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  For Jules




  Prologue


  Tackling the Taboo


  Dear Readers,


  Today marks the second anniversary of The Beginner’s Guide to Loneliness. I can’t express how grateful I am for all of your messages telling me how my blog has helped you navigate your own personal journeys. It makes me incredibly proud to know that so many people have benefitted from this site.


  Admitting that you are lonely remains one of the biggest taboos in our society. That’s why all of the recent publicity the blog has received has been so welcome. The mixture of newspaper, magazine and online coverage has helped thousands of new readers to find their way here. If you’re one of them, then welcome! The more able people feel to talk about being lonely, the easier it becomes to seek the support that’s needed.


  One of the greatest misconceptions is that loneliness stems from a character trait, or even a character flaw. Listen to me: you don’t have to be broken to be lonely. I’ve heard it so many times: ‘But you’re so friendly . . .’ ‘You seem to get on with people so easily . . .’ ‘But you know lots of people . . .’ etc. I hope I am friendly, but that doesn’t mean I can’t feel isolated at times too; it doesn’t mean I don’t find it difficult to connect with people.


  The truth is, you can be alone and not at all lonely – happy and content in your own company. Or you can be at the centre of a huge crowd and feel so lonely it’s like a physical ache.


  Sudden life changes can sometimes cause connections with other people to fall away. A bereavement, change of job or even the disintegration of a relationship are just a few of the catalysts. Should more than one of these things hit you at the same time, as they did for me, you can end up feeling not just lonely, but completely stuck, searching for the way out.


  So no, you don’t have to be broken to be lonely – but loneliness can, eventually, break you.


  Let’s keep talking about it. Let’s keep looking at ways to heal. Let’s keep supporting each other. Here’s to the next two years of TheBeginnersGuideToLoneliness.com.


  Thank you for being here.


  TBGTL


  *


   P.S. A note to the press: thank you so much for your interest in the site! Should you wish to reach me about my work, please use the contact page. I will, however, be maintaining my anonymity. From this point onwards please note that I will not respond to any communications that include the request to ‘come out’ to my readers.




  Chapter 1


  True Friends Will Always Be There


  Warriors Chat Group. April 30. 10.48pm


  WriterTori: Guys, help!


  Nathalie33: Hey Tori! What’s occurring?


  WriterTori: Gah. Gah. GAH!


  Nathalie33: Drama. Drama. DRAMA ;) Come on. Tell Aunty Nat . . .


  WriterTori: Are Sue and Hugh online?


  Nathalie33: Who knows . . . who cares . . . ?


  WriterTori: Nat!!


  Nathalie33: Kidding! Anyway, talk to me. What’s up?


  SueSue52: Oi, Nat, you cheeky mare! I’m here Tori. Managed to place any of your articles yet?


  WriterTori: No, and that’s half the problem.


  Nathalie33: What’s the other half?


  WriterTori: Paying my rent! My landlord is being patient, but he said he wants the money the next time he sees me.


  SueSue52: Ah, the joys of life as a self-employed writer. I thought you were going to look for a part-time job?


  Nathalie33: Nah, she gave up that idea to focus!


  SueSue52: How’s that working out?


  Nathalie33: How do you think it’s working out? Her landlord’s chasing her . . .


  WriterTori: Jeez, thanks guys . . . But seriously – I’m skint. I have a million ideas for articles out, but so far, no interest. AND I’m struggling for rent, hence the landlord issue. Also, I haven’t been paid by puddle.com, even though I wrote six weeks’ worth of content for them before they went under!


  SueSue52: Nightmare! Wish I could help you out, but with the twins’ birthday coming up and OH’s hours cut, we’re tight too. Maybe think again about getting that part-time job?


  WriterTori: Cheers Sue, but I wouldn’t want to borrow from you guys anyway. And I don’t want to give in and look for a job yet. Would seem like admitting defeat . . . Anyway, this one opportunity has come up, and I need your advice about whether or not to go for it.


  Nathalie33: Spill . . .


  WriterTori: You know I don’t accept any advertising on the blog?


  Nathalie33: If you did, you wouldn’t be having these problems. The Beginner’s Guide to Loneliness is so insanely popular – you’d be raking it in, especially after the recent publicity you’ve been getting. And don’t get me started on all the interview opportunities you’ve turned down . . . !


  WriterTori: That’s not what the site’s about! The blog’s anonymous and I want to keep it that way. But, this place in Wales called The Farm made contact a couple of weeks ago. They run wellness retreats and they’ve offered me a spot on the latest course in exchange for a review.


  SueSue52: What’s the course?


  WriterTori: It’s a mixture of mindfulness and counselling, designed to teach people how to improve their mental health and wellbeing. You work on building authentic relationships, self-acceptance, with a bit of yoga thrown in there for good measure. They reckon my readers are their target audience.


  Nathalie33: Erm, yep – I can see their point! So are they going to pay you?


  WriterTori: No, but it’s a free three-week course that normally costs £3k, and they provide food, somewhere to stay and they’d cover travel costs too. What do you think? I’m not sure if I should go . . .


  Nathalie33: Why the hell not? It sounds like it’s practically tailor-made for you!


  WriterTori: 1. Because the site’s anonymous! 2. Because it feels a bit like I’d be selling out.


  SueSue52: The anonymity thing is easy enough to get around. Just contact them via the blog’s generic email address and say you’ll send ‘one of the site’s reviewers’. Stops them knowing that you’re the face behind all the articles.


  WriterTori: Oh. Actually, that’s a good plan.


  Nathalie33: And you wouldn’t be selling out by writing about an experience that could benefit so many of your readers.


  SueSue52: Have you got a link?


  WriterTori: Sure, two secs . . .


  *


   I paste the retreat’s website address into the chat for Sue and Nat to peruse and then slump back on my sofa. With my computer balanced precariously on my lap, I reach over for my glass of wine and take a gulp. It’s not just my need to stay anonymous that’s making me hesitate. The thought of sharing my problems, face to face, makes me feel a bit sick. That’s why I need the Warriors’ second (and third and fourth) opinions.


