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Love is like the wild rose-briar,



Friendship like the holly-tree –



The holly is dark when the rose-briar blooms



But which will bloom most constantly?



The wild rose-briar is sweeting in spring,



Its summer blossoms scent the air;



Yet wait till winter comes again



And who will call the wild-briar fair?



Then scorn the silly rose-wreath now



And deck thee with the holly’s sheen,



That when December blights thy brow



He still may leave thy garland green.





Emily Brontë, Love and Friendship
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CHAPTER ONE

Natasha

‘Nat, come in, it’s fucking January and you’re only wearing a T-shirt,’ came his voice from inside the flat.

The swearing took me back. I was the ‘swearer’ – Matt only swore when he was angry, or when he was watching Question Time. How dare he be angry right now. What gave him the right?

I was sitting on the roof, shivering in the cold and burning my throat with Johnnie Walker. The whisky was hot – hot on my lips, my mouth, my throat, and hot trickling down into my stomach – but my body was ice, the bitter seaside air whipping my hair back and biting at my skin. I remember liking the contrast. I remember everything about that night.

An hour earlier, I’d been panicking because I couldn’t get hold of Matt, and that hardly ever happened, even after seven years together. He’d been at the pub with his friends and wasn’t answering my WhatsApps asking when he was coming home, and if he could bring us a pizza from the Italian opposite the pub.

I didn’t think much of it – probably had one too many ciders to check his phone, I thought. Besides, I wanted to binge-watch The End of the F*cking World on Netflix with a glass of wine and zero interruptions.

I heard his key turn in the lock – a sound I loved – and dashed to the hall. ‘You didn’t message me, I was worried about you!’ I said with a relieved smile. Until suddenly, I clocked the look on his face, and I wasn’t smiling any more.

Matt’s expression, usually gentle and calm, was solemn, shell-shocked, etched with fear and panic and, for the first time in our seven years together, I felt like I didn’t recognise him. He stood in the door to our home, tall, beautiful and broken, limply holding a cardboard pizza box, and said, ‘Nat, we need to talk.’

I always used to laugh at those words in films – ‘How clichéd, who actually says that?’ I’d say – until I heard them. My chest turned tight and something thick stuck in my throat so I could hardly speak.

‘What about?’ I managed to mutter.

‘I can’t do this any more. I don’t feel the same.’

You’d think the natural reaction to this would be instant tears, angrily demanding answers, maybe even throwing an IKEA plate or two. But not for me. To me, it felt so unbelievable, so unreal, that my body relaxed a little, calmed by the thought that this was just too farcical to actually be happening.

‘You’re just drunk, right?’ I tried to reason, nearly laughing. ‘But don’t say things like that, we can just talk in the morning. Come to bed, it’s almost one thirty.’

‘No, Nat, you don’t understa—’

‘Of course I do! I get emotional when I’m drunk, too!’

Then suddenly his face turned stern, frown lines spreading across his forehead.

‘I’m not drunk, Nat. Please, listen. I’m sorry, but I don’t love you any more.’

The calm was suddenly snatched away. Then panic. Blind panic. The kind of panic that strikes your feet like a bolt of lightning and shoots up through your body, ripping through your insides as it goes, and eventually settles in your brain like a parasite. My body turned cold and I started to shake uncontrollably. I couldn’t understand it – this wasn’t happening. This didn’t happen to people like us. This didn’t happen to happy people. We were happy. Weren’t we?

I ran to the bathroom to throw up. I sat with my head down the toilet for what felt like a lifetime, retching and shaking. The six most difficult words you can ever hear were rattling around my brain on loop, torturing me over and over. ‘I don’t love you any more’; ‘I don’t love you any more’; ‘I don’t love you any more’. He didn’t love me any more. The man I loved unconditionally didn’t love me any more.

Eventually – I don’t know how much later – I pulled myself to my feet and walked back into the hall. Matt was through the door to my left, on the sofa in the living room, crying with his head in his hands. ‘Why the hell is he the one crying?’ I thought, but still, seeing him cry made something swell within me, an ocean rising up in my chest, the instinctive urge to take his pain away. He still had his black coat on; the one I’d bought him two Christmases ago. He’d worn that coat so much that the lining in one of the pockets had gone and his backpack had worn away some of the fabric at the back.

