. I’m Alice King. But then he’d said Luke’s name too.

‘Come on, Alice! Luke!’ Mr Hall calls.

My breath catches. The sound of people clapping feels far away. I’m so full of everything that I think for one horrible second I’m going to have one of my funny turns.

Please.

Not now.

But then the packed hall comes back into focus, people are smiling at me and reminding me that I’ve done well. What a relief.

I stand on shaky legs and start shuffling my way along the row filled with my friends, heading in the direction the stage.

‘Well done, Alice!’ Ms Small, my philosophy and ethics teacher calls from the front row where she’s sat with the other teachers. I smile back, trying not to let the success go to my head.

So, I won it jointly with Luke. I still won. I won’t have to tell people that I won it jointly. I’ll just be able to say, ‘yes, I won the award for academic excellence’, there’s no need to qualify it.

These thoughts make me feel a lot better. I smile and wave some more.

I make my way up the steps to the stage. Luke is already there. He’s very scowly for a boy who has just won a trophy and some WHSmith book vouchers.

I try not to think about Luke and his scowls. Instead, as soon as my hands are on the trophy, I lift it up like it’s the World Cup, only stopping when I hear Luke snort out a mocking laugh behind me. I give him a dirty look.

‘Let’s get a picture of all the winners, shall we?’ The photographer from the Easington Gazette says.

‘Great idea.’ Mr Hall beams.

There’s a few minutes of chaos while the other winners make their way back onto the stage with their trophies. I’m about to ask Luke how we should go about drawing up our trophy rota but there’s no time. The photographer gestures for us to move to the front of the group, asks us to hold onto one side of the massive trophy each.

We’re front and centre. Luckily, I straightened my hair extra carefully this morning. Aunty Moira let me use her ghds and everything.

Luke looks like he hasn’t so much as looked at a hair brush this year. It’s so far forward at the front I’m amazed he can even see to walk. But still, there’s nothing to be done.

‘Say cheese!’ The photographer starts snapping away.

‘Come on, act like you like each other,’ he says, waving a hand over to me and Luke. We’re stood really far apart. And my arm is starting to ache from holding the trophy up.

I shuffle an inch closer. Luke doesn’t move. I notice that his school jumper is pulled over his hand so that you can only see the tips of his fingers where they’re curled around his half of the trophy. His black nail varnish is chipped.

‘That’ll do,’ the photographer sighs. He doesn’t look especially pleased with us and I assume that’s because of Luke scowling the whole time we were there. I was doing my biggest smile.

It’s important to be nice though, even when people aren’t nice to you. That’s what I was always taught at church. So, while everyone moves around us, I say ‘congratulations’ and stick out my hand for Luke to shake. I don’t exactly know what possesses me to do it, I don’t normally go around shaking people’s hands. But I’m almost an adult now and this seems like a sort of grown-up thing I’ll be expected to do.

Luke looks at my hand and frowns an even deeper frown, which I didn’t think was possible. I keep talking, my hand just hanging out in the space between us. ‘You can take the trophy first if you like,’ I say.

I pull away my hand because he obviously isn’t going to shake it, which is kind of rude.

‘The trophy’s shit,’ he says, brushing past me, heading for the stage steps.

The assembly is over and most of the teachers are dismissing their classes row by row.

The trophy’s shit? It doesn’t even make sense!

Luke is halfway down the steps but I need to say something back. To defend my trophy against this unprovoked attack.

‘Well, I think you’re shit!’ I call, irritated that I can’t think of a better comeback.

‘Language, Ms King!’ one of the teachers says and I wrinkle my nose, annoyed at the fact that I’m the one who got called out for swearing.

I huff out a breath, relax my shoulders like I’ve practised. I can’t let Luke ruin today for me.

Hopefully, once we leave school for good, I’ll never see or hear from Luke Priestly again.






Present Day PART ONE CHARLES



‘Love shouldn’t make you feel small.’








Chapter One

If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the past two hours, it’s this. It really doesn’t matter how crappy your life is. Bad hair will always make you feel… well… bad.

‘Sorry, but do you by any chance have any purple shampoo that I could buy, please?’ I look hopefully at Stephanie, apparent hairdresser extraordinaire, currently wielding some heavy-duty tongs around the back of my head.

I’m thinking that I can just wash it as soon as I get home. Get rid of the ringlets. And the funny colour. Purple shampoo isn’t a want, it’s a need at this stage.

‘You’re out of luck, Alice, pet. It’s V05 Smoothly Does It. Can’t beat it.’ She finishes another tight ringlet. Her final one.

‘Okay, well thank you anyway, it’s… really nice.’ This is a lie. But still, there’s no point in both of us feeling bad.

It had been Mum’s suggestion to get my hair done. According to her, a new do is guaranteed to make you forget about the fact that six weeks ago you caught your boyfriend getting frisky with someone who isn’t you.

Ex-boyfriend.

Charles had maintained that he didn’t regularly get down and dirty on the living room rug. The shag rug I should add. Shaggy by name, shaggy by nature. But seriously, can any relationship survive the sight of someone else’s finger up your boyfriend’s bum? Ours certainly hadn’t.

And so fresh out of the mother of all breakups, I find myself back in the former mining village I’d grown up in – Easington Colliery. I’m basically heartbroken and living in my childhood bedroom. The ghost of Vidal Sassoon himself couldn’t make me forget that.

Mum had forewarned me that Heavenly Head Hairdressers still didn’t take cards, so I pass Stephanie £30 cash, panicking about the fact that I really don’t have £30 spare. The only faint silver lining of this morning is that with Easington prices being decidedly on the cheaper side of things, the new do only costs me £28. Still, it’s possibly my first cash-based transaction of the last half decade. ‘No, honestly, keep it,’ I tell Stephanie as she tries to hand me my change. ‘You did such a good job,’ I finish, because I’m British and so I will take these ringlets to my grave before I admit my true feelings on the matter.