  I really don’t know where I’d be without this lot. Nat, Sue and Hugh have been my one constant for the past two years, ever since I lost my mum. Things got . . . desperate. I didn’t have anyone I could talk to about how I was really feeling, so I went online and found a grief support group. Nat came to my rescue within minutes of me posting to the communal chat. We talked so much that we were clogging up the thread, and it was gently suggested by a moderator that we shift over to our own private message channel. We chatted for hours on end, and she was just amazing. I credit her with single-handedly saving my sanity that first week.


  I was still posting to the communal chat too, desperate for as much support as possible, and that’s where I met Hugh and Sue. Sue had lost a baby the previous month and Hugh’s brother had end-stage terminal cancer. We clicked so well that I invited them into the private channel too. I don’t think Nat was very happy that our chats were now between four of us, but I’d found my life raft. I could be completely open with these three, and within just a few weeks, they became my family.


  That was two years ago, and we’ve been inseparable ever since. Online at least. I’ve never met them in real life as we’re spread all over the country. I’ve tried to meet up with Nat a couple of times as she’s not that far away from London, just along the south coast, but something always crops up at the last minute and we still haven’t managed it.


  But just because we’ve never met in person doesn’t stop me classing Sue, Nat and Hugh as my best friends. They held me together after Mum’s accident. They were there through the long nights of tears when my relationship with my fiancé, Markus, imploded. They stop me from feeling completely alone and are my loudest and best cheerleaders.


  Nat’s actually the one who encouraged me to start up The Beginner’s Guide. It started out as my way of coping with everything that had happened to me, but it’s grown way past that. I write anonymous essays on grief, loss, depression and loneliness. I know – they hardly sound like the most cheering of subjects, but losing myself in the research and looking at the behaviours and patterns that everyone shares helps me to see that I’m not completely alone. Or, at least, I am, but everyone is at some stage.


  Anyway, the site has really struck a chord. I receive an astonishing number of hits some days and, like Nat said, even the glossies and newspapers have picked up on my pieces recently – though they rather went to town on the whole ‘who’s behind the blog?’ angle. This makes me even more grateful that I kept it anonymous – I’m not sure I’m up for becoming ‘the face of loneliness’. As it is, I’m safe in the knowledge that it’s only the Warriors who know that I’m the one behind the words.


  My computer makes a chirruping sound and I nearly spill my wine in my haste to see what they both think.


  *


   Nathalie33: Sorry, I don’t get why you’re hesitating. This looks incredible!


  SueSue52: It does look like an amazing opportunity Tori. But no pay? Not sure how that’s going to help your current situation . . .


  Nathalie33: Of course it is! She’ll get fed and watered for free so won’t need to spend any money, and she’ll have the chance to take a break from everything else, including the big bad landlord. Tori, it’ll give you some really interesting new content for the blog on top of the review they’ve asked for. And, let’s face it, you could do with the help, what with everything you’ve been dealing with. Get some of that shit sorted, and all sorts of good things could happen for you.


  *


   I feel like I’ve been slapped. I shoot to my feet, plonk the laptop down unceremoniously on the coffee table and start to pace around my tiny living room.


  Maybe Nat’s got a point. I do need a break from everything, and getting some help to keep my head straight would be a massive bonus.


  My heart’s hammering, and I pause in my stomping to steady myself against the wall. I suck in a deep breath and try to calm down.


  The laptop chirrups. They can wait. Just for a moment. I flop back down onto the sofa and, ignoring the chat, click back onto the tab for the retreat.


  The words jump out at me: Healing, Mindfulness, Relationships, Grief. I scroll through some of the photos and gasp. Their beautiful stone farmhouse is set among green fields and wild flowers. There are photos of orchards in bloom, cosy campfires and a table laden with a gorgeous feast.


  Three weeks.


  What if other work comes through during that time? I’d risk missing out on paid jobs by being away. I drain my wine glass.


  Perhaps I need to sleep on this. Again. The request’s been in my inbox, unanswered, for at least a couple of weeks.


  I click back through to the email and scan it again. Shit. I can’t sleep on this. The bloody thing starts on Monday. It’s currently Thursday – night. Balls. I’m so not good at making snap decisions. Any decisions actually.


  Chirrup.


  Nathalie33: You okay?


  Nathalie33: Tori, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Just thought it could be good for you.


  HughTypesLikeAFlamingo: Subtle as ever, Nat! Nice job.


  HughTypesLikeAFlamingo: Hi by the way :)


  Nathalie33: Get lost, Hugh! Tori? Come back! Don’t leave me hanging . . .


  WriterTori: Sorry, I was just having another look at that link.


  SueSue52: So? What do you think? Gonna go for it? These guys look like they know their stuff.


  WriterTori: Don’t think so. I can’t afford to be out of action for 3 weeks.


  Nathalie33: Ah, come on Tori, what have you got to lose?! It’s the 21st century. You can keep on top of emails and everything while you’re there, and if something new comes in, just fit it in around the course. Isn’t that the joy of being self-employed?!


  WriterTori: I don’t know . . .


  HughTypesLikeAFlamingo: Do it do it do it!


  WriterTori: You really think so?


  HughTypesLikeAFlamingo: Hell yeah! Like Nat said, you’ve got nothing to lose!


  WriterTori: Okay, okay. Three against one. I’m in! I’ll shoot them an email in the morning and see if it’s still available.


  Nathalie33: Why wait? Let them know now. You’ve been sitting on this long enough by the sound of it. Then they’ll get it first thing tomorrow and you can organize everything ASAP.


  SueSue52: Woohoo! Good for you Tori :) You have to promise to share all the gory details with us though . . .


  WriterTori: Of course – you guys have to promise to be my lifeline.


  HughTypesLikeAFlamingo: Aren’t we always? ;)


  WriterTori: Well, yeah. You’re family and I don’t know what I’d do without you.


  Nathalie33: Let me know as soon as it’s all confirmed!


  WriterTori: Of course! Right, I’m off to write the email and then to bed . . . Looks like I’ll be spending the weekend packing for a trip to Wales.


  SueSue52: Whatever you do, don’t forget your wellies!


  *


   I grin as I close down the chat tab. The smile feels unfamiliar on my face. It’s been a while. Firing off a quick email to The Farm, I tell them that one of the blog’s reviewers has agreed to attend the course if their offer is still open. I hold my breath as I hit send.


