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Prologue

The horizons for today’s Western women are broader than any of those who went before us. Three quarters of us are financially independent thanks to full-time employment, compared to just a third in 1985. Despite the overall gender pay gap (which has shrunk by about a third since 1997), women in their twenties are now taking home about £1k more than their male peers every year. Just under half of FTSE 350 directors are women, and we make up a third of the highest earners in the world – up from 10 per cent since 1970.

Recent years have seen the third British female prime minister take office, as well as a historic cabinet featuring the greatest number of female ministers ever. We can pretty much decide when we want to have kids, and how, thanks to medical advancements like egg freezing and surrogacy. Our football teams are finally being taken seriously.

What I’m trying to say is: today, our possibilities really are endless. In theory, anyway.

But whatever our professional endeavours, one life goal remains popular. And that is finding someone to do it all with you. Or at least be beside you. For many of us, this endeavour takes up a sizeable chunk of our late twenties and thirties; be it via miserable dates with Hinge matches, or nights out hoping to bump into the hot guy or girl from the office who slid into your DMs for twenty-four hours, but ignored you in the post room.

We might not want to admit it, but a relentless quest shared by almost all of us is to find that person who irritates you a very little amount, isn’t bad to look at, and loves you. When the hunt is over, you move to a flat or house in the suburbs and, in around half of cases, decide to get married. Eventually you’ll stop bothering with contraception. At this point, according to contemporary society, you have made it.

You might think this picture of life’s trajectory is outdated. It is true that far fewer people are choosing to make their union legal than they were forty years ago. But marriage is still a choice made by roughly half of adults in the US and the UK. Three quarters of people live with a romantic partner.

But what happens if that isn’t the end of the story? What if the box you thought you’d ticked suddenly – and totally unexpectedly – reverts to blank? It’s no secret that half of marriages end in divorce. It’s assumed to be a problem for midlifers; children leave home and couples realise there’s nothing left to talk about. But there’s a new divorce demographic emerging. Young, bright things who are calling it quits before they can even celebrate a paper anniversary. These days, you’re almost twice as likely to get divorced in your early thirties than you are in your late fifties. There’s just as many people calling it quits after a year, as there are after twenty-five. And according to divorce lawyers, it’s a growing trend: millennials fall in love, live together, get married and, relatively soon afterwards, get divorced. Interestingly, in the majority of cases, they say, it’s the man who pulls the plug.

I was introduced to this phenomenon in November 2022, when my once-adoring husband decided to call it quits after six months. I have since come into contact with a not insignificant number of women of a similar age who’ve experienced an adapted version of my same heartbreak. They too got married thinking this was it, only to find it wasn’t before they’d had a chance to use their wedding china. What is happening?

Perhaps our current era of Hinge and Bumble is triggering mass newly-wed FOMO. Or maybe the immediate gratification granted by today’s technological world makes the stability of marriage seem dull as hell. Perhaps our dire economic prospects make any type of commitment terrifying? Could it be because of Covid? Or Taylor Swift?

In What She Did Next I aim to find some semblance of an answer, by delving into the stories of twelve young women who’ve suffered similar shock marriage terminations, albeit in varied circumstances. Their stories explore all manner of themes as possible explanations for their relationships ending: children, financial differences, affairs, faith, race, emotional illiteracy, to name a few. Meanwhile, psychologists, relationship counsellors and divorce lawyers help unpick the conundrum too – offering insight collected from thousands of couples. Two thirty-something men reveal what it’s like to be on the other side of the coin; one who wanted to be married, and one who really didn’t.

These pages will also enlighten you as to the legal implications of marriage that many of us (including me) are initially naive to, and how to protect yourself from financial ruin. Once you sign a marriage certificate, half of everything you have is your partner’s – which feels particularly unfair if you’ve only been legally bound to them for a year. There’s plenty of advice to help you navigate proceedings – whether they have got ugly, or whether you just haven’t a clue where to start.