I stood, frozen. I knew I had to ask it – the question I really didn’t want to ask. I turned away from him, trying to breathe deeply and restore some calm, just for a second.

‘Is there someone else?’ I demanded with a surprising amount of strength, desperate not to show him how much he was destroying me.

He looked up, his dark glossy eyes stained with tears and fear and guilt.

‘Of course not,’ he whimpered. ‘We’re just not the same any more. I’m different, you’re different.’

‘That’s not fair,’ I hissed instantly, anger joining the panic and shock and disbelief. ‘You might feel like someone else, but I’m still right here. I never left you for one minute.’

I didn’t want to hear his response. I couldn’t. I walked through to the kitchen, grabbed the whisky, pulled up the window and stepped out onto the roof.

I was shaking still as my body turned to ice in the winter air. I could hear the crashing of the sea’s waves on the beach as memories of my life with Matt replayed through my mind, as if fast-forwarding through some sort of tortuous home video.

We’d met at university at nineteen and hit it off straight away. We were studying English and instantly bonded over our love of Brave New World, the smell of old books and Stephen King’s short stories. We both loved terrible horror films and old-fashioned pubs. We became inseparable, our friends constantly rolling their eyes when we said the same thing at the same time. We both tried to ignore our connection for a few months, not wanting to ruin our friendship. Until one evening, after watching the (very terrible) Malibu Shark Attack in his tiny student room, he lent across the bed to kiss me.

‘I love you, Nat’, he’d said softly, his hand resting on my shoulder as the outtakes of a Tara Reid lookalike being massacred by a CGI shark rolled romantically in the background. ‘I can’t pretend I don’t any more.’

And as they say towards the end of teenage romance novels: that was that. Just as the beginning of fresh, new love should be, our relationship was easy. We soon moved into our top-floor flat in Hackton-on-Sea, the town where I’d grown up, and we’d been blissfully happy ever since – or so I thought.

Our home had its faults. The old lady in the flat below was a very keen smoker (she reminded us of Dot Cotton from EastEnders, without the religious values), so you always felt like you were walking through the smoking area of a grotty nightclub when you entered our flat. The white paint was chipping away from the edges of the large sash windows, and the farmhouse-style wooden doors were water-stained where the previous tenants had used them to hang their washing. But we didn’t care. It was the very first thing that was ours, and we adored every inch of it. How could he leave all of that behind? Will he stay here while he works out where to live? Will that make him change his mind?

On the roof, my body frozen but for the burning whisky, my world was spinning around me. ‘How did I end up here, when just over seven years ago, Matt was declaring his undying love for me?’ I thought. ‘How could this have happened?’

‘Nat, come in, it’s fucking January and you’re only wearing a T-shirt.’

I pulled myself to my feet.

‘Why do you care,’ I spat, bending down to climb back through the window, ‘if you don’t love me any more?’

‘Of course I care,’ he said softly. ‘I’m just … I’m just so, so sorry. I wish I didn’t feel like this.’

Without thinking, I reached up and rested my hand at the nape of his neck; that instinctive urge to take his pain away too strong to suppress. It didn’t register that my heart was breaking because of him. But I guess that’s what love is.

‘Please don’t,’ he said, screwing his face up in anguish and turning away from my hand. He didn’t look at me, started walking towards the living room.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To sleep on the sofa. It’s late. I don’t think there’s anything left to say tonight.’

There it was again. That blindsiding punch to the guts. That lightning panic.

‘Will you just …’ I trailed off, the burning subsiding, the numbness eating me whole.

Come on, Nat, the voice in my head piped up. What do you want to say? This is important, don’t screw this up. Remind him why he loves – loved – you.

Eventually, I said. ‘Will you just sleep next to me, just for tonight? Just for one last night?’

Ah, yes, desperation, said the voice inside my head. Just what every man wants. That’ll make him love you again.

‘Okay,’ Matt replied. ‘It is nearly three, we should try and sleep.’

Ha! Sleep! If you manage to get twenty minutes’ sleep it’ll be a goddamn miracle.

We walked back into the hallway and through to the door to the left of the living room into our bedroom – the place we’d spent hundreds of nights sleeping side by side.

For the love of God, try and be sexy, Nat. Maybe he’ll have pity sex with you.

But I stopped in my tracks when I caught a glimpse of myself in our bedroom mirror. I was unrecognisable, the colour drained from my face, my eyes red raw and shrouded with puffy skin, my baggy T-shirt littered with holes and whisky stains.