  Scrolling through the photographs of the retreat for one last time, I gaze at the beautiful countryside, fresh food and all that green. Yes. This could be perfect. Out of the city, away from my grumpy landlord and away from all those crappy memories.


  I pad through to my bedroom, determined to get a decent night’s sleep for once. If this works out, I’ve got a seriously busy couple of days ahead of me, and an even busier three weeks. I need to be ready to head off and leave everything for a while. But, then, that’s the joy of still being footloose and fancy free at the grand old age of thirty-three.


  Just as I’m snuggling down into my pillows, my phone buzzes with a new email alert. I fumble for it in the dark and glance at the screen, fully expecting it to be junk about erectile dysfunction or offering me hot sex with a Colombian beauty.


  But no. It’s the retreat centre. I sit up and swipe it open.


  They’re looking forward to welcoming the reviewer on Monday, and they want said reviewer to call The Farm in the morning to confirm details.


  Holy shit, what have I let myself in for?




  Chapter 2


  Positive Is as Positive Does


  ‘Every dawn brings a new challenge, but by going into the day with a positive mindset, you’ll colour everything that follows with positivity.’


  ©TheBeginnersGuideToLoneliness.com


  I hate trains.


  Do you want to know what I hate even more than trains? Coaches.


  I had to swap to what must be the most uncomfortable version of public transport available when my train terminated in Carmarthen, and for the past hour I’ve been trundling through the soggy depths of deepest, darkest Wales as if I’m on some kind of urgent mission.


  I really don’t want to be here.


  ‘Rhyn-Yr-Eithin will be our next stop,’ the driver mumbles into his microphone. ‘Make sure you gather all your belongings, ladies and gents!’


  About bloody time. I reach up and stretch out my spine, wincing slightly at every single crackle and pop that comes from sitting in one position for too long. Catching sight of my reflection in the grubby window, I rake my hands through my hair and try to tame my wayward mop.


  Oh God, where have I landed myself?


  All I’ve seen from the windows for the past hour has been green, green, green, sheep, more green . . .


  Green is a highly overrated colour in my opinion.


  As we come to a standstill, I struggle to my feet and thrust the course handbook I’ve been trying to binge-read into my handbag. I yank it roughly onto my shoulder and try not to bash people on the back of the head as I struggle down the narrow aisle. I manoeuvre my feet gingerly down the steep steps, conscious of my high heels and the looming gap between the coach and the curb edge.


  I really should stop taking fashion advice from people I’ve never met.


  Sue thought it would be a good idea for me to turn up looking professional so that they take me seriously when I arrive. I’ve opted for a smart, slightly funky outfit. I haven’t worn heels since I left my job at the ad agency and, frankly, if I’d had my way, I’d be in a pair of grubby Converse, but Sue nearly had a meltdown at the idea. As usual, I’d ended up trusting someone else’s judgement above my own and Sue won. Hence the ridiculous heels that, right now, couldn’t be more out of place if they tried.


  Landing safely on the pavement, I look around to see the driver hauling my little wheelie case out of the hold before dumping it onto the tarmac. I totter over and thank him. He simply raises his hand, hops back on the coach and, without ceremony, closes the door and drives away.


  I can’t help but quietly fume as I make my way over to the crumbling wooden bus shelter and lower myself down onto a cracked, plastic seat.


  I sigh. This is exactly why I hate being given lifts. You always end up waiting around for hours for people to turn up. Plus, it’s cold and I’m hungry and . . . well, I just feel like whining right now. And I need to pee. Why would anyone leave the comfort of London and come to bloody Wales? It’s cold, it’s raining and people are late.


  I called The Farm as soon as was polite on Friday morning. I’m not too proud to admit that I begged them to be allowed to drive, and when that was refused because they’re ‘trying to do their bit for the environment’, I tried arguing against being picked up from the bus stop, telling the man that I’d be happier getting a cab. This caused so much hilarity that I’d had to give in and agree to the lift. Now I can see why it was quite so funny: the idea of there being a taxi anywhere near here is . . . remote.


  It’s so quiet it’s almost scary. Quiet, but very windy. I may as well have been airlifted into this green, hill-lined valley, because apart from this little shelter, there sure as hell isn’t any other hint of civilization to be seen.


  For what must be the hundredth time already, I glance back down the road, which snakes away between two grey-green hills that are clearly hoping to be mountains when they grow up.


  There’s a small cloud of dust, but nothing much else to see. I huddle down into my collar, trying to escape the chilly wind, and cross my legs tighter. There’s no way I’m going to pee in a hedge, not on my first day living wild, and not on the last day either. I’m just not an al fresco pisser. The day that happens, this little trip has gone too far and I’ll be making a break for freedom.


  Ah, wait a minute, I think, that cloud of dust is getting closer. Could it be?


  As I watch, a beaten-up Land Rover materializes and swings itself gracelessly onto the patch of gravel next to the bus stop.


  ‘Victoria!’ A huge smile followed by an awful lot of white whiskers appears from the driver’s side of the vehicle.


  ‘Yes, that’s me. But it’s Tori.’ I smile tightly at this ill-groomed Father Christmas. I hold out my hand as he steps towards me, my heels causing me to tower over him. He catches my hand in both of his and gives it a rough- skinned squeeze.


  ‘Great shoes!’ He smiles down at my feet as if mesmerized.


  ‘Erm . . . thanks.’


  ‘I’m Ted. This is Frank.’ He pats the side of the Land Rover. ‘Let’s get you back to the ranch,’ he says, grabbing my case.


  When they’d said ‘Land Rover’ on the phone, I’d pictured a lovely shiny Chelsea Chariot, the kind of vehicle that glamorous, platinum-blond mums use to drop their kids off at their very expensive private schools.


  This is not one of those. There are only two words to describe it: rust. Bucket.


  It used to be khaki green, but has been repaired and patched so many times that the surface looks like it has bad acne scarring. There are patches of rusty red paint and blobs of white, presumably covering some botched mending. It looks as though there may be a fair bit of household gloss paint on there too. The canvas back is just as bad and appears to be mainly held together by moss and gaffer tape.