And really, brassy (read orange) curls should be the least of my worries. It’s just that in the part of the stories where everything finally starts to go right, the heroine never, ever has bad hair. Even if she’s been stuck in an unexpected downpour or some other freak weather phenomenon, it’s always plastered to her face in an artful sort of a way. Stephanie has applied so much hairspray to my curls, I doubt that even an actual monsoon would cause them to budge.

Keen to escape a building with quite so many mirrors, I set off back home, walking slowly down the red-brick terraced streets towards Mum and Dad’s house. I skirt around a worn sofa by the kerb, doing my best to blink away the tears that always seem to come when I’m alone.

It’s when I’m on my own that I feel this overwhelming sense of hopelessness. Like the swell of a wave pushing upwards inside me.

Six weeks ago, I had a boyfriend, a job, a whole future in London.

And now I have none of those things.

I have to stop for a second to rest my head against a crumbling brick wall, the perimeter of someone’s yard. Close my eyes tight against the world. Maybe it would just be easier if I expired round the back of a row of Victorian terraces.

What would my obituary read?

Alice King, found dead in the Easington gutter.

Am I even important enough for an obituary? Unlikely.

At this point, it’s doubtful that I’d even be able to afford a funeral plan. Mum and Dad seem to get a daily flyer pushed through the letter box about them. They’re crazy expensive. Do we still have pauper’s graves anymore? Maybe I’d end up in one of them.

I push away from the wall, deciding against a gutter-based death, sternly reminding myself that aside from those old couples who die within days of each other, no one actually goes from a broken heart. And I would know. I’ve googled it.



Mum and Dad’s house is one of those two-bed terraces that you sometimes see getting done up on Homes Under the Hammer. They’ve lived here the whole of their married lives. It’s two doors down from where Nana and Grandad used to live, and my Aunty Moira is across the road. Basically, we Kings haven’t so much as conquered a country, but we do rule over a small section of this here terraced street.

And if the thought of my ruling anything isn’t farcical enough, I can’t even claim a bit of the street. I left for university when I was eighteen and had never come back for more than a quick visit. Not until six weeks ago.

‘I’m home!’ I call, slamming the front door.

‘Hi, pet,’ Dad says as I come through into the front room. He’s watching Bargain Hunt, from his designated armchair. It’s one of those American-type ones where you pull a lever, and a footrest pops out. Like the one Joey had. It’s older than me.

I’m braced for him to say something about my hair as I perch on the chair’s arm and watch as the red team makes a tidy profit of £3. This past month and a half I’ve watched enough daytime TV to make my eyeballs bleed. Approximately no one is made to feel better about their prospects hearing the Loose Women complain about the decline of the fish knife.

He pulls me in for a sideways hug without even breaking his glance from the screen.

‘Is that you, Alice?’ Mum calls.

I reluctantly follow her voice through the dining room and into the kitchen. If we were rich, you’d call the layout of downstairs ‘open plan’. But we’re not rich, so ‘mostly one room’ just about covers it instead. The kitchen’s a sort of wonky extension at the back of the house, eating up fifty percent of our yard.

Nothing about it has changed since I was a little girl. The decor is like a dysfunctional game of Jumanji – if the only things to emerge from the vortex were pine cupboards.

The smoke alarm makes a half-hearted beep as Mum wafts at the air with a tea towel. It always gets like this when she has her frying pan out. Which is at all times. She said once that she’d be buried with that pan and I’m not exactly sure that she was joking. Now she’s shaking it on top of the old gas hob that’s liable to kill us all in our sleep one day. Spam fritters hiss and spit from the blackened pan, shooting flecks of hot oil into the air. A scorching drop lands on my arm, and I retreat.

‘It’s bad, isn’t it?’ I ask. ‘The hair.’

Doubtfully, Mum looks at the top of my head. ‘Is that… what you asked for?’ she asks.

‘I’m not sure. I think I said the word “ash”, but I can’t be certain.’

And I really can’t. It’d be just like me to ask for the wrong thing.

She peers a bit more.

‘Well, I don’t suppose it matters. You’d look like a super model in a bin bag. Naomi Campbell or what’s her face,’ she gesticulates with the spatula, ‘with the legs.’

Naomi Campbell seems an unlikely comparison. I’m pasty, only two inches taller than mum and my natural hair colour is dark blonde. Or at least I think it is. I haven’t seen it since some point in the late 2000s. Charles once said that my face was ‘unusual’. Which I think is code for ‘your eyes are too far apart’.

‘At this rate, I’ll be resorting to bin bags,’ I sniff.

‘Still no luck on the job front?’

‘Nope.’ I peer down at the floor miserably. Easington isn’t exactly a hive of economic activity. The last success story we churned out was Billy Elliot. And he isn’t even real.

‘I’m sure if you just told people you’d been to university in London—’

I shake my head miserably. Barely completing exactly one year of a philosophy degree a decade ago really doesn’t open many doors. Especially in Easington where there are so few doors to start with.

If I think about it too much, I start to get a stress rash.

I just don’t exactly know what I want to do. Years ago, I had a plan. Go to university, get a job in philosophy, meet the love of my life. Wham, bam, thank you ma’am.

Except, university in London was hard. Way harder than I’d expected. I was a little fish in a capital city-sized pond.

At least in Easington I’d made the front page of the Gazette once. Mum and Dad still have the picture; it’s framed on the mantelpiece taunting me about how much potential I used to have.

I wonder what Luke Priestly is up to these days.

Probably not dodging spam fritter fat in his mum’s kitchen.

After I’d just scraped through my first year at university, I’d taken a summer temp job as an admin assistant at the head offices of Beck Health Cafés Incorporated. A chain of meat-free, dairy-free, gluten-free, wholefood cafés across London.

It was maybe half an hour after I met him that I realized I was in love with Charles, my new boss. He’d smiled at me and put his hand on the back of my office chair, and… I was gone.

I never went back to university after that summer. Instead, I just stayed working for Charles’s company for most of the last decade, thinking that achieving fifty per cent of your life goals isn’t too shabby. But here’s the thing, breaking up with your boss leaves you sad and poor.