But the ultimate purpose of this book is to show you that, while your life may not pan out exactly as you imagined it, it will likely be more fabulous than you could ever predict. The women whose stories you’re about to read are a beacon of hope to the heartbroken; a smooth pile to keep you steady after the rug has left from under your feet. A flickering light at the end of the shit-filled tunnel. The assurance that, however fucked up life as you know it is, everything will be all right. In fact, it will almost certainly be much, much better.

The vast majority of names in this book have been changed to respect privacy – except for three women who wanted to be named, and the quoted experts.




Chapter 1

The Split

Pick up the phone, Sam, pick up the phone. It’s 2.30 a.m. and I am starfished on the sofa, my heart exploding into my gullet. And I really, really need my brother to answer my call. I switch to loudspeaker and check the time in LA: 6.15 p.m.

‘Heee-llo, sister!’ My brother’s voice transports me to our parents’ loft room where we’d watch Friends reruns and compete in throwing the largest objects possible out of the Velux window.

But now I’m crying. ‘I think Ben might be leaving me,’ I say.

‘Oooo-kay . . .’ He either doesn’t believe me or he thinks I’m being melodramatic. ‘What happened?’

I tell him that Ben cooked my favourite aubergine pasta last night and then, out of nowhere, announced he wasn’t happy – despite our recent second honeymoon in Mexico where we had romantic beach dinners and unprotected sex most nights.

When I’d asked if there was someone else in the picture he wasn’t telling me about, he’d responded with silence. We’d been married for six months, together for eight and a half years. I ran to the toilet and vomited. I knew who it was. In the Mexican airport lounge I’d suggested we swap phones to look at each other’s pictures of the holiday. ‘Wait a second,’ he’d said, bringing his phone towards his chest. At the time, I thought nothing of it. If Ben was one thing, it was trustworthy. After a couple of seconds he handed over the phone and, between pictures of me drinking margaritas and eating dimly lit shrimp tacos, was an image of a pair of earrings in the shape and colour of chilli peppers.

‘Why do you have this?’ I asked.

‘Oh. Well, you know Lizzie in the office? She has the same earrings so I took a picture to show her,’ he said. Lizzie was his friend. As far as I knew, she had a long-term boyfriend.

The whole exchange had been virtually forgotten until the Tuesday after we got back from Mexico, and Ben was home late from work drinks. I’d expected the familiar text to arrive at around 11.30 p.m., which usually read something along the lines of: ‘Sorry babe, I’ve stayed out really late, on my way home now xxx’. To which I’d reply with a picture of our dog, Jez, modelling remnants of watermelon stuck in his beard. But the text never came. I went to bed feeling nervous and woke up to a frostier version of the ‘I’m coming home’ messages than I was used to, sent at 2 a.m. He was lying comatose beside me, the stench of stale beer radiating from his armpits. On the walk to the station in the morning I felt uneasy, and found myself drawn to a podcast I’d saved months ago about a woman who finds her husband cheating.

The next day, 10 November 2022, the night he handed me that bowl of pasta, he told me nothing had happened between them. ‘If I had done something then I’d have been a total dickhead,’ he said. ‘We haven’t even told each other we really like each other or anything.’ The word ‘really’ felt stapled to the front of my brain.

Back on the sofa, my brother said this wasn’t the end. ‘The thing is, Eve, boys are stupid. And sometimes, we have our heads turned . . . We’re thinking with our, well, not with reasonable logic,’ he said in his best ‘big brother’ voice. ‘He’s just being an idiot and he’ll forget all about it in a few days. Just take deep breaths and try to get some sleep.’ When he felt anxious, he told me, he drew a mental picture of one thing in life that conjured feelings of unconditional joy and love, and this helped. For him, it was his two-year-old daughter, my niece, Laine. I put down the phone and wailed into the armrest.

Sam was wrong, of course. The following morning I left for work, expecting some sort of explanation or apology would arrive by 11 a.m. Ben was sorry, he was confused, of course he loved me and wanted to spend his life with me. At 2 p.m. I received this message: ‘I am going to go out with the boys tonight so that you can have some space.’

Why didn’t he want to beg forgiveness and explain the psychotic episode he was clearly having? I suggested we talk when I got back from work.

I returned to find him leaning against the kitchen counter, nervously smiling next to one half-filled glass of red wine. He was drunk. Or tipsy, at least.