  ‘Your carriage, madam . . .’ To my horror, Ted yanks at the handle, throws open the door at the back of the vehicle and waves me in. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not too far. I’d let you sit up front, but Dennis is in there and he won’t move for man nor beast.’


  ‘It’s fine, no problem.’ I force a smile. He’s got to be kidding?!


  The floor is covered with bits of straw and, well, poo. Dried poo, but still. Waving and nodding at me are four other people. Okay, so three are waving and nodding and the fourth one has his head back and appears to be fast asleep with his mouth open. Either that or he’s dead and no one has noticed the smell yet.


  ‘Everyone, this is Tori. Tori, everyone.’ Ted smiles at me and swings my case up onto the floor.


  ‘Do you need a boost?’ asks Ted.


  ‘Oh, right . . . err . . . no thanks, I’m fine.’ I can’t find any convenient handholds, so I try not to pull a face as I rest them on top of the filthy floor and attempt to get a foot up. But the shoes aren’t helping, slipping and sliding on the rusted metal, the heel threatening to snag at any moment. I’m really starting to struggle when a hand appears in front of me. Without looking up, I grasp it. Just as it gives me a tug, I feel Ted’s palm plant firmly on my behind and he gives me a hefty shove upwards.


  I practically fly into the back of the Land Rover and land straight on top of the owner of the helping hand.


  There’s a grunt from the warm tangle of clothes and skin from underneath me.


  I scramble backwards hastily.


  ‘Hey, watch it!’ comes an angry growl from a skinny teenager I just managed to pin against the canvas side.


  ‘I’m so sorry!’ I mutter, trying to keep my head down and my sweaty, horrified face to myself. Shit, shit, shit. Not the calm entrance I’d been hoping for.


  ‘Hey. It’s okay. Here, take a pew.’ The pile of clothing I winded moments ago takes shape, shifts a beaten-up rucksack from the seat next to him and dumps it on the floor.


  ‘Thanks,’ I mutter. ‘And sorry.’


  ‘Don’t worry.’


  I’m relieved to hear a smile in his voice.


  ‘I’m Bay.’


  ‘Hi . . . I’m sorry about . . . your . . . uh . . .’ I tail off. I am sorry, but I’m not sure which part of his anatomy I should be sorry about.


  ‘It’s fine. Stop apologizing. Frankly, I blame your shoes.’


  ‘So, what—?’ I start, but I’m interrupted by the spluttering of the engine being forced into life. And then the rattling starts. Bone-splintering vibrations run through the decrepit metal skeleton and threaten to dislocate my coccyx.


  ‘Brace yourself!’ shouts Bay, and I wonder what he means.


  ‘For what?’


  I can barely hear him over the engine, but, glancing around at the others, I can see that they’re all stiffening in their seats.


  Catching on just a moment too late, I pitch sideways as Ted guns the vehicle into a dizzying reversed arc.


  ‘Twice in one day?’ Bay yells in my ear, an amused look on his face. I peel myself out of his lap and resolutely try to anchor myself to the hard metal bench.


  ‘Sorry . . . again!’ I yell. My face is so hot it feels like it’s on fire.


  Bay rolls his eyes at me and shrugs good-naturedly. I look away, mortified.


  In a desperate attempt to distract myself from the constant rattling playing tom-toms on my bladder, I look around at the other passengers.


  The guy in the corner still has his head tilted back against the canvas, mouth wide open and fast asleep. The woman next to him looks to be somewhere in her late seventies. Her long silver hair is plaited and coiled all the way around her head. She is wearing an oversized, bright yellow jumper with a massive daisy on the front. Beneath this is a pair of faded, threadbare cord flares. Her hands are busy knitting something in a repulsive bright green, the yarn snaking from her needles and down to a huge ball that lies nestled in a wicker basket at her feet.


  I look cautiously towards the girl I managed to trample and meet a pair of very stroppy brown eyes. I smile at her, but she simply blinks at me and continues to stare, her eyes wandering leisurely down over my fitted blazer and skinny black jeans. She lingers on the offending shoes that caused her the grievous bodily trampling just now.


  Oh God, oh God, oh God! What have I let myself in for? I’m going to get Nat back for talking me into this, if it’s the last thing I do.


  *


   Twenty minutes and six aborted attempts at conversation later, my knuckles have turned from white to blue in a bid to stay put in my pew-of-torture. My bum is completely numb, in beautiful contrast to the base of my spine, which is on fire from the continuous vibrations and multiple bashings, courtesy of every bump and stone on this godforsaken stretch of road. I’m considering screaming for mercy, or maybe even making a mad dash for the back door and hotfooting it back to Carmarthen in time to catch the next train back to London, when Bay leans in close.


  ‘ALMOST HOME!’ he yells in my ear. I nod and bite down firmly on my lip, letting out a tiny moan that instantly gets lost under the hammering of the engine.


  Ted swings sharply to the right, hits the brakes and abruptly kills the engine. Two seconds later his face appears at the back of the cab.


  ‘Okay, campers. I need two willing volunteers to walk the rest of the way. Frank can’t take this amount of weight on his suspension going down the track.’ He grins as if this is the best news he has given all day. Bay immediately jumps down.


  ‘Of course, when I say volunteers, I mean you, Tori. It’s all in the handbook.’ He glances at my feet, looking a bit concerned.


  ‘Come on,’ Bay says, holding out his hand to me.


  ‘Handbook? Wait! What?’


  ‘New arrivals walk the driveway. It’s important that they enter the aura of the place in peace, so that their spirit fully integrates with the new surroundings,’ Ted recites by rote. At least he has the decency to look a little bit sheepish.


  ‘But . . .’ I look down at the muddy puddles surrounding my perch. Two seconds ago I would have given anything to get out of the Land Rover. Now, I’m not so sure.


  ‘Have you not read your handbook?’ Bay asks me, a definite twinkle in his eye.


  ‘Of course I have . . . most of it, anyway,’ I say. Perhaps it would have been a good idea to spend less time arguing about clothes with Sue and more time reading all the material The Farm sent through to me after I spoke to them on Friday. I mean, I did scan through it on the way here, but I’m guessing I missed a few key points.