I’ve been wallowing in these less than happy memories for a fair few minutes. When I look up, Mum is staring at me, the fritters abandoned. ‘It’s just that I’m not exactly an appealing prospect,’ I tell her. ‘I don’t have much experience beyond working for Charles. And, well…’ I trail off.

Mum’s lips press into a thin line. Same as they always do whenever Charles is mentioned. She makes a noise somewhere between a hum and a growl and returns to the fritters, flipping them like they’ve personally wronged her.

‘That man really is a… a… pillock.’

Obviously, I’d spared Mum and Dad the more sordid details of our separation. Because no one wants to be responsible for explaining about the male G-spot to their parents. Being cheated on is humiliating enough.

‘Agreed. Pillock.’ Another sniff. ‘Can we talk about something else?’

‘I know!’ Mum declares in her best I-will-cheer-you-up-if-it-kills-me voice, ‘Why don’t you go to Durham tomorrow? You could get something new to wear for your birthday.’

I get that odd sense of déjà vu. I’m almost certain that Mum said the exact same thing to sixteen-year-old me. It makes me wince.

And even if I am ridiculously grateful to them for taking me back, letting me live here rent-free, I really, with every fibre of my being, wish we weren’t acknowledging me turning thirty in two days’ time.

Thank God I put my foot down about a party.

And I absolutely cannot afford a dress.

Mum carries on. ‘And are you sure you don’t want to invite a friend? It doesn’t seem right, spending your birthday with just us lot. They could stay in your room now that it has a double bed.’

Mum is ignoring the fact that the room itself remains frozen in time. There are statement fairy lights. There’s a Barack Obama campaign poster pinned to the wall, and the complete box set of Hannah Montana on the small window ledge. There’s my cork board, every inch covered with faded quotes from my favourite philosophers.

Plus the new bed’s hostile land grab has left approximately one square inch of available floor space. Adding a whole other human into the mix would be tantamount to anarchy.

‘So, what do you reckon?’ Mum asks.

‘About Durham?’

‘No! About inviting a friend?’

A self-conscious shuffle ensues. From me, not Mum.

‘I’d rather it just be a family thing, if that’s okay?’

There’s also the small matter of the fact that it turns out that most of my friends were actually Charles’s friends, aside from Gabby who now lives several thousand miles and a fair few time zones away.

‘All right…’ Mum speaks slowly as she gives the frying pan a good shake. ‘Well, how about Durham tomorrow?’

The desire to do something, anything to erase the heavy feeling that settles over me makes me agree.

Sure. Why not? I can’t afford a dress, but maybe I could get some purple shampoo at least.

I tell Mum I’ll go.

She’s beside herself with happiness.

‘I just know you’ll have a brilliant day.’

Mum serves up Dad’s food. All carbs and variants of fat. She carries it through to him, so that he can eat in front of the telly. Dad last used the dining table at some point in the 1980s.

And to think that I ended up in the world of wholefoods. I half consider taking a picture and sending it to Charles. Imagining screaming Hasta la vista, baby! as the picture lands and he goes down clutching his chest at the dearth of micronutrients on Dad’s plate.

The gradual unravelling of my mind must be on full display. I can’t be certain I didn’t mouth the whole Terminator line.

Mum reaches out to squeeze my arm and it’s all just a little bit sadder than it was a few seconds ago. ‘You know, Alice… everything will be all right in the end.’ I look at her face, searching for any sign that she really believes this. Her eyes don’t even flicker.

I pass back through the dining room and the front room on my way to the stairs, suddenly heavy and desperate to be alone again.

‘I’ll be upstairs if you need me,’ I tell my parents from the doorway to the front room.

Dad’s words follow me up the stairs.

‘Bloody hell, Alice. What have you gone and done to your hair?’






Chapter Two

The next morning, I wake up feeling mildly brighter. Heartbreak really does produce a maelstrom of feeling from the arse-end of the emotional spectrum. Charles would say I was ‘big on emotions’. I didn’t always agree but right now I see his point: amplified misery is no fun at all.

At least I have an actual semblance of a plan today that does not involve wearing my dressing gown until 4 p.m. and weeping snottily on Mum’s shoulder.

Still, I don’t move. Reluctant to acknowledge just how nervous I am at the prospect of going somewhere on my own.

I feel for my phone, swiping open Instagram. Like those people who leap from mountains in little webbed suits, I’m on Charles’s profile before my brain can say, ‘bad idea’.

As usual, my stomach squeezes at the sight of him. Ice blonde hair, not a strand out of place. It’s hard to marry up the images with the man who ate cashew nuts out of my belly button on our third date. There’s Charles completing a triathlon. Charles in his suit under the entrance of the new office headquarters. Charles at the latest Michelin-starred restaurant. The latest hip nightclub.

Charles has always been a commanding presence. Like how Ragnar Lothbrok might have looked had he been alive at the same time as Armani suits. But then running your own company at twenty-two would give anyone a fair old wedge of ego. Still, it’s like Charles took the Charlie I started dating when I was nineteen and buried him deep in the yard. It’s impossible not to question whether Charlie ever really existed. Like Big Foot. Or Jesus.

My philosopher quote cork board is pinned on the wall adjacent to the bed. I’m sure it’s mocking me. A post-it-note with Aristotle’s ‘We are what we repeatedly do’ catches my eye. Teenage me had underlined it three times as a reminder to always be nice. Adult me thinks that if we are what we do, I should be one giant teardrop by now.

Actually, staying locked in my room begins to hold little appeal.

I drag myself out of bed. That is, I stuff myself into the tiny slither of space between bed and wall and shimmy on down to pull some clothes out of my wardrobe. I haven’t bothered to unpack properly and so am rotating the same few outfits on a daily basis. Most of my earthly belongings are still in suitcases, stuffed under the bed where they compete in a war of attrition with random teenage junk for floor space.