‘So, I’ve been thinking about our relationship,’ he announced before I’d taken off my coat. I looked at the half-emptied bottle of wine beside him, and then at his face. It was one I didn’t recognise.

The upshot of the conversation was this: Ben felt unfulfilled, ignored and fed up. Our relationship was boring, it had lost its spark, and he struggled to see how this could be remedied. ‘The thing is, Eve,’ he said, ‘when you die, people won’t remember you for the work you did.’ This was an odd turn of phrase, seeing as I’ve spent much of my career writing health-related newspaper articles that expose wrongdoing towards patients. It’s not Spotlight, but the last time I checked, articles on the internet last for ever.

He wasn’t finished. ‘It’s like . . . they’ll actually remember you for the way you treat your friends and family.’ I frowned as if to say, What are you going on about? He waved his hands in the air and said, ‘You know what I mean.’

Ben told me he wanted to take some time to decide if he wanted to try and make it work with the help of a couple’s therapist. In the meantime, he refused to leave our house (‘I have nowhere to go! You can’t just kick me out on the street!’), instead suggesting that I sleep in the spare room and we ‘keep out of each other’s way’. He eventually relented, begrudgingly called an Uber to take him to a local Travelodge, and scoffed when I refused his valiant offer of a hug goodbye. He called the following morning to tell me he’d be coming back soon, and I ought to work out where I wanted to be. My answer was, in my house, with the husband I had a fortnight ago. Needless to say, I ended up in my mother’s spare room, or, more accurately, pinned to the couch in a sea of sodden tissues.

Ben told me he loved me on New Year’s Eve 2013, when we were both twenty-two. We’d been dating for two months – after meeting on our journalism master’s course – and he said it first. We were drunk, but not hammered, after spending the evening at a soulless bar in Piccadilly, watching the fireworks – just us two. His words reverberated through my skull. It made no logical sense to me. Until Ben, my relationship history had read like a catalogue of silly men-babies whose idea of romance was texting you once every other day. Love, for me, felt like a pipe-dream fantasy. I told Ben I loved him too that night – even though I didn’t feel it until a month later.

He loved the hell out of me. Most weekday mornings, for the best part of six months, he would arrive at university at least ten minutes early so he could wait at the top of the Tube station escalator for my arrival. He wanted to start his day with a five-minute walk together, he said. I was, according to Ben, the most beautiful woman he’d ever been with, and the person he’d prioritise every weekend – even early on – cancelling every plan to make room for our mooches round Soho, marvelling at leather goods we couldn’t afford. Sometimes, on Sunday mornings, I’d tell him about my family, particularly my dad, who had died when I was twelve. He was, it seemed, the only person whose parents were still alive with a miraculous understanding of what it felt like to be a half orphan. He knew exactly what to say, and what not to, and when to say nothing at all. At Christmas, his mum bought him a stack of vouchers for fancy restaurants across the city – none of which we could afford as students. We spent three months dining on amuse-bouches and confit potatoes, and drinking nightcaps at hotel bars overlooking Hyde Park. We’d slump back into his flat, put a documentary on the laptop and interrupt it with sex halfway through.

The girls came with cupcakes on day one of the break-up. Mum got out the nice biscuits, and I could barely stand up. My face was dirtied with two days’ worth of eyeliner and remnants of broken-up tissue. A best friend’s romantic pain shoots through you like a freezing January morning. Their eyes were cloudy; they were so sorry he’d done this. But I was the one who had brought him into our circle of trust. I chose him – not them – and clearly I’d got it so very wrong.

I looked at Martha. ‘I am so sorry you have to go through this again,’ I said. Martha had been with John for eight years when he sat down one night and told her he was out. They’d shared a flat for five years and had been searching for a house to buy together. A week later, she went back to their shared flat to collect her belongings, and found a cork engraved with the words: BECKY’S FIRST DAY AT WORK. She would later discover that Becky was a girl John had been hooking up with for the past few months – and who would eventually become his new girlfriend.

‘If it means I can help you navigate this, at least my heartbreak wasn’t for nothing,’ Martha said. I licked a chunk of buttercream off my finger and thought about how lucky women are to be friends with other women.