  Ted’s smile slips. ‘Oh dear. Well, you have to walk on your first time. It’s really important.’


  ‘Come on,’ Bay says impatiently.


  I will be fine. My shoes, on the other hand, are about to die a horrible, muddy death and my Converse are buried right at the bottom of my bag.


  ‘Here, borrow my boots.’


  A pair of grim wellies land in my lap. Dead-guy is awake and in his socks. The boots reek and are covered in . . . crap. That’s the only word for it.


  ‘Um, thanks. I don’t think these will fit you though,’ I waggle one of my heels for him to see.


  The guy peers curiously at me, obviously trying to figure out where I’ve come from and whether I’m sane. He seems to come to a conclusion fast enough as he starts to howl with laughter, his head thrown back.


  An eerie sound echoes his howl from somewhere in the front of the Land Rover.


  ‘Dennis!!!’ bellow five people as one. The howling stops.


  ‘Great. You have boots. Job done.’ Ted beams and hurries back to the driver’s seat. As he coaxes the engine back to life, my spine instantly sets up a protest. Slip-sliding to my feet, boots in one hand and handbag in the other, I shuffle across to the doorway, but before I can even begin to negotiate my way down, Bay reaches up and jumps me down like a five-year-old.




  Chapter 3


  A is for Approachable


  ‘One of the biggest challenges in escaping isolation is breaking free of habits. What started out as useful defence mechanisms are now patterns that play a large part in keeping the world out – and may be preventing you from forming new bonds and friendships.’


  ©TheBeginnersGuideToLoneliness.com


  *


   ‘Come on then, princess, let’s be having you.’ Bay grins as he sets me down. ‘Do you need a hand?’ He holds his arm out, ready to steady me so that I can slip the wellingtons on more easily.


  ‘Thanks, princess, but I’ll be fine on my own!’ I snap. Why does my inner bitch always show up when I meet new people? I really wanted to start out on a better note. Too late now.


  ‘Fine. Holler if you need me. I’ll go on ahead.’ Bay shoots me a tight smile that really doesn’t reach his eyes. Oops. He turns his back and trudges off, following the trail of blue smoke from the Land Rover.


  For a second, I just stand and stare at his departing back. Half of me wants to call after him, to apologize, to introduce myself properly and let him get to know the real me rather than this prissy little madam that seems to have body-snatched me. The other half of me, however, the one that is that prissy little madam, is still desperate to show him that she’s fine without his stupid help. This part of me wins, like it always does when I’m feeling nervous and out of my depth. It’s my version of body armour.


  I dump the disgusting wellington boots down into the mud in front of me and wobble as I prize one of my hot, over-travelled feet out of a heel and plunge it into the loaned boot. I manage to gather a decent toe-scoop of mud while I’m at it. Great. Just bloody great. Go it alone and get covered in mud. Typical.


  Thrusting on the other boot unceremoniously, I cuddle my heels to me and follow Bay. I really don’t want to get lost on top of everything else. Slipping and sliding in the mud, I keep my eyes firmly on the ground to stop myself from going arse-over-tit. I’m so intent on what I’m doing that I suddenly slam with full force into something solid.


  ‘Do I have “hurt me” stamped on my forehead or something?’ asks Bay as he catches hold of my arm, stopping me from face-planting as I lose my balance.


  ‘Sorry! Sorry!’ I wheeze, winded from the impact. I glare at him, unsure whether to let rip with anger or give in to giggles, as both seem to be bubbling. A pair of moss-green eyes are twinkling at me from under his mop of dark, wavy hair. I quickly decide anger is the safest route. ‘I wasn’t expecting there to be a human pillar in my path, doing absolutely nothing.’


  ‘See, that’s the problem with you city girls. Your eyes are always down, watching your feet or your phone.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I snap. Like he knows anything about me. Git.


  ‘It means that you run headlong into a lot of trouble without seeing it coming. And, worse than that, it means you miss the view.’


  I scowl at him and then look around. The lane is flanked on one side by a steep wall of slate and mud, with the occasional tree just about managing to cling to it. But Bay is looking in the opposite direction, to where the ground just seems to disappear. What looks like a cliff edge is actually the side of a steep valley. I find myself looking out over a rooftop of trees that must be growing on the lower edges of the slope. Piles of steely clouds march off into the distance, creating a blanket under which nestles a patchwork of fields. A narrow, leaden ribbon of river snakes its way across the valley floor. I shiver and rub my arms. As if in response, a ray of sunshine pierces the clouds just for a second, turning a bend in the river to silver and illuminating everything around it.


  ‘You see, I wasn’t “doing nothing”. I was looking. It’s a perfectly wonderful thing to be doing. Until you’re walked into by an angry Londoner.’


  I choose to ignore the dig. I can’t believe I almost missed this.


  ‘Thank you.’ The words come out of my mouth, but, trust me, they are completely unintentional. I quickly make up for them: ‘Do you mind if we get on with it though?’ That’s more like it.


  Bay rolls his eyes at me. ‘Sure. Come on. It’s not far.’ He continues his trudge and I slide along behind him, desperately trying to keep one eye on where I place my feet while I continue to sneak peeks at the view.


  *


   Pretty soon, the lane begins to descend steeply, carving its way through an avenue of giant trees. I catch up to Bay’s side.


  ‘So, is this your first time here too?’ I ask, trying to start again.


  He laughs. ‘Nah, I’ve been coming here for years, at least once every six months. It’s the perfect way to reset myself.’


  ‘So you walked because . . . ?’


  ‘Because I didn’t want Frank to fall apart on the lane,’ he smiles back at me.


  ‘So the others have been before too?’


  ‘Moth has – she was the one knitting. And Russ, the guy who lent you the boots, he’s one of the instructors.’


  I nod and swallow nervously. Surely I’m not going to be the only one new to this?


  ‘So . . . ah . . . where are all the others?’


  ‘Oh, they’ve been arriving since yesterday morning. I think they’re only waiting for one more newbie now that you’re here, and then everyone’s present and correct.’


  As we come to the edge of the woodland and reach the valley floor, we pass through a huge, five-barred gate.


  ‘To keep the inmates in?’ I ask with raised eyebrows.