Grim. Yeah, maybe forget the pity sex.

I tried to push down the nausea that was creeping its way back into my throat, clinging to the fast-fading feeling that this was all one huge mistake. A misunderstanding. That we’ll go to sleep and everything will be okay in the morning. Everything had to be okay in the morning. It had to be.

We climbed into bed. It felt awkward, like we were two strangers who had just met on a drunken night out and now weren’t sure we wanted to sleep together any more.

I lay perfectly straight, my hands resting on my stomach like a corpse in a funeral parlour being prepared for my final outing. Except my whole body was still shaking, reminding me that I was very much alive and that this was really happening.

Matt always fell asleep before me – he could sleep through anything. I could tell he was asleep because his breathing became heavier and his chest was rising and falling with a deep, steady rhythm that I knew so well. I edged over, lightly resting my head on his chest, nestling into his body, looking up at him.

‘Who the fuck comes home, tells their girlfriend they don’t love them any more, then just dozes off into a blissful slumber?’ I thought. ‘But shit, I love that face.’ Hot tears stung my cold, tired eyes. ‘What if this is the last time I ever lie here?’

With that, I began drinking in everything about him. His thick, sandy-blond, almost-brown hair. The smell of his skin, the faint lines at the corner of his eyes. The curves of his big ears, the hairs at the bottom of his neck that signalled the start of his chest. His broad shoulders, high tower-like cheekbones, strong arms that once had swaddled me. I wanted him to open his eyes so I could look into them and memorise everything about them – dark mahogany brown with tiny, muddy green flecks, and the kindness they held. I wanted him to melt into me, like butter into toast. I wanted our bodies to absorb each other, so that we never had to know what it was to exist apart.

That night was the longest I’d ever known. It passed in waves, with ten-minute bursts of half-sleep interrupted by endless minutes of silence, with nothing but my own panic to keep me company.

The pale morning sun was creeping through the gap in the curtains when I woke up. I looked to my left. Matt wasn’t there.

I put one foot after the other – slowly – onto the cold wooden floor, my mind reeling. I was jaded, felled, hazy; like the morning after a heavy night out.

In the living room, Matt was already working on packing his belongings into whatever container he could find to carry them in. The lack of planning almost made me laugh: there were Tesco ‘Bags for Life’ strewn over the floor, one small suitcase (the type that’s slightly too big for carry-on – seriously, why do they make those?) and two cardboard boxes with WALKERS on the side.

‘They were the only empty boxes the blokes at Tesco had this morning.’ Matt looked up from sorting his books into piles and hesitated. ‘They stink of cheese and onion. I hate cheese and onion.’

‘I know you do,’ I replied, the same lump from yesterday still stuck thick in my throat. ‘I know everything about you.’

Suddenly, the pain crashed over me like an angry tsunami, and I clutched at the shattering in my chest which sent shockwaves through the rest of my body. I fell next to him, sobbing, pleading in shallow breaths, ‘Matt, please don’t do this – it’s happening too fast, we can talk, we need to talk, I don’t understand why you’re doing this.’

‘I wish I could tell you something more, but I just don’t feel the same, and it isn’t fair on either of us to carry on like that.’

‘No, Matt. I don’t understand. It’s too fast; this is all too fast. How long have you even felt like this?’

‘I don’t know,’ he muttered, looking down. ‘A few months, maybe.’

‘What? So you’ve been planning this?’

‘No, not exactly. I tried to ignore how I felt. I hoped it would go away.’



I tried desperately to fight for us then – ‘No one feels the same after seven years!’, ‘We can try counselling!’, ‘You’ve only been feeling like this for a few months, we can work on it!’ – but it was futile. You can’t fix something if you don’t know where all the tiny shattered pieces were lost along the way. There are no steps to retrace, no trail to follow to pick them up and piece them back together. Something, somewhere along the line, had broken; I’d been too wrapped up in my love to see that his love was dying. And there was nothing that could be done to mend it now.

Matt was quick at packing up his belongings, which I guess I should have been grateful for. I watched as he shoved piles of dirty underwear, socks and gym kit into old ‘Bags for Life’, and half-full bottles of ridiculous three-in-one shampoo into the stupidly sized suitcase. I even watched as he took the cheese plant we’d lovingly named Frank – ‘You’re taking Frank away from me?!’ – because, as he said, he’s the one who kept it alive all these years. (I mean, there was no arguing with that. I was a neglectful bitch to Frank.)