I blindly pull out some jeans, an old jumper and a handbag the size of a small country, before pulling my now erratic ringlets into a messy knot on the top of my head.

Standing still in front of the mirrored wardrobe at the end of the bed, I hardly even recognize myself. Which is ridiculous, because this is very me. Instead of wearing my heartbreak on my sleeve, I’m wearing it head to toe. I’m dripping in it. My skin is grey and my eyes are being propped up by dark purple bags. I’m heroin chic without the chic (or the heroin for that matter).

And my hair is still awful.



‘That’s a big handbag!’ Mum smiles as I enter the kitchen. She not so subtly flings a tea towel over a bowl, but there’s cake batter dripping from the whisk in her hand, which kind of gives the game away. A kernel of warmth worms its way into my cold dead heart.

‘Happy birthday eve,’ she says. Which I didn’t think was a thing. But still, I smile and say thank you.

‘What are you up to today?’ I ask as I start pulling out blueberries, bananas, oat milk, basically everything I need for my breakfast smoothie.

‘Taking your nan to the Welcome Centre,’ Mum shouts over the whizz of the blender. ‘They have a special on Friday – prawn sandwiches.’ I stop blending just in time for her to yell the ‘prawn sandwiches’ bit while I’m decanting my purple goo into a glass.

‘Part of their OAP meal deal,’ she finishes off as I drink my smoothie. Pretending not to see Mum sliding the whisk under the tea towel.

The Welcome Centre is Easington’s community centre slash charity venue. It’s a sort of one-stop shop for any and all village activity.

I take another sip.

‘I wish you’d eat more than those soup things, pet. You’re too skinny. Some proper food would see you right. Shall I make you a bacon sandwich? I did your dad one earlier.’

It was confusing growing up with Mum metaphorically and physically chained to the kitchen, responding to Dad’s every culinary whim. Not that Dad particularly had many whims, but he was very much the man of the house. It had bothered me as a teenager. But now, at almost thirty (even if I don’t want to think about it), it doesn’t bother me quite so much. Honestly, she seems really happy. I wonder these days what that must feel like.

‘Thanks, but I’m fine. I like smoothies.’

And I do, mostly. But also old habits die hard. Charles was a mega fan of the smoothie.

I sip some more at my breakfast, playing for time. Staring off into the middle distance.

‘Your dad and me could lend you some money, if that’s the problem.’ Mum is frowning at me as she speaks, worry etched into the lines of her face. Though it’s equally possible that she just wants to finish her clandestine cake in peace.

‘I’m not taking your money.’ I feel every inch the almost thirty-year-old who’s moved back in with her parents. Mum is a part-time dinner lady and Dad is Easington’s third highest-rated plumber according to ratemytrade.com. Growing up, we never had much money. I remember the year the roof needed doing, how stressful it was. How precarious our situation felt. I hated it then. And I hate that I’m back in that position now, with only some meagre savings left in my bank account. I might not be penniless, but I’m definitely poor.

It doesn’t feel like quite the distinction I’d like it to be.

‘I really do think it’ll do you good to get out, Alice.’

I guess this is it, then. Poor or not, I’m going.



Nowhere is particularly far in Easington Colliery. There’s the main road through the village, optimistically named Sunshine Road and comprising of a butcher’s, a pizza takeaway, a café and the hairdressers. There’s row upon row of terraced streets branching off from it. As a general rule, there’s about as many pubs as there are houses.

I’m waiting at the bus stop trying to burrow as far into my big coat as humanly possible. You can see the North Sea from here, its proximity ensuring that there’s always at least a cool breeze. Heatwaves simply do not reach Easington, even in the summer. Now that it’s November, it’s positively arctic. My skin pebbles underneath many a layer. At least the hat I’ve pulled on hides the Great Hair Disaster of yesterday.

From behind my coat collar I stare off at the horizon. At the vast expanse of the murky sky and even murkier sea thinking that actually, it does all seem a bit pointless. And what do you know? I’m a nihilist now.

Really, there’s only so long a person can stand silently crying at the sea, so I’m all but ready to abandon Mum’s quest when hope arrives in the form of an old man with a Zimmer frame. I watch as he makes his way slowly towards the bus stop. This is good news. Old people are of one mind when it comes to bus timetables aren’t they? Like the Borg. One must be imminent.

‘Hi, pet,’ he wheezes white knuckling his Zimmer frame.

‘Hi,’ I say, making it sound like more of a question.

‘Alice, isn’t it?’

I take a step back, startled.

‘Yep, that’s me. Sorry.’

‘What you sorry for?’

I don’t actually know.

‘You might remember me as Mr Hall.’ He gasps the words out.

‘No way! Mr Hall from Easington High?’

Mr Hall does a soft chuckle. ‘That’s me. You can call me Peter, or Pete.’

I think of my last vivid memory of Pete… no, it’s too weird. He’s Mr Hall. At the school awards ceremony. He’d been so full of life, dad dancing to the music and being all over the top about the awards. He’d been old then. Maybe I hadn’t quite realized just how old.

This version hardly looks like the same person. He pauses to cough, a full-body hacking cough that has so much force behind it, I’m amazed he doesn’t dislodge a lung.

‘I never forget one of my own. Especially not one as bright as you,’ he continues, once the panting and wheezing has stopped. I’m seconds away from declaring a medical emergency.

I choose to ignore the reminder that I’d once had so much promise, instead asking, ‘Are you okay?’ as the hiss of a bus approaches.

‘Lungs are giving out,’ he says, patting his chest.

The doors of the bus clunk open and I step on backwards, still not entirely sure that Mr Hall isn’t about to keel over and die on the pavement. Once he follows behind me, breathing relatively normally, I relax.

I’d really rather not have to get the bus. Not that I have anything against buses, it’s just that they take ten times as long to get anywhere. It’s almost an hour to Durham.

Part of me wishes that Mum and Dad hadn’t instilled quite such a fear of credit when I was younger. It still haunts me to this day and it means that I’ll be able to afford to a car round about never.