  Bay grins at me. ‘To keep the world out, more like.’ He swings the gate back into place and secures it with a loop of plaited, orange twine.


  ‘So this is it? We’re here?’ There’s a note of desperation in my voice. My bladder is now officially at breaking point. I need to empty it in the next two minutes to avoid sustaining a horrific injury.


  ‘Almost. This path runs straight up to the main house. You carry on. I need to head off this way to sort a few things out,’ he points to a field to our left.


  ‘Oh. Okay. Thanks for your help.’ He’s leaving me alone now? Seriously?


  ‘Sure thing. See you later!’ And with that, Bay strides off, following the line of the trees.


  I watch him go and shift my weight from foot to foot. It would be great to take a look around while I’ve got a moment to myself (who knows whether I’m going to get any peace over the next three weeks?), but the call of my bladder has now gone from an annoying mutter to a constant scream. I let out a defeated sigh and head off up the pathway in search of the house.


  It’s not long before I spot it. It’s absolutely massive and looks a bit like it’s grown straight up out of the ground. Built from heavy grey stone, it’s two storeys high with a navy front door that stands open underneath a slate- roofed porch. This is flanked by stone pillars, and at either side of the porch are large mullioned windows. The top floor boasts three more windows in a straight line. As deep as it is wide, this is a proper, old-fashioned farmhouse like something straight out of a kids’ book, an impression that’s only strengthened by the fact that the place is surrounded by brown and white chickens, all scratching around on the front lawn.


  I wander up to the front door, side-stepping a couple of the braver birds who aren’t about to get out of my way, and pause. What should I do? Knock? Go straight in? Call out? Deciding on two of the three, I hammer on the open door and shout.


  ‘Hello? It’s Tori!’


  No one appears. Oh, for heaven’s sake.


  ‘Hello?!’ I yell a bit louder. I can’t just walk in, can I?


  There’s a creaking sound behind me followed by a crash that makes me jump in fright. I take a shaky step backwards to see what made the noise and notice that the window to my left has just been thrown open with so much force it bashed straight into the wall and is now swinging on its hinges. Ted’s smiling face appears and regards me with some curiosity.


  ‘Hello. Can I help?’


  I laugh. ‘Oh, thank God, it is the right place!’


  Ted raises his eyebrows. ‘Right place for what?’


  ‘It’s Tori?’ I say slowly. ‘You just picked me up from the bus stop?’


  He stares at me blankly. What, does he have amnesia or something?


  ‘Yes?’ He sounds unconvinced.


  ‘I’m here for the retreat?’ I say.


  ‘And what do you want to do that for?’


  Good question, Ted. Right now, all I want is to be back in my flat where the world makes sense behind my computer screen. I chew my lip and consider my options for escape.


  ‘Well?’ Ted asks, watching me closely, as if I might trample his flower beds and steal a chicken or two while I’m at it.


  ‘I want . . . I want . . .’ Oh shit, what was that line I spotted in the handbook earlier? I wrack my brain. ‘I want to . . . to find inner peace?’ Nope, that wasn’t it. ‘I want to start moving mountains by picking up the small stones in my life.’ Yes . . . that was it.


  Ted is beaming at me. ‘That is a good answer. I know because I wrote it . . . Well, actually, Confucius did first and I borrowed it . . . But what’s your answer?’


  Oh great. A comedian. I let out a long sigh as it dawns on me in a rush exactly what I’ve let myself in for. I’m actually going to have to share stuff with these people. Personal stuff. The stuff that hurts. Something deep inside me feels like it caves in.


  ‘I would like to find out what you’re all about here. And if I can learn even one tiny thing that makes my life better, I’ll count it a worthwhile stay.’


  ‘That is an honest and humble answer, Victoria. Welcome. Come on in.’


  I bristle at the use of my full name, but as I go to correct him, I find that the window has closed and the smiling face has disappeared.


  Not wanting to be the one to tread inches of crap into my host’s house, I’m just slipping off my borrowed boots in the porch when a figure looms in front of me.


  ‘I’m sorry about Ted,’ says a soft voice. ‘He can be a tad overly dramatic at times, but I guess that’s why I love him! I’m Lizzie.’


  I straighten up and come face to face with a breathtakingly beautiful woman. She has a mass of strawberry-blond hair that tumbles around her face and down her back. Here and there I can see combs in it that appear to be losing a desperate battle to keep the heavy strands in some kind of order. She has clear, blue eyes and is absolutely massive. At least eight months pregnant. So pregnant, in fact, that I find myself holding my breath just in case breathing might set her off.


  ‘I’m Tori.’ I smile at her. It’s impossible not to, really. I hold out my hand, but Lizzie grabs it and pulls me in for a hug. Unused to random strangers demanding physical contact, I stiffen in the awkward embrace, desperate to avoid the unexploded time-bomb between us.


  Lizzie laughs. ‘Sorry, this is getting in the way more and more.’ She pulls away and pats her bump affectionately. ‘Do you have little ones?’


  ‘No. No. Not really.’ Not really? What kind of answer is that? What, are there imaginary kids following me around? ‘I mean, no. I’ve not met the right man and I’m just not ready and . . .’ This is getting worse. Stop. Talking. ‘Erm, how long . . . ?’ I stare worriedly at the bump.


  ‘Due any time after the end of next week. Hey, you might be here! That’s so exciting!’


  My smile freezes on my face. What? I’m going to be here? Okay . . . I’ll be here. That’s got to be at least thirty miles away from the nearest hospital. That’s a decent distance from all the pain and screaming. Thirty miles should just about muffle the noise.


  As if it’s responding with advanced sympathy pains, my bladder gives an agonizing twitch.


  ‘Sorry . . . do you mind if I use your bathroom? I’ve been on that coach for what feels like an eternity . . .’


  ‘Gosh, you poor thing. And then Ted’s driving! I’d have peed myself. I’m in there every five minutes at the moment. When I was pregnant with my first . . .’


  Argh, I’m going to have to gag the woman before I find the bloody toilet. ‘I’m kind of desperate,’ I interrupt, mortified, but I guess a puddle would be a lot worse.


  ‘Sorry! Just at the end of the hall there. Read the instructions!’


  I shoot off as fast as my desperate waddle will allow.