Matt made multiple trips to the car: first, the ‘gross underwear in Tesco bags’ trip, then the ‘stupid man toiletries in stupid man suitcase’ trip, followed by the ‘miscellaneous cables in cheese and onion box’ trip. I sat perfectly still as I watched Matt gut the very soul of our home, like a tragic version of David Attenborough observing a rare ecological phenomenon: ‘Here, we can see the human male, desperately attempting to flee his nest, despite his mate’s pathetic protests.’ In the midst of the heartbreak and anguish, I wanted to laugh at the ridiculous scenes playing out in front of me. Sometimes choosing to laugh is the only thing you can do.

When his car was full, Matt sat down beside me on the sofa. Tears were flowing so relentlessly down my cheeks and into my lap I was worried I was going to die of dehydration.

Remember to google: ‘Is it possible to die of dehydration from crying?’ later on, said the voice in my head. Your melodramatic sixteen-year-old self would be so proud.

‘I’m going to crash at Jack’s for a bit, until we both figure out our living situations,’ Matt said coldly, as if the disorderly man I knew was suddenly concerned with practicalities and being an actual organised adult.

I snapped out of my of my daze. ‘Our living situations?’ I said. ‘This is my home, Matt. I love this flat and I’m not going to leave it just because you’ve decided you’ve had enough.’

A pause. My mind both racing and unable to think straight.

Say something about Jack, that arrogant arsehole, I bet he put Matt up to this, said the voice.

‘Yeah, have you spoken to Jack about this?’ I hissed. ‘He’s one of your best mates, but he never really liked me, so he’s obviously going to push you to break up with me, isn’t he? Why did you listen to him, Matt? Can’t you think for yourself? And how are you going to live with him? He still collects empty bottles of vodka he’s drunk on his windowsill, for Christ’s sake, Matt! Like a fucking teenager!’

The tears were falling faster now, my skin stinging with the sudden rush of fury.

‘This isn’t helping, Nat. I hate it when you cry.’ Matt looked at me as he said it, that kindness in his eyes softening my temper. They always had that power over me, even now.

His words, though, struck me as odd – ‘I hate it when you cry’ – as if it were as unremarkable as saying ‘I hate this rain’ or ‘I hate this traffic’. As if the crying had nothing to do with him at all; just one of those things that happened, that he had no control over.

‘I’ll talk to you soon. I have to go now. I’m so sorry.’

And just like that, the man I loved walked out of our home, and with him, he took what felt like every fragment of me with him.

I didn’t move; I couldn’t move. What good would moving do? The more you move, the more alive you feel, and the more alive you feel, the greater the capacity for loneliness. So, I sat in the vastness of the silence he’d left, but for the central heating ticking into action and Dot Cotton watching some cooking show on TV downstairs.

The house felt so empty without him, and I thought about the life we’d been building together for such a long time. I’d never realised how fragile it was, that so many years could be snatched away in a matter of hours.

I may have been physically alone, but empty houses are full of noise, loud with ghosts. The walls housed our story: the love, the fights, the laughter, the sex, the comfort, the sorrys, the mending, the promises. It was their secret to keep.

But even being surrounded by our own ghosts couldn’t help me understand what had just happened. It was the absence of meaning and a clear explanation that made heartbreak so frightening; when he left, he opened a chasm in me I’d never seen before, one that had sheltered all my insecurities, fears and sadness. He was the gatekeeper of all those things. And suddenly, there was no one to keep them locked away any more.

I started to look around the flat, gawping at the graves of our memories. In the hallway hung mobiles made of Peruvian reeds and jars filled with salt from the Uyuni Salt Flats, from when we’d backpacked South America. There were wooden figures of elephants, tigers and Komodo dragons on shelves in our bedroom from our holiday to Indonesia. In the kitchen, Italian handwritten recipes for buttery broccoli orecchiette and sweet caprese salad hung in frames from our road trips down the coast. The £10 eBay chair, which we upholstered together in monochrome eighties fabric that we found in a vintage shop in London, sat proudly in the corner of our bedroom. The walls of the stairway leading up to the hallway were brimming with photos in mismatched frames – our graduations, my twenty-first birthday, Matt’s twenty-seventh last year.