I plonk down in the first spare seat. Despite the smoothie I’m already hungry. Maybe I’ll go to a café once my shampoo-based quest is over. I’m sure that Durham will have somewhere that sells wholefoods.

I’m startled to find my old head teacher making himself comfortable in the seat next to me when there’s a whole half a bus of seats free. No one voluntarily sat next to anyone in London.

Honestly, he’s a little closer than I’d like. Personal boundaries are something of a foreign concept in Easington. A bit like wild swimming.

For obvious reasons, I keep my hat on.

‘Did I hear someone say you had some right posh fella down in London and it went a bit badly?’ Mr Hall says.

The news that I’m being gossiped about isn’t as surprising as it should be. Everyone knows everyone’s business in Easington. ‘Sorry, yes.’

Mr Hall looks at me. ‘Doesn’t do to dwell on these things.’

Clearly I do not look like a woman who’s particularly coping with her new lot in life.

And instead of setting any sort of a personal boundary, I find myself giving Mr Hall a very PG-rated version of the end of my relationship with Charles. The version where I’d caught him cheating and then he’d finished with me and chucked me out of his flat.

‘Well, he sounds like a right numpty,’ is Mr Hall’s summation of the sorry tale. ‘You were always going to do great things, Alice. A teacher can tell.’ He taps the side of his nose.

I manage a faint shrug, sitting back against my seat and letting Mr Hall do most of the conversational heavy lifting. No short ask for a man with significant oxygen requirements.



‘Next stop Durham Central!’ shouts the driver and I practically leap out of my seat to ring the little buzzer.

‘Once will do!’ chastises the driver as my thumb pauses its rather forceful press.

‘Aren’t you getting off?’ I ask Mr Hall. There’s something odd about chatting to your old head teacher as if you’re equals. Even when you’re both adults, it’s still weird.

I now know that Mr Hall is a Newcastle United supporter, a widower and a dumpling lover. His daughter is his carer and he feels guilty about holding her back in life. I could have a good bash at ghostwriting his autobiography.

‘I just come along for the ride,’ he replies even though the B1283 isn’t exactly what you’d call scenic.

‘Okay, well enjoy the return trip.’

‘Will do, it’s my favourite direction. You have a good day now, Alice.’

The doors clunk open and I climb off the bus. Mr Hall waves to me as it pulls away and I hold up my hand back, feeling suddenly disorientated at the loss of his company.

Durham is everything I remember it to be. Quaint. Old. There’s even bunting across the streets. The roads are cobbled because it’s too fancy here for tarmac.

I Google Maps the Boots and hurry on. There are people everywhere and maybe I’m paranoid but I get an odd sense that they’re all looking at me. I feel around the edges of my hat. Nope, it’s not my hair. That’s still firmly hidden.

Wow, there really are a lot of people here.

A bead of sweat works its way down my spine and my legs feel tingly. I will them forward. I’ve pinned all my hopes on feeling better once I get something to rectify the damage to my hair. I mean, my life might be atrocious but maybe my highlights can be saved.

Pushing through the chemist’s doors, I try not to compare them to heavenly gates because that would make me insane. Heading to the hair section, there’s a whole section for toners. I’m Frodo and the bottles promising ash hues are my Ring. We’re drawn to one another.

If anyone clocks me having an out-of-body experience in the middle of Boots they don’t let on. Though I notice that I’m being given a rather wide berth. Then again, my personal hygiene hasn’t been what it ought to have these last few weeks.

My loose plan to buy toner and then find a café starts to seem vaguely aspirational based on the difficulty I have deciding which purple bottle to buy. After spending way longer than anyone should in the shampoo aisle, I grab the cheapest one and make a quick getaway.

In the queue, I try to make eye contact with precisely no one. I rummage around in my bag searching for my phone and then my hands are acting on autopilot, swiping open Instagram for my hourly Charles stalk. Honestly, I don’t know why I do it. If I was watching me on a TV programme, I’d be screeching, ‘Don’t do it you tool!’ at the telly.

And yet here I am.

Tool.

I watch as the screen fills with little Charles-based squares.

There’s a new one.

My chest lurches.

You’re mine #whenyouknowyouknow

There’s Charles and the other woman, their heads pushed together for a selfie. Their smiles so white, I’m half dazzled.

You’re mine.

Charles said the same thing to me. Over and over again.

You’re mine you know?

It’s like you were made for me.

No one else knows me like you do.

I feel sick.

It had always felt so good when he’d said it. But it was obviously an empty promise. Or else a threat. Because six and a bit weeks after we split up, Charles is using the very same line to social media announce that he’s with someone else.

Ophelia. I recognize her from the shaggy rug. I try not to think where her fingers have been. She’s bright-eyed and glossy-haired. Like those dogs with excellent fur that always seem to think they’re better than the other dogs. An Afghan hound. That’s it. She’s like a sexy Afghan hound.

I click on her profile. There are several pictures of them together. Hashtag couple goals.

Charles is meant to hate couple photos, and yet Ophelia’s profile is overflowing with them. At the top of the Shard, eating sushi at Nobu. There’s a stabby feeling in my stomach.

#datenight #treatyoself

Ophelia poses seductively with an edamame bean between her lips.

I check the original photo. They’ve uploaded them at the same time. An hour ago. I’m still standing in the queue but everything seems to get darker, as though the world might be ending. My world. It’s there in the sicky feeling you get at the back of your throat before you puke. The way my hands are shaking. Something terrible is about to happen. I don’t know how I know, but I definitely do.

I look about. No one else seems to have noticed the imminent apocalypse.

‘Next please!’ I hear over the ringing in my ears.

But I don’t move.

‘I said, next please!’

‘Are you going to pay?’ the man in the queue behind me asks.

I feel my feet moving.

And then my hands, passing over the lone bottle of purple toner.

‘You’ll need to put in your PIN, pet. Contactless has been hit and miss all morning.’ The cashier’s voice is far away.