It was clear, to everyone but me, that I’d eventually need to be admitted to hospital. It was August 2015 and I was critically ill with anorexia. Six months of weight-gain plans had failed to get me a pound heavier, and I was so thin that even my handbag strained my bones and muscles, which meant agonising back pain. Ben and I had been together a year and a half. He was anxious about my weight, but I’d always managed to convince him I was getting better. The doctors say it takes time, you have nothing to worry about, I’d say. But the threat of a section order, should I not agree to be admitted, wasn’t something I could exactly hide.

‘Mum, they’re saying they want to take me to hospital.’ I’d been told to take a minute to ‘think’ about the doctors’ orders in the room where they did group therapy. Mum was surprisingly calm. She’d later tell me it was the call she’d been longing for – at least now it wasn’t up to her to make me better.

‘Ben will leave me . . . I know he can’t do this,’ I said to her. ‘He’s told me before, if I have to be in hospital, he won’t be able to handle it.’

‘Okay, let me call him and tell him,’ Mum said.

Two minutes later, my phone rang. It was Ben. ‘So you think I’m going to dump you?’ he said. I reminded him of what he’d said months earlier about this very scenario. ‘Nah, don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘Do you think I might get to spin you round in a wheelchair?’

A fortnight later I was allowed visitors, and Ben showed up early, bearing flowers and seven newspaper supplements, as well as a USB stick loaded with all five seasons of Breaking Bad.

He climbed up onto my plastic mattress and cried into my shoulder. ‘I miss you,’ he sobbed. Visitors were only allowed twice a week and for ninety minutes per slot – one before dinner, and one after, as non-patients were strictly banned during meal times. Ben quickly adopted a new routine: he’d come for the first visit, walk twenty minutes up the road to the nice but cheap Turkish restaurant, eat dinner, and return in time for the second one.

Six weeks later I was fed back to health and discharged. Ben showed up at Mum’s the following day, deliriously happy and showing me flats he’d found for us to live in together. We moved into our first home, in a part of west London we’d never been to, a couple of months later. But my illness hadn’t relented. Three meals a day remained a challenge – as did pizza, chocolate and anything that wasn’t made from mostly vegetables. Eating past 9 p.m. wasn’t easy either. Over the following five years of our relationship, Ben helped me chip away at these anxieties. Once, when I was freaking out about our homemade chicken kebabs not being ready until 9 p.m., he googled the average dinner time in continental Europe; if eating late was good enough for the Italians, it was good enough for me, he said. He gently encouraged me to eat beyond my limits, but never pushed. He entertained my constant need for permission to spend my Sunday mornings on the sofa watching cooking shows. ‘This is what most people we know are doing right now!’ he’d assure me. He’d make dinner when he knew I couldn’t – or wouldn’t – and find ways to hide extra calories when my weight was slipping. Occasionally I’d notice and shout, but it never seemed to bother him.

It is likely that Ben saved my life. This fact characterised our relationship in the years that followed, for both of us. We subconsciously dismissed the bonds of other couples because no one had survived what we had: a near-death experience that welded us together for ever, whether we liked it or not. My illness was a recurrent theme in the emotional outpouring that was our wedding speeches. The guests said we were beautifully vulnerable, powerful, proof that love conquers all. It’s only now that I realise all this was a sign of dysfunction; evidence that our relationship had never got over the ordeal.

For instance, Ben’s insistence on making dinner every night was, in hindsight, unusual. I’d notice his subtle panic when I’d choose a vegetarian meal at a restaurant. ‘You should have something proper, something more substantial,’ he’d say. The words were stuck in my head for years afterwards. Had I gained enough weight for him to fancy me again? Ben wasn’t humble about his leading role in my recovery. My illness wasn’t my fault, he’d say, but thank goodness he was there to direct my portion sizes. He’d dismiss the efforts of my best friends, and even sometimes those of my mum, in helping me make my peace with food. ‘We did it together,’ he’d say. ‘You and me.’ And at times, it did feel as though it had been that way.