Suddenly, it was like I was suffocating, choking on my own solitude.

‘I can’t be alone,’ I thought.

Where’s your phone? You haven’t looked at it since last night, said the voice helpfully.

It wasn’t in the living room, on the monochrome chair or on my bedside table.

Maybe he took your phone, the voice chimed in, you know, just to really kick a girl when she’s down.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I croakily said aloud to any ghosts that were listening.

Shit, talking to yourself now? You really are alone for the first time. And in January, of all months. Well, the promise of a New Year and making this ‘a great one’ has gone tits-up, hasn’t it? And only twelve days into it too, so much for ‘bettering yourself’ this year.

My phone was on the side in the kitchen, next to the Johnnie Walker and last night’s untouched pizza box. My stomach turned.

Ha, break-up pizza – that’s the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. That’s pizza off the menu for the rest of your life.

I picked up my phone and looked at the notifications. Some Instagram likes on the photo I’d uploaded of a bottle of wine in front of the Netflix home screen with the caption: ‘Slumber party for one #fridaynightin’. Oh, God, that looks really bloody sad now. *Delete*. Someone’s birthday alert on Facebook – I tap to see it’s Jack’s very attractive sister, Kimberly. Guess we know what (or who) Matt’s doing tonight. Shit, don’t think about that. Can’t think about that.

Finally, a stream of notifications from the ‘Mean Girls’ WhatsApp group. Not that we actually see ourselves as ‘mean’, of course, or reserve the chat purely for conversations about Cady Heron and Regina George – it stands for ‘Mackie, Edele, Alex and Natasha’. We’ve been best friends since we met in school at eleven years old, and we’d be lost without each other. The group WhatsApp used to be called ‘Hackton Hoes ’n’ Bitches’ until Alex’s step-sister saw the name flash up on Alex’s phone and spent the next three weeks calling people ‘hoes ’n’ bitches’. She’s seven.



EDELE: I can’t believe I’m stuck at home with my bloody MOTHER on a FRIDAY NIGHT. Big Dick Nick has got zero chat tonight, Tinder’s full of munters and there’s no booze in the house. You’re all terrible friends for letting this happen.



ALEX: Get a grip, woman. A drink- and dick-free night will do you some good.



EDELE: Piss off, Mother Theresa.



MACKIE: *sends a meme that says: ‘Actually love that me and my pals are at that age when absolutely fuck all is embarrassing. Pissed urself? Fell in public? £2 in ur bank? Got the clap? Hilarious’*



ALEX: E, haven’t you done all of that?



MACKIE: Yeah, mate, she has, that’s why it’s funny.



EDELE: I resent this. I’ve got £31 in the bank, actually. Plus, we’ve all stacked it in public, as has most of Hackton after £1 drinks at Bar Chocolate on a Monday night. I’ve shat myself twice, but that’s because I have IBS, so you’re just dicks for laughing at a diagnosed medical condition. And I may have had the clap, but so’s Nat before she was married off to Matt! So why don’t you laugh at her?!



*Some sixty ridiculous messages about chlamydia, IBS and Bar Chocolate later*



EDELE: Nat, you alive? Sorry for reminding the group that you had the clap, hun.



I started typing …



NAT: I don’t know how to say this. Matt’s dumped me and taken all his stuff to Jack’s. I’m a wreck.



EDELE O’CONNELL: Incoming WhatsApp Call.



Reject.



ALEX WILD: Incoming WhatsApp Call.



Reject.



EMMA MACKIE: Incoming WhatsApp Call



Reject.

I couldn’t bear to have our first conversation about The Tragic End of Matt and Nat over WhatsApp audio.



MACKIE: Okay, you don’t wanna talk on the phone, but we’re all coming over right now. Hold tight, darling girl. We cannot believe he’s done this to you, but you’re not alone. We’re here. We love you so, so much.



ALEX: I’m grabbing snacks, booze and fags. Mack and Ed, I’ll pick you up en route and be at Nat’s by 11.30 a.m. Don’t care how early it is. I’m getting wine. Love you Nat xxx



EDELE: That bastard better sleep with one eye open. Because I’m going to FUCKING KILL HIM. Bastard.



ALEX: Not helpful, babe.