‘Okay.’ I put my card into the reader and enter what I think is my new PIN number. Except I don’t feel good. And right now, who the fuck cares about shampoo when the world is spinning?

‘Declined.’

I look up. See the cashier frowning at me. Her badge says, ‘Hello, I’m Barbara’.

‘Okay. Let me think.’

I have another go.

‘Same again. Do you have another card?’

‘No. I’m forgetful. It’s new.’ My voice doesn’t sound right.

‘I’m sorry, pet.’ And Barbara does look sorry. Perhaps she too has fallen foul of the love of her life and had to live out her days with orange hair.

‘What do I do now?’ I whimper, mortified at the fact that I’m apparently mere moments away from weeping.

Time ceases to have any meaning as I stare at the card reader. Millennia pass, an epoch. I expect to look up and see that humans are extinct and fungi have taken over the world.

‘Alice? Alice King?’ Someone calls my name from the queue behind me.

I glance back wondering who has caught me now, at a time like this.

‘Alice?’ A figure I vaguely recognize is pushing his way to the front of the queue.

‘Would you mind stepping aside?’ Barbara suggests, ever so gently. ‘I’ll keep your shampoo here, shall I?’ She shifts the box across the counter. ‘In case you remember the PIN?’ Barbara looks doubtful.

‘Yes. Thank you.’ I nod through the haze of humiliation.

The man that I clearly should know, but don’t recognize, stares down at me.

‘I almost didn’t recognize you,’ he says. I assume he means that I look significantly worse now than whenever he last saw me. Which would not be a surprise.

I manage to gather myself, feeling slightly less dazed. ‘I’m sorry, but… do we know each other?’

He’s tall with dark hair swept to the side, features marred by a slightly angry expression. I want to run away and live out my days in the Alaskan wilderness.

‘It’s Luke. Luke Priestly.’ His frown deepens.

No! Surely not. ‘Emo Luke?’ I blurt.

‘Apparently so.’ His jaw twitches. I’m being rude.

‘Sorry, it’s just that I was literally thinking about you yesterday. And Mr Hall…’ I’m shaking, and I’m not making a lot of sense. Luke frowns and I realize how odd this whole thing sounds, seeing as I haven’t seen in him over a decade. I hurry on, ‘I just didn’t recognize you without the eyeliner. And you’ve grown, like… a lot.’

‘That tends to happen when… people grow up.’ His lip twitches.

This is the Luke who was on the front page of the Easington Gazette with me. Right here, in Boots. I haven’t seen him in (I quickly do the maths in my head) fourteen years. Not since he went to a different sixth form.

School Luke was not exactly known for his sunny disposition. Not just because he wore black nail varnish. He had long hair and his nickname was Professor Snape. Teenagerhood is a cruel beast.

I massage my temples. Today is an onslaught from the past. Honestly, it’s a lot.

‘I didn’t realize you lived around here,’ he says. I wonder briefly why Luke is talking to me when everything about his body language, tone and – actually his entire demeanour – suggests he would really rather not.

‘I don’t. I mean, I didn’t. I do now.’ Six weeks holed up in my teenage bedroom and, clearly, I’ve forgot how to interact with people.

‘Excuse me, Miss, would you like this or not?’ A spotty teenager has replaced Barbara at the till and is waving my lone bottle of toner at me.

‘I don’t think I can remember my PIN. I’ll get it next time.’ There’s no way I’m having another go in front of Luke.

‘I can help you out?’ Luke fixes me with the stare of a parent sick of telling an errant toddler to put their shoes on. I will defend these orange highlights with my life rather than take money from this man.

The teenager looks between us. ‘Look, is one of you paying this £3.74 or what?’

Seriously, where is a nuclear holocaust when you need one? What I wouldn’t give to be a silhouette on the floor right about now.

But before I can implore God for an end to humanity, Luke has handed over the bottle of moisturizer he was here to buy, inserted his card and PIN and now the teenager is shouting, ‘Next please.’ Luke hands me the bottle of toner.

We exit the queue. I feel irrationally annoyed at being cast into the damsel in distress role. Even though I am a damsel and distress is basically my personality type.

I fight down the annoyance. Luke was just trying to be nice. It’d be just like me to make him feel bad for it.

‘I couldn’t remember my PIN. It’s not that I don’t have £3.74. I forget stuff all the time.’ I twist round to whisper to Luke.

‘You’re welcome,’ he replies stiffly, pushing the door open with his shoulder and gesturing me through before him. The man must have taken some sort of a growth hormone. He’s much taller than I remember.

I frown. ‘Well, I didn’t ask you to pay.’ See, horrible.

Luke looks a bit alarmed and I can see that, objectively, it does suck to be him. Imagine popping to Boots, trying to do a good deed for someone you knew at school, only to find that she’s unhinged and crying at you for paying for her shampoo.

I’m now full-on sweating, despite the November wind whipping through the streets. The band of my woolly hat is stuck to my forehead.

‘I’m sorry. I… I… really have to go.’ My voice breaks as I turn and run. Wishing I’d had the presence of mind to give Luke the toner back before I took off. Alas I did not and now I can feel it rolling around in my giant handbag.

I keep moving, rushing towards the bus stop, all thoughts of sustenance abandoned quicker than you can say ‘panic attack’. At least there’s a bus right ahead.

‘Alice, wait!’ I hear a voice call from behind me.

Luke.

‘Sorry,’ I cry, fishing around my chasm of a bag for the toner and waving the bottle above my head. ‘Thanks for the shampoo.’ I have basically just robbed the man of £3.74. I’ll find a way to pay him back… I can’t be indebted to him.

I dive into the bus’s open doors, slamming my stupid card on the stupid card reader.

‘Single to Easington, please,’ I pant.

The machine beeps and I stagger forward.

‘Same please, mate,’ Luke says behind me. Distinctly not sounding like he’s just summited Everest.

‘What are you doing?’ I round on him in the tiny bit of space by the ticket machine.