By January 2020 I was virtually recovered. Apart from one detail: I was yet to have a period. My disordered thoughts had all but disappeared and I was stuffing my face most weekends. My weight was creeping up. But, infuriatingly, not enough for my hormones to kick back into action. I just wanted my recovery complete – once and for all. Ben came up with a plan. ‘I think you should get high,’ he suggested one night during the series finale of Curb Your Enthusiasm. By the following morning, Ben had found some high-strength skunk-infused chocolate. That Saturday, we stocked up on three different ice-cream flavours, biscuits and tubs of Celebrations – as well as an entire rotisserie chicken, in preparation for the expected munchies.

We started with half a square of chocolate each, and settled down to an episode of Line of Duty. It took twenty minutes to kick in – at which point I could feel my face starting to melt. ‘I’m talking but I don’t know if the words are coming out,’ I said to Ben, who, by this point, was red-faced and dribbling.

‘I think this might be a bit strong,’ he said.

I looked down at my legs, which were now shaking uncontrollably – bouncing, hilariously, in all different directions. ‘I NEED A WEE!’ I shouted, and attempted to lift my bottom from the sofa but instead fell sideways into Ben’s lap. He pushed me off and held my hips, steadying me on my feet. ‘HOW DO I GET TO THE TOILET?’ The bathroom was about five metres away. My legs were now bouncing from the knee. I made it, somehow, before running to the bedroom, telling Ben he should probably call an ambulance. He followed me in and drew the curtains shut.

‘This will help,’ he said, stroking my hair. ‘Lie down on the bed and try to close your eyes. I’m here beside you, and you’re fine.’

The rest of the evening is a blank hole. But Ben later told me I patted him on the chest every ten to fifteen minutes, asking if he was still alive.

Ben took just over a week to consider whether or not he wanted to try and make our marriage work, during which time I saw him twice. Once, to discuss intermediate plans: who looked after the dog; whether or not I kept paying the mortgage. The second time was for him to outline a catalogue of my flaws, and explain why, in agonising detail, he’d realised I wasn’t right. It was a thousand tiny nails lodging into every part of my body’s tissue.

‘First of all, our families are very different. I’d say yours is loud and close, and mine isn’t.’

My breath was suddenly short, staggered.

‘And you prioritise work way too much. It’s not normal to want to work on the weekend. I’m never at the top of your list. Some people would be perfectly happy with that, but I don’t think it’s right for me.’

I fixated on his face, which was angled towards the back wall of the living room, avoiding my eyeline. Maybe if I caught his eye he’d see the woman he loved, and realise he was making a terrible mistake. But the list didn’t stop. I’d failed to make enough effort with his friends and family. It was fine to be ambitious, but I was too ambitious, at the expense of the people I loved. I hadn’t given him enough attention or praise when he’d got his new job. I felt a bruise forming inside my gut.

In the end, I asked him to stop – if he wasn’t offering a conclusion or decision, I didn’t need to hear it. ‘Can we just decide what we’re doing about the house? Are you moving out?’

He did that unrecognisable face again. The one I imagine he’d use if someone accidentally trod on the back of his shoe, or refused to give him a refund. ‘We’ve talked about this. I don’t have anywhere else to go. It’s my house and I want to stay here. You’ve been living at your mum’s, so I don’t see what the problem is.’

I thought back to Martha’s advice. On break-up day one, she’d told me: Whatever you do, don’t leave your house. She’d been so traumatised by John’s admission that she’d fled the flat within the hour, dragging her belongings onto the Tube in bin liners. ‘It was the most humiliating moment of my life – and I would die before I let you do the same,’ she’d said. I already regretted last week’s decision not to insist Ben remained at the Hertfordshire Travelodge. This time, I’d listen to Martha.

I stood my ground. ‘This is my house, and I want to come back. You’re the one with doubts. If you want to separate for a while, then you need to come up with a plan and go somewhere. Why is this my responsibility?’

He didn’t get it.

The following Monday, he messaged to say he wanted to talk. He’d made a decision.