Sure enough, at 11.33 a.m., I heard the sounds of chatter, bottles clinking, Edele yelling, ‘All right, Ms Harris!’ (Dot Cotton’s real name), and Mackie’s retort, ‘She doesn’t want to talk to you, Ed!’

I was in the kitchen – I’m not sure if I moved since sending the WhatsApp – when the girls came upstairs and into the flat. Matt must’ve left the door off the latch.

‘We are so sorry,’ Edele said as they all put down their bags and threw their arms around me. I stood still, encircled by limbs and love, until my knees buckled – perhaps from exhaustion – and I staggered over, the girls propping me up.

‘Come and sit down,’ Alex said, leading us into the living room.

Even though I’d watched Matt pack his things, the bareness of the living room hit me like a hammer to the chest. My books looked so lonely without his next to them on the bookshelf, the Frank-less corner ringing with emptiness.

Alex put her arm around my shoulder and Edele held on to my forearm as they placed me delicately onto the sofa, perching on either side of me, as Mackie sat on the floor, cuddling my leg and leaning her head on my knee. It was as if I were a wounded soldier returning home from battle – but without any medals or heroic tales of victory.

‘We can’t believe it, Nat. What happened?’ my best friends asked me. I tried to gather the words to try and explain what I’d lost, or the tangled mass of thoughts tying knots in my throat, stomach and head – but I couldn’t find them.

‘I … I don’t know,’ I said with a cracked, gritty voice. ‘He just said he doesn’t feel the same any more. I don’t know why, or how, or when … it’s just … gone. His love’s gone.’

‘Err, I’m sorry, gone where exactly?’

‘Yeah, what does that even mean?’

Mackie poured the wine and passed me the glass. I took a deep gulp. Then another. It was sharp and tannic, not warming like the whisky. My head spun.

‘I don’t know,’ I said eventually. ‘I really don’t know. How do those feelings just disappear into thin air? How?’ I couldn’t help but feel stupid – he was my partner of seven years, how thick did I have to be to not know what he was saying, thinking, feeling?

You should’ve known, said the voice – and it was right. I should have known.

‘Does he have someone else, the little prick?’ Edele spat. She’s the kind of woman who refuses to disguise what’s on her mind, despite her mother’s constant reminders to ‘be very polite and considerate at all times’ when she was growing up. I was always glad she never learnt to take that advice.

‘No – well, he says he doesn’t, and I think I have to believe him,’ I replied. ‘Because I’m not sure I can handle the alternative.’

The girls were silent as we huddled together on the sofa. They knew there was nothing they could say that would soothe the shock or dull my self-torment. But just feeling them close by eased my frailty, as if they were somehow passing their collective strength into me. That’s the difference between the touch of the friends you love and the person you’re in love with: one keeps you grounded, reminding you of your existence and power; the latter takes something away, making that tiny part of you theirs and not your own, ever again.

‘You may feel lonely right now, but you have us, and that means you’re never alone,’ Alex said. ‘And you’re going to feel angry and sad and shitty for a long time after today, but always remember: it might get lonely, but you are not alone.’

I don’t know how I would have coped without Alex, Edele and Mackie there to pick me back up the day when I fell further than I ever knew I could fall.

Because it did feel like falling. It was as if I’d fall and never stop. It felt like The End of the F*cking World.
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CHAPTER TWO

Edele

If there’s one thing I’ve learnt about adult life, it’s that you’ll never find decent people in the pub on a Wednesday afternoon. Around here, Wednesday afternoon pub people fall into one of three categories:


	
Shitty businessmen. They wear terrible suits and talk loudly about their boring jobs. They’re at the pub at 3 p.m. because they’ve just ‘smashed a meeting with a well-tough client and the boss said to celebrate’. Their boss probably just wanted them out the office so he or she could plot how to kill them all.

	
Weird tourists with cameras. The cameras were bought especially for this trip and will be sentenced to a life of solitude in a dusty drawer as soon as they return home. Home is probably Hungary, or maybe Austria. Hungarians and Austrians love taking pictures of the beach this pub looks out onto because their countries don’t have beaches. I lost my virginity on that beach. Tourists keep taking photos of the place I lost my virginity. Perverts.

	
Sad loners sinking away their sadness with a glass of shitty, sad wine.





Guess which category I fall into.

‘Hey, couldn’t help but notice you here all on your own.’