He rubs the back of his neck with his hand, looking uncomfortable. ‘I’m… getting the bus.’

I frown at him.

‘You live in Easington?’ My hands are on my hips and my hat is low on my head. I’m the embodiment of unhinged.

‘Mum and Dad do, I have a flat in Durham. But…’ He pauses, glancing into the bowels of the bus where every single person is watching us with rapt attention. Mr Hall is there, leaned so far forward in his seat, he’s at risk of toppling off it. Honestly? Are my life’s myriad small humiliations merely a spectacle for other people? ‘Look, I wanted to check that you were okay,’ he mutters.

I take a breath out slowly. Realising that yelling at Luke for essentially being a nice person is not going to make me feel good about myself. I drop my voice to an almost whisper.

‘I’m sorry about all of that back there. But you really… honestly… you don’t need to follow me home. I can transfer you the money. What’s your PayPal?’

Luke returns my whisper. ‘It’s not just that. It’s a Friday. I always stay at Mum and Dad’s on a Friday… but my car is in the garage.’

I attempt a dignified nod.

‘Right. I see. Okay, well, great…’ I make a sharp turn away from him. ‘Mr Hall!’ I cry out, as though he’s my long-lost love, finally returned from war. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘All right, Alice pet. Thought I’d do another round trip. By the by, is that Luke Priestly? It’s quite the little reunion we’re having here!’ He smiles as I sit next to him, and I realize that I’m a terrible human. Luke does one firm nod and then sits a couple of rows back from us.

He’s being rude, if you ask me.

‘You feeling okay, pet?’ Mr Hall asks.

There’s absolutely no way that I’m about to give Mr Hall the rundown of what will henceforth live in my mind as the Great Boots Debacle. There’s just no way to spin the fact that I discovered that Charles has a new girlfriend, the woman from the shaggy rug, and that the whole thing made me feel like the world was ending, causing me to forget my new PIN and peg it through the streets of Durham, fleeing the man I once co-won an award with.

Not with Luke in earshot at any rate.

Instead, I say, ‘Why, yes, Mr Hall, very good thank you,’ which makes me feel like I might have clawed back a modicum of dignity. That is until Mr Hall says loudly, ‘I was hoping you were having a nice day. It’s awful hard getting over a bad break-up.’

I’m starting to think that the world having ended when I expected it to would have been a kindness. To me at least.






Chapter Three

There’s something to be said about not caring what you look like while you’re alone in your bedroom. But then there’s also something to the fact that running into a handsome old acquaintance will make your questionable fashion choices all the more questionable.

I tug my hat further down on my head.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask eventually, in a huff of frustration. It’s actually very challenging, storming away from someone as they continue to walk next to you.

‘Going this way.’ He nods towards the far end of the main street, less than half a mile away, and the meagre collection of shops there.

‘I’m going that way,’ I tell Luke. Because I actually cannot go home yet. Mum probably hasn’t even iced the secret cake.

‘Okay,’ he replies. He’s wearing a sort of lumberjack jacket with a fleecy collar and his cheeks are rosy from the cold.

Neither of us speaks as we continue to march. The awkwardness of our silence is deafening.

I cave first. ‘Where are you going?’ I ask, speeding up.

‘For lunch.’ Luke matches my pace.

‘That’s what I’m doing too.’ I’m out of breath again. I think we’re in a race but I can’t be sure. I speed up again.

‘Okay.’ Luke matches my pace easily.

We continue to walk, potentially looking like those athletes who took up fast walking as a sport. I’m no longer sure I know what’s going on. The toner rolls around in my giant bag. We can’t go to a café together. That would be ridiculous.

‘We don’t have to eat together,’ Luke says.

‘No, honestly, I’d be totally fine eating together,’ I lie. ‘It’s just that I’m not sure I’ll be the best company. I’m probably going to cry at some point in the next hour so—’

Luke chooses to ignore my happy prediction. ‘Okay, fine.’

‘Fine.’ I nod. Unsure, exactly how we’ve arrived at this situation.

We walk in strained silence, passing the butchers and Bambinos – the local pizza takeaway – before we reach Star Bucks café.

I’d wondered, as a teenager, when the owners of Star Bucks had slapped a load of green paint on the sign and given themselves the new name, whether they were worried about being sued by actual Starbucks. But it turns out that no one from the real deal either knows or cares that there’s a rundown café in Easington ripping off their brand. And anyway, the now cracked green paint is the only thing linking the international conglomerate with this three-star hygiene rating, belly buster bap serving local café.

And yet, Luke and I both slow to a stop outside the entrance. Because there is a tacit agreement that we come to Star’s. Not because it has a particularly good bean of coffee, but because there are no other options.

Luke pushes the door and gestures for me to head inside, meaning that I have to duck under his arm. Silly tall men with their silly height.

‘You here for the special? Liver and onion,’ a bored waitress says, chewing gum.

‘Am I okay to look at the menu instead?’ I ask, because a serving of grey liver is absolutely not going to make today a better day.

She passes us two laminated menus.

‘What if I’d actually wanted some liver?’ Luke asks from behind me.

‘Then by all means, don’t deprive yourself on my account.’

Luke raises one eyebrow but says nothing.

Inside, Star Bucks hasn’t changed – possibly in living memory. There are copious amounts of pine. Pine panelling. Pine tables. The chairs are pine. The café is long and narrow, so if you’re seated towards the back – where Luke and I end up – it’s like hovering on the perimeter of a black hole.

‘Good spot for vampires,’ I mutter, settling down into a seat that feels distinctly… sticky.

‘Pardon?’ Luke asks.

‘Nothing.’ I attempt to arrange my face into something like a normal expression.

Think! Think of something to say.

We stare at each other, my traitorous brain zeroing in on the fact that older Luke looks significantly better than school Luke. Luke.2 looks like he was created in a lab in a petri dish marked ‘handsome’. I’d question that this is even the same person as Prof Snape if it weren’t for the fact that the updated version seems to have the same standoffish personality.