‘Do you want a cup of tea or anything?’ he asked as I walked in the door. Was hospitality a sign of wanting to make a marriage work? The place was cleaner than usual and he looked surprisingly good; the fleece he wore for tennis was zipped up to the top, hugging his broad shoulders, and his hair had fallen into that tangled curl thing that I liked. Was this all for my benefit?

We sat on his side of the sofa – the spot where he used to lie flat with his legs dangling, leaving enough room for me to nestle into the side of his torso. But now we were sitting like colleagues, nervously watching our knees in case they accidentally touched. It would be a ball ache to move this gigantic sectional sofa out the front door if we had to sell it. I fixated on the round patch of Jez’s piss that marked our white mohair rug, which reminded me I needed to take it to the dry cleaner. Although, maybe now I wouldn’t have to. I thought of Jez wiggling his lumbering backside through the hole in the gate at Ben’s parents’ house, where he was being looked after. Whatever comes from this conversation, at least Jez will be happy, I thought.

‘I’m a bit nervous . . .’ Ben said, before taking three – very intentional – long, deep breaths. He wasn’t going to say what I wanted him to. Vomit was rising in my gullet. My legs went numb. The grey area – waiting for his final decision – had kept me cushioned. But now all I could see was black.

‘Just spit it out.’ The words escaped me so quickly I got lightheaded.

‘I don’t think I want to try.’

There it was. The ultimate fear: alive and kicking. I opened my mouth to respond but couldn’t. My legs were ten steps ahead, launching off the sofa and running past his feet to the front door. I opened the door and turned to see him standing with his hands in his pockets, bewildered. I blinked to let the tears run down my face, looked him dead in the eye, said, ‘I think you’re a scumbag’ – and bolted out the door.

A week later we put the house on the market, and I emailed him to confirm that I’d get a larger share of the profits, given that my mum had gifted us £25,000 towards it. I asked for half of the £800 we’d paid for our dog Jez, who we’d since decided would stay with Ben’s parents. He refused, telling me Mum’s money was a ‘shared’ gift and, anyway, we’d spent most of it on house renovations. I muffled something about giving me whatever was left, knowing that this still wasn’t fair. It then dawned on me that I’d made a catastrophic mistake. For the entirety of our relationship Ben had overseen our shared finances. Not just finances – just about everything practical a person needed to do to live in a house or flat. I had transferred money to him every month for bills, mortgage and anything else household related. When we had saved for a house, we’d pooled the deposit money – including the £25k from my mum – and put it into his savings account. I couldn’t even tell you which water company we used.

Now he’d had a shock metamorphosis, I was fucked. Not only had I no leg to stand on when it came to fighting for my family’s savings, I was clueless about how to stand on my own two feet. It took all of twenty seconds for me to realise that I would now, aged thirty-one, have to learn how to be an independent grown-up. I’d moved from home to a life with Ben aged twenty-three and, apart from a brief stint at university – which had involved me driving back to London from Brighton every weekend with a car full of dirty washing – I’d never had to fend for myself. Not really.

All I could think of was the internet. In all three homes we’d shared, Ben had set up the utilities, and in every place it had been a struggle. Engineers couldn’t find the right fuse box, or Ben had to buy one of those cable extension leads for the . . . bandwidth? Our first weeks of living in every new place had been punctuated by me yelling, ‘BEN, INSTAGRAM WON’T LOAD AGAIN!’ from the bedroom, while he put our pictures up. How the fuck was I supposed to do this all alone?

In the weeks that followed I bombarded Ben with heartfelt pleas, reminding him that this was his doing. My mother was a widow and pensioner who had gifted all her savings under the belief we’d be together for ever. I told him he could stay in the house. I wouldn’t fight him for the dog. He could have whatever furniture – all of it. All I wanted was my mum’s money.

His responses read like they’d been sent by my Year 8 form tutor. Phrases like ‘as we discussed previously’ and ‘I would advise’ made me feel as if I were married to my accountant. He wasn’t budging. The money was gone, and he was not interested in finding a way to make it up to me. It was then that I learned of the legal fuckery that is marriage. One of my pathetic begging-for-money letters triggered a response sent by Ben, but clearly written by a lawyer. It callously reminded me of all the assets he’d have access to in the eyes of the law, should I attempt to pursue him for my mum’s £25k. My savings, pension, property in the family name and any other investments were all, technically, shared. He assumed that I wouldn’t want to engage in such negotiations, but he thought it important to remind me that I’d be forced to, should I begin legal proceedings or push for mediation (the independent, middle man in divorce that helps you negotiate finances when you want to rip each other’s heads off).