Oh, great. One of the shitty businessmen is pulling up a chair next to me. He has a very long face, ears that stick out like they’re trying to escape his head, and a thin, patchy, brown moustache. His moustache makes me feel sick. Someone needs to tell him his moustache makes him look like a paedophile.

‘You have a paedophile moustache,’ I blurt out, realising I’m drunker than I thought.

‘A “hello” would’ve been fine, too,’ he retorts. This is relatively funny but I don’t laugh. ‘Why are you here on a weekday drinking on your own? A pretty girl like you with those beautiful blue eyes shouldn’t be drinking alone.’

I think Paedophile Moustache is about to put his hand on my knee, which would soon move up my thigh because Paedophile Moustache is one of those men who thinks women owe him sex. Thankfully, he doesn’t put his hand on my knee, as I would’ve punched him in the face and potentially been barred from the pub. And I quite like this pub.

‘I got fired four weeks ago, I’m still living at home with my neurotic Irish mother and annoying brother; my best friend got dumped last week and I’m trying to gather a gang of assassins to slowly torture and kill her ex, which is depressingly a better situation than I’m in because no one will ever love me; I’m destined to lead a life of solitude until I eventually die, bitter and alone, at the age of fifty-one.’

‘No need to get all hysterical. Fucking weirdo,’ Paedophile Moustache says as he dismounts his chat-up throne, leaving the stench of Paco Rabanne in the air and in my throat, making me feel nauseous. He skulks back to his herd of testosterone, any hopes of getting laid by the loner in the pub cruelly dashed. Men like Paedophile Moustache will happily sleep with loners. Not weirdos, though.

I don’t want to sit in the cloud of throat-clogging Paco Rabanne so I go to the bar to order a pint, annoyed that Paedophile Moustache has ruined my spot. I was perfectly happy being a sad loner, drinking on my own on a weekday afternoon, before he arrived.

‘Beer before wine, you’ll feel fine,’ I repeat in my head. ‘Wine before beer, you’ll feel que—’ Oh, screw it.

‘Pint of Peroni please, Gary.’ I like bartender Gary; he has big hands, curly hair and a gentle, round face, which he’s tried to disguise with facial hair. Seriously though, who is walking around in 2019 with a name like fucking Gary?

‘Coming up, Ed,’ says terribly named Gary. ‘I hope that bloke wasn’t giving you any grief. He or his mates give you any grief, you give me the nod, girl. I’ll chuck ’em straight out.’

‘Aww, Gary,’ I say, ‘my knight in beer-soaked armour.’ His chubby face widens into a smile. I knew he’d like that. Sometimes it’s nice to make harmless men like Gary feel like you need their protection.

Paedophile Moustache and the herd of testosterone are guffawing and pointing at me.

‘Tragic loser,’ says one in a pinstripe suit. ‘Bet she’s a virgin! Who would shag a weirdo like her? But she is pretty fit!’

Gary takes his big hands off the beer tap, plonks the pint in front of me, and goes to say something very sweet but wildly unhelpful. I stop him and order another pint. Gary looks puzzled but obliges.

Paedophile Moustache and Pinstripe Suit are still laughing when I approach the herd.

‘All right, weirdo. Bought us some pints so we’ll finally take your V-plates off ya?’

My heart does joyful somersaults in my chest as I throw two pints of Peroni over Paedophile Moustache and Pinstripe Suit. The herd of testosterone gasps, someone at the back of the pub cheers, and the two herd members stand speechless, mouths agape, with their awful suits covered in beer. Their suits look even cheaper and more awful now. Peroni is dripping off of Paedophile Moustache’s, well, paedophile moustache.

I smile, turn around triumphantly and leave the herd, then place the two empty pint glasses in front of Gary on the bar. His chubby cheeks are pressed up against his dark brown eyes in a big, beautiful grin.

‘For the drinks,’ I say, pulling a £10 note out of my bra and placing it on the bar.

Gary is still grinning and Paedophile Moustache and Pinstripe Suit are still standing, mouths wide open and finally silenced, watching me as I walk out of the pub and towards the beach. My life may be in a tragic state of unemployment and I might still be sleeping in my childhood bed, but at least I can feel temporarily empowered by degrading some terrible men and covering them in beer.