We’ve now been quiet for way longer than is appropriate.

SPEAK, BRAIN!

‘So, um…’

‘How are…’

We start at the same time.

‘No, you first,’ I splutter, waving a sweaty hand. In fact, all of me is sweaty and I’ve no choice but to pull off my hat.

Luke’s eyes go wide at the mass of dishevelled orange curls which pour out of it. Tactfully, he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he leans back in his chair. ‘I was going to ask if… if you’re enjoying being back in Easington.’ He picks an invisible bit of lint from his navy blue jumper. ‘But that might be too personal.’

As it happens, I was just about to fill the conversation void by divulging a case of persistent shower mould that Dad dealt with yesterday, so in this instance, personal wins out. I blow a curl back off my forehead.

‘It’s okay, I suppose. A big adjustment. I lived in London before. It’s um, different there.’

‘I bet.’ Something like sympathy ghosts across his face. ‘I’m sorry, about your break-up.’

‘Thank you. It’s okay. He was my boss too, hence the penury. He’s shacked up with an influencer from Soho. Might well have been shacked up with her since we broke up,’ God, how many times can I say the word ‘shacked’?

I’m feeling imminent doom again.

Thank God the waitress arrives to take our order.

‘Do you want any chocolate cake? It’s on offer.’ She’s really pushing those offers.

‘No thank you.’ My eyes make a hasty scan of the menu. There’s a lot of bread. Baps in abundance.

‘Do you do any salads?’ I ask the waitress.

She blows a bubblegum bubble and shakes her head.

‘There’s the filled Yorkshires,’ she offers unhelpfully.

‘Okay, thank you, I’ll bear that in mind, but for now maybe I could just have a cheese sandwich? On brown bread if you have it? Or seeded would be good too. Thank you.’

I’m sweating even without the hat now.

‘Do you want it as part of the deal? You get a drink and a slice of cake too,’ the waitress asks and Jesus it’s a lot of effort ordering lunch.

‘Yes, why not? I’ll have a green tea, or just a regular tea to go with it too, please. But no cake. Luke, do you want some cake?’

‘No cake for me either. I’ll have what she’s having.’ He’s cool as a cucumber. Knob.

‘Great choice,’ I say as the waitress leaves. I’m not entirely sure what I’ve actually ordered. I’m almost certain that I’ve earned us a reputation as the oddball table.

Luke seems confused.

‘Cake can be really dangerous,’ I tell him. ‘Charles ran a chain of health cafés in London. He didn’t like us to eat cake. And to be fair, there were these illegal sprinkles that everyone used a while ago. From America.’ I get that I’m babbling. ‘Sorry, I talk too much.’

He coughs.

‘I see.’ Luke looks as uncomfortable as it’s possible to be when forced into close quarters with a woman ranting about illegal sprinkles. I adopt a no blinking stance. Because this interaction will not be enhanced by me starting to cry.

‘Sorry, sorry.’ I blow my nose into a napkin. ‘I just miss Charles. And my life in London. And obviously there are people way worse off than me so it doesn’t seem right to be so…’ I grasp around for the words, ‘… messed-up, over all this. Even though you know…’

I attempt to recover a sliver of decorum by not wailing about Charles and the shaggy rug.

‘Well…’ Luke reaches forward as if he’s considering placing a hand over mine before clearly thinking better of it. He sits up, his back straight against his chair. ‘In the wake of a break-up, your nucleus accumbens is likely to be overstimulated.’

He must clock the vacant expression on my face. ‘It’s the part of your brain responsible for addiction. People who have recently left relationships where they felt a deep attachment have high levels of brain activity there. Plus you’ll be readapting to lower levels of oxytocin. You’ll feel better soon.’

Feeling better seems about as likely as Putin joining the Peace Corps. Still, oxytocin. I’ve heard of that. Charles’s cafés released a ‘happy breakfast pot’ that claimed to be full of the stuff. What Luke’s saying… it sounds almost like… science.

‘Oxytocin? Isn’t that the happy hormone?’

Luke’s head tilts to the side. Just a touch. Maybe he’s a tiny bit impressed. ‘Yes. But it also works in tandem with neurotransmitters in the brain, dopamine and norepinephrine to create feelings of love. Even if the match isn’t a good one, the confluence of hormones tricks several brain systems into believing that it is.’

Well, I was not expecting that. ‘You sound like an expert on the matter,’ I say, genuinely shocked.

‘I am an expert,’ Luke says. I grudgingly admire his confidence. ‘I’m an evolutionary biologist. Based at Durham University.’

There’s a vague memory of Luke being the only person to volunteer to dissect a pig eyeball in GCSE biology. At the time, it didn’t do much for his social standing.

‘Like that Richard Dawkins guy?’

‘Yes, he’s also a biologist.’

‘Do you hate God too?’

‘No.’ Luke releases a breath.

‘So, is this a big part of your research then? Love?’ I ask him, genuinely, if reluctantly, interested.

‘It’s not an insignificant part. I’m working with an interdepartmental team from Harvard on the theory of love.’

He must see the disbelief on my face because he says, ‘It’s a team of biological anthropologists, psychologists and the Department of Biosciences We’re even considering bringing in the philosophy department.’

‘Thank you for mansplaining what interdepartmental means,’ I tell him. ‘That isn’t, incidentally, why I was so shocked.’ I begin to laugh.

‘I didn’t think that’s what you were.’ Luke looks unnerved.

‘Sorry. Sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s just… oh, the irony! Here you are…’ I indicate him, ‘… the anti-Christ of romantic love. And here I am, a failed philosopher who wrote my entire A-level coursework on the philosophy of love. And then today there’s been you and me and Mr Hall.’ I laugh, mildly hysterical. ‘And people deny that fate is a thing,’ I finish.

I realize that my voice has turned too loud and so stare at my hands. I feel my eyes brim and wipe away a stray tear. At this stage, it could be a tear of despair or laughter. Who knows?
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