About a month later I went back to our house to box up my life, in preparation for its transfer to a storage facility on the outskirts of London. I walked into the dining room to find every birthday gift he’d ever given me with Post-it notes beside them that read BEN’S.

I’ve hated Christmas for as long as I’ve been a person with a dead parent. Actually, any occasion in which the entire world and its mother are frolicking in family fun time makes me want to hide for at least a week. It’s like the whole of Instagram is saying: ‘Don’t forget your dad is dead!’

One year, a couple of weeks before John Lewis put up its tree, Ben handed me a present. He knew it was early, but he couldn’t wait any longer. It was a framed Paul McCartney record – a little-known album from his back catalogue called Flaming Pie. Ben had spent months trying to track it down and eventually found a second-hand pressing from an obscure vinyl store in Athens.

It was the album Dad had played relentlessly in his car in the year before he became too ill to drive. Sam and I would laugh as he banged along to the drum solos on his steering wheel, and joined in with the harmonies on ‘Young Boy’ (pretty successfully, actually). I’d completely forgotten that I’d told Ben this earlier that year, one morning when a song from the album came on Radio 6 and I’d started crying. He’d remembered. ‘When you told me that story all I could think of was how happy you’d have been in that car with him,’ Ben said as I hugged the record sleeve, using the bottom of my pyjama top as a tissue to dry my eyes. ‘Now you can look at the record on the wall, and take a minute to think about those times, about him.’

Another idiotic divorce fact you may not be aware of is that you must wait to have been hitched a full year before applying to officially end your marriage. Ben was annoyingly punctual. On 16 April 2023, a year to the day after we’d picked confetti out of our hair at Islington Town Hall, an email arrived in my inbox from His Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals Service.

‘Dear Eve Simmons, your husband has applied for a divorce,’ it read. All I was required to do was click the link enclosed and select if I agreed or disagreed, and whether I supported his claim that we had no children.

I ticked the box titled ‘agree’, bit off a chunk of my nail and looked at the screen, thinking, now what?




Chapter 2

The Blindsided

Most official definitions of a traumatic event involve two fundamental words: unusual and unexpected. According to one NHS description, it is not the size of the event that makes it traumatic, it’s what the person who experienced thinks about what happened, and what it means to them.1 Notably, a traumatic event ‘shatters the basic beliefs we hold about life’.

This is also a neat description of how it feels to experience an episode of what is known among divorce experts as blindsiding. There is no extended crescendo, no summer of discontent, not even a period of sexlessness. In fact, it often occurs scarily close in time to some form of evidence that you’re still in love – be it a wedding, all-inclusive holiday or, God forbid, a pregnancy. It is a disturbing phenomenon that, while not novel, is, I’m told, increasing in prevalence – especially among younger married couples.

‘What happened to you is not uncommon,’ says Aina Khan OBE, London-based divorce lawyer and international law consultant. ‘We see people living together for long periods of time and they seem to be happy. Then they get married and things seem to go downhill. One of them changes their mind.’ Anyone can be a victim of blindsiding. But these days, the woman is more likely to get burned.

Sandra Davis, a partner at Mishcon de Reya specialising in family law, has noticed the same pattern: ‘It is almost as if men get caught up with the excitement and pomp of the wedding and it serves as a distraction. When all that’s over and they wake up to the reality of the day-to-day of the relationship, they realise they don’t want it after all.’

It is this element of my break-up that I’ve found myself most simultaneously alarmed and fascinated by, and that I’ve spent the past two years endeavouring to comprehend. The desperation to slot together the pieces isn’t just for my own warped sense of security; if I know what caused it, I can stop it happening again. It’s also in aid of the astonishing numbers of women I’ve come across since, who’ve faced almost exactly the same horror. A bit later on in this chapter, you’ll hear from psychologists and relationship counsellors who will offer a window into the mind of the blindsider, and what possesses them to do it. But first, the phenomenon: how common is it, and what about it makes it so earth-shatteringly shit?