  ‘Come and join us in the kitchen and meet the other guys as soon as you’re done,’ I hear her call after me.


  Desperately hoping my bladder hasn’t ruptured, I push my way through the doorway and plonk myself onto the loo with a sigh of relief.


  The relief is short-lived, though. I do up my jeans and turn to reach for the flush . . . which isn’t there. What on earth? Lizzie’s words come back to me. ‘Read the instructions.’ Peering around, I spot a hand-painted wooden sign hanging from a nail in the wall. It reads: ‘Lovely visitor, you are relieved. Press the orange button for pee, the red for poo. This system uses rainwater harvested from our roof.’ Orange button . . . orange button . . . Ah, there it is. I press it and an almighty racket of groaning pipes forces me to cover my ears and back away as a torrent of slightly discoloured water pours into the bowl.


  I catch sight of myself in the mirror as I carefully wash my hands and sigh at the bedraggled reflection that stares back at me. I hastily pull my hair back into a spare elastic from my pocket.


  While I’m here, I may as well let the guys know I’ve arrived safely.


  *


   WriterTori: Here safe. What a palaver!


  Nathalie33: What’s everyone like?


  WriterTori: Don’t know. Haven’t met them yet. Currently hiding in the loo. Flushes with rainwater!! ;)


  SueSue52: Too cool! Go on then, Tori, get out there and meet all the other weirdos.


  WriterTori: Calling me a weirdo?


  Nathalie33: Well, if the shoe fits . . .


  WriterTori: Don’t talk to me about shoes, I had to borrow a pair of wellies.


  SueSue52: I told you to pack some!


  WriterTori: You also told me to wear heels to make a good impression, so you don’t get to comment! Wish you guys were here.


  SueSue52: We’ll be with you every step of the way.


  Nathalie33: Heads up, busy few weeks ahead of me, will be a bit quieter on here than normal.


  WriterTori: You’re going to abandon me in my hour of need?!


  Nathalie33: Of course not, I’ll be right by your side. Just didn’t want you to worry about me if you notice I’m not online as much :)


  WriterTori: Thanks, Nat!


  SueSue52: Have fun!


  Nathalie33: Good luck, keep us posted!


  WriterTori: Catch you later.


  *


   I slip my phone back in my pocket and unlock the door. Here goes nothing . . .




  Chapter 4


  Be the Change


  ‘To make a change, you have to be the change. Do something differently. Take a different route, visit a new coffee shop, speak to someone new. Every little change you make is an opportunity to set your day on a different path.’


  ©TheBeginnersGuideToLoneliness.com


  *


   I head back out into the hallway and follow the muffled hum of conversation to what I assume must be the kitchen. Taking a deep breath, an all-too familiar sensation washes over me and settles in my chest: nerves. Horrible, crippling nerves. I swallow down the urge to run and, pushing open the door, step into a large kitchen.


  It’s like something straight out of a magazine’s design pages . . . or it would be if it were tarted up a bit. As it stands, its beautiful slate floor is almost entirely covered with old rag-rugs, thrown down higgledy-piggledy between the mismatched furniture. There’s an ancient Aga sandwiched between cupboards topped with different work surfaces, one side marble, the other an offcut of melamine. The cupboard doors have a random assortment of handles, from intricate wrought-iron affairs to small lengths of rope. Here and there, just a bare, rusty screw sticks out.


  Over in the corner is a hulking, dark wooden dresser, groaning under the weight of family photographs, thank-you cards and assorted odds and ends.


  My heart flutters uncomfortably as I turn to meet the dozen or so pairs of eyes trained on me from around the long, scrubbed pine table that dominates the centre of the room. This is it then.


  I’m not really sure where to look, but I force a smile, painfully aware that it probably looks like I’ve got a bad case of wind.


  ‘Everyone, this is Victoria,’ says Ted from his perch at the table. ‘Budge up and make room for her so we can get started.’


  I flinch. Mum was the only one who ever used my full name, and it still makes my skin prickle. Now’s not the time to start thinking about Mum. I’ve already got enough to deal with. I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans.


  ‘Hi,’ I squeak, and slip into a chair that has been pulled up to a tiny gap at the table. ‘It’s Tori . . . at least to friends,’ I say. God, I sound like such a knob.


  ‘Tori it is then,’ says Lizzie, coming up behind me and passing a mug of some kind of strong-smelling herbal tea over my shoulder. ‘We’re all friends here from day one.’


  ‘Okay, guys,’ Ted says, drawing himself up, his hand-knitted, bobbly brown jumper pulling tight across his rounded stomach. ‘I’m not going to go around and introduce everyone now; we can save that for our welcoming circle this evening. But just so that you’re all aware, we’re still missing one person from our group, but he’ll be here in time for this evening’s session. Oh, and Bay is off sorting out a couple of last-minute errands – but you’ve met him already. He’s done this course so many times that he could recite this little meet-up by heart!


  ‘Now, I just want to go over a few practicalities about your stay with us. There shouldn’t be too many surprises as it’s all in your handbooks, but there are a couple of things I’d like to clarify.’


  I clasp my hands tightly around my mug of tea. Truth time. I wonder how many more little gems I managed to miss during my skim-read earlier.


  ‘Lizzie,’ continues Ted, ‘why don’t you start, my love, and we’ll take it in turns?’ Ted smiles at his wife and I can see that he’s glad to be at the start of a well-rehearsed routine.


  ‘Okay then,’ says Lizzie, easing herself down into a chair. ‘Number one. As you know, you won’t be staying in the house with us. This retreat is all about self-discovery and self-acceptance – reconnecting with yourself so that you can move forward in your relationships and forge new, authentic connections. To start to do this, you need to live in the wild with your own thoughts. I know some of you have opted for the camping option, which is lovely. We’ve gone through your course questionnaires and have allocated sites for you. We’ve done our best to match up your location with your personal and emotional needs.’


  A buzz of excitement runs around the table. Moth, the long-haired knitter, nudges my elbow and grins at me. I smile back.


  I wonder if she can see the pure terror on my face.