Six months after the split I told my humble Instagram following what had happened. The messages came pouring in from other women who’d suffered similar experiences, almost all honing in on the element of surprise. I realised that, while they may not have been marriages, this has also been true of pretty much all of the break-ups I’ve seen involving twenty-nine-to-thirty-something straight couples: best friends, extended family, colleagues. In almost all cases that I have come across, there’s been a (usually male) blindsider.

One newly-wed told me her husband had recently encouraged her to come off contraception so they could start the family they’d longed for. The following week he’d announced he was ‘too young’ to settle down and wanted a divorce. Another had recently become pregnant with their fourth (!) child when he’d revealed his secret affair. One twenty-nineyear-old said her new husband just got up and left one day. No warning. No explanation. More on these depressing tales later.

Social media forums like Reddit offer further evidence. There are endless break-up subreddits (I scrolled through 80 per cent of them), each attracting several hundred comments. I noticed only a handful of men revealing they were the victims of blindsiding. The vast majority noted that they were the ones doing the break-up, and their female partner was ‘surprised’ (more on the hormonal enclave that is Reddit later).

All break-ups are hell. But shock adds a special sauce, leaving the victim not only rudderless, but forever tortured by the knowledge that what you believe to be safe may suddenly not be. So what is it about the element of surprise that feels so mind-numbingly dreadful?

Shock is an interesting emotional state. When we enter into emotional shock, adrenaline is pumped through the body and brain as a result of the ‘fight or flight’ mechanism that is intended to protect us from sabre-toothed tigers or gunshots.

This activates our limbic system, which is responsible for both emotions and memories, meaning the sensation of panic is stored alongside fragments of the event. Hence, future triggers of the memory also spark the unpleasant feelings that whacked you over the head at the time of the emotional crash.

Simultaneously, the frontal part of the brain involved with reasoning and logic – the prefrontal cortex – temporarily shuts down. This means the memory isn’t often captured in an ordered, articulated fashion, and you may find yourself unable to speak, write, do and think properly in the moments immediately after the event. But soon comes the psychological aftermath. Because the memories are stored in a state of confusion, the mind begins a particularly tortuous psychological process: it tries to write a story that makes logical sense. A story that fits with this outcome.

Could I have been more enthusiastic about our shitty neighbourhood? I should have bought him dinner when he got his new job, or written him a card at least. I should have backed off from talking about babies, and done more of the grown-up house stuff. Plenty of people work long hours and still manage to arrange a cleaner and a handyman (or woman) to come and fix the leak in the roof. Then there was my lack of physical effort; it was a wonder he wanted to touch me given that I thumped around the house most nights wearing my mottled fleece and sweatpants, which I let the dog rip holes in. I cringed thinking of the leopard-print fleece dressing gown, stained with tomato sauce, that I was wearing the night he broke up with me. I was a selfish, inconsiderate slob who had carelessly passed the vital minutiae of our shared life to him, using the pathetic excuse that I was always at work. I had pushed him to the sympathetic ear of another woman and who could blame him for developing feelings for her?

This was my daily torment, swimming around in my brain until I went to sleep at night. And when I didn’t sleep, which was often, it became darker. I’d use this assumed narrative to predict the future. Why would anyone want to come within an inch of me?

These thoughts remained deafeningly loud for three weeks. Telling my therapist exactly what was going on in my head helped. This was a natural reaction to being in an unfathomable situation, she said. She also challenged my destructive beliefs by asking insightful questions such as, ‘Don’t you think nine years is a long time to spend with someone who is, as you say, a disgusting, lazy troll?’

Relationship counsellors tell me this unhelpful story writing is a common experience in people who are blindsided by a break-up. ‘It’s your brain’s way of trying to process the traumatic events, but without the help of the other party, who holds a lot of the answers,’ says relationship therapist, Deborah Hill. ‘It’s common that, in the absence of explanations, you end up in a
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Why are men more likely to blindside?
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