  ‘Sam and Emma,’ Ted smiles at an extremely young couple that exude the kind of shiny, happy beauty that only comes from being in your late teens, ‘as you guys are here on honeymoon, you’ve been given the eco-build. We hope that this special space will help you connect for a long and happy future.’


  Emma throws her arm around Sam’s shoulders and snuggles her face into his neck. Sam flushes bright red, looking decidedly uncomfortable at the public display of affection.


  ‘You three will be in South Wood,’ continues Ted, gesturing to the three guys directly opposite me. All of them have impressive beards, two have dreadlocks, and there’s an awful lot of hemp and leather on display. ‘The materials you need to create your own shelters are there, as requested.’ A cloud of patchouli wafts across the table as all three of them quiver with excitement.


  Heart. Now. Hammering. Build our own shelters? Holy crap . . . there’s no way I’m up for that. It’s probably going to be even worse for me, I was so late getting back to them. Ted did mention on the phone that they might need to make some special arrangements. Oh no, it’s going to be sharing a sleeping bag with the chickens, isn’t it?!


  ‘Tori, I know you don’t have the energy for camping . . .’


  They got that from my questionnaire? I bristle a bit as my natural competitive streak starts to kick in, but then I give a little mental shrug. Does it really matter as long as it means I don’t have to build my own earth hut or sleep in a leaky tent?


  ‘We’ve decided that the best thing for you is to take the yurt in Seven Acre field. You won’t be on your own, though, as we’d already offered the space to one of our regulars, so you’ll be sharing.’


  ‘Sharing? Oh, okay . . . um . . . okay . . .’ Shit, I wasn’t expecting that. Then again, maybe a bit of company isn’t the worst thing in the world, considering I’m going to be stuck in the middle of nowhere for three weeks.


  As Lizzie and Ted continue to dole out the camp sites, I brood on how I’m going to cope with the whole sharing thing. I haven’t lived with anyone since I left home, and I did that as promptly as I possibly could, so you could say that it’s been quite a while since I’ve had to deal with anyone in my space. Markus and I never quite got around to actually living together before everything went tits up.


  ‘Okay, so that’s everyone!’ Ted smiles. ‘When we’re done here we’ll go for a walk and drop you off at your sites. Then you can make yourselves at home, or, in some cases, make your homes, before we all meet up again this evening.’ I roll my eyes as he beams at his own joke. ‘All food is supplied, and you will be expected to cook together at the outdoor station most evenings. You will not be permitted entry into the house again during your stay, except for in an emergency. There are basic facilities located close to all of your sites, except for those of you in the woods – you will make your own.’ The trio opposite me, whom I promptly dub the Beardy Weirdies, all nod eagerly, clearly excited at the thought of crapping in a hole.


  ‘We would like to request that you refrain from using any scented deodorant, antiperspirant, perfumes or chemical-based lotions while you’re here. No cosmetics please. These will impede your progress and are disrespectful to the land and to each other.’


  No. Nonononononono. Just as I think they can’t get any worse, I feel my nerves ramp up another notch. I guess I could deal with the lack of make- up – after all, it’s not like there’s anyone here who’s going to care what I look like, but moisturizer and deodorant? Surely they are basic human rights?


  ‘Finally, I need you all to turn in your phones, blackcurrants, laptops . . .’


  ‘Ted, love, I think you mean BlackBerries,’ Lizzie interrupts, rolling her eyes.


  ‘Right, right. Well, turn in all electrical gadgets, whether named after fruit or not.’


  My eyes widen in shock. What? WHAT?


  ‘What?’ Damn, one of them has escaped.


  Everyone’s eyes swivel in my direction, and I’m pretty sure I spot a few raised eyebrows. I definitely spot a look exchanged between Ted and Lizzie.


  ‘Sorry, I . . . erm . . . I meant to say, could you tell us a bit more about what made you decide to bring in this rule?’ There. I think I’ve just about managed to cover my behind . . . maybe.


  ‘First of all, we don’t really do rules. Think of them more as suggestions that we hope you’ll take on board while accepting our hospitality,’ Lizzie says, sounding a lot less earth mother and a lot more like a slightly pissed off librarian. ‘But yes, I can certainly explain the idea,’ she continues, her voice settling back into its honeyed tones. ‘Each of you is here for some form of healing. You all have blocks that are preventing you from connecting fully and authentically to your lives. These might be emotional, creative,’ she looks around the table, ‘or mental,’ she adds, turning back to me.


  Way to out us all in one breath! I peep around at the others, and pretty much everyone is fixated on the table in front of them.


  ‘You have decided to take this retreat from your lives in order to concentrate on your healing. It is our responsibility to remove the uncentring influences of the outside world. We do not want your progress impaired by the constant flow of bile that runs through communications devices. Whether you’re watching the news, talking to work colleagues or being harassed by family members, your thought processes are changed by each interaction. And so we remove this interruption to your healing.’


  ‘What if we need to check on someone . . . family . . . ?’ asks a woman from across the table. She looks decidedly out of place with her tight perm and fuchsia lipstick, sandwiched in between one of the Beardy Weirdies and Ted. A few of the others shift uncomfortably. Seems I’m not the only one who’s not completely thrilled with the idea of being cut off from civilization.


  ‘The handbook says to leave the main house number here as your emergency contact,’ says Lizzie smoothly.


  ‘I did. But my mother’s in a home. She often gets confused. They might need to call us,’ says the woman tremulously.


  ‘If they do call, we are here to help,’ smiles Lizzie. ‘If someone calls for any of you, we will decide if it’s a matter of importance strong enough to interrupt your healing process.’


  The woman smiles and nods at Lizzie, visibly relaxing in the knowledge that someone else is taking the responsibility out of her hands. I’m not so sure I’d be so chilled about it if it were me, but then I haven’t got a single soul who’ll worry about me while I’m away other than the Warriors. Crap. I hadn’t thought of that. How am I going to keep them updated without an internet connection?


  Ted stands and makes his way around the table, handing everyone a cotton bag and a paper luggage label. ‘Okay, before you all head back outside, please make sure that all of your gadgets go in here. We advise you to leave all of your valuables in these bags too. We can all trust each other here, but we can’t guarantee the safety of any belongings apart from those stored in these bags, which will be placed in our safe this afternoon and returned to you when you leave.’
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