Outside, the street lamps are dousing the wet, cobbled pavements in a yellow glow and the sun is throbbing orange against the sky. It must have rained earlier while I was in the pub because it’s not raining now. The winter wind is angry, and I don’t have a hair-tie on my wrist, meaning I don’t have one on me at all, so I pull my hood up to stop my long, black hair slapping me in the face. The winter air dances and drags its heels between the hairs on my arm. ‘Today was the wrong day to wear a denim pinafore, old tights and a thin grey T-shirt,’ I think as I shiver in the flimsy hoody. I always forget to check the weather forecast, but then again, I’m not ninety years old. Plus, going to the pub sounded far more appealing than starting on my pile of dirty laundry.

‘Slow down, superwoman!’ I swing around. Gary is running after me, still grinning. He’s holding my handbag. ‘You left this behind!’

‘Oh crap, what an idiot,’ I say. ‘I was enjoying my dramatic exit so much that I forgot to grab it. Thanks for bringing it, I would’ve been lost without it.’

This isn’t true. I gave Gary my last £10 so I could throw beer on some stupid men. The only items in my bag are a stick of chewing gum, loose cigarette filters, a bottle of water, a condom and those tiny pots of glue you get in a box of fake eyelashes. I haven’t worn fake eyelashes since 2012. Everything is covered in bag dust – you know, the particles of general crap you get in the bottom of handbags that you’ve owned since the dawn of time but have never cleaned. It doesn’t help that this bag is enormous – a bit ridiculous considering there’s nothing in it – so there’s even more room for gross crap particles to grow and thrive.

‘After that epic display, it’s the least I can do. They’re fuming, by the way! You really took those wankers down a peg or two. I’ve got to get back, but I’ll catch you later.’

Gary’s dark auburn curls bounce on top of his head as his broad frame jogs back to the pub. His pale blue shirt is slightly too tight on him and his black jeans are faded to a near-grey. But somehow, everything about him kind of suits him.

On the beach, I reach into my bag of nothingness for some water, and find my £10 note with a receipt for two pints of Peroni. There’s a message on the back in red biro.

‘The beers are on me. I’d pay £50 to watch that again.’

I smile to myself. Gary really is a top bloke. He’s sweet, kind and a little bit chubby, which probably means he’s happy. He’s one of the good guys. The last thing a good guy like Gary wants is a woman like me.

I tuck the money safely into my bra because I left my purse at home; there’s not much point in bringing out a purse when you have no money in your account. I lay my thick yellow scarf on the beach to shield my bum from the wet ground as I sit down. I wonder if sitting on these cold, hard pebbles will give me haemorrhoids, or if I’ll be finding grains of sand between my butt cheeks later. Wet sand always seems to find its way to places it shouldn’t.

I glance around me. The people you find on the beach on a Wednesday afternoon fall into one of three categories:


	
Old people walking their dogs and refusing to pick up their dog’s shit. I know this because I once sat in dog shit on this beach. Old people give us dog-shit-covered beaches and Brexit, but we’re the villains for wanting recyclable keep cups and gender-neutral tissues (yes, that’s right, we’re looking at you with your ‘man-size’ boxes of Kleenex).

	
Tourists with cameras taking pictures of the place where I lost my virginity.

	
Sad loners, AKA me.





But this afternoon, I’m alone, except for two people in the distance with their dog. Ugh, a couple walking their dog. Even worse than old people.

I stick my hand into my bag to retrieve my phone, which is inevitably now covered in gross bag particles, and start messaging Mean Girls.



EDELE: All right, lads. Who’s about tonight? I just threw beer over two men in the Fox and Whistle, so I’m on a bit of a drink-throwing high now.



NATASHA: That’s my girl. God, that pub has such a stupid name. Doesn’t even make sense. What use would a fox have for a whistle?! Do they still have the ridiculous painting of a fox wearing a top hat and blowing a whistle above the bar? And I should be home from work in an hour. Are you on the beach?



EDELE: Silly question. To both of those questions.



NATASHA: Well, surprisingly, I have zero plans tonight. My diary is remarkably clear these days. I’ll grab some hoodys and blankets and meet you there.



ALEX: Better to have a clear diary than be wasting your time with an emotionally retarded man child, Nat. You’ll get through this.



MACKIE: Yes, you’ve always got us and we take up a lot of time so you’re never going to be lonely. I’ll park at yours, Nat, and walk down with you. Should be there 5-ish. Do you need a coat, E? Just don’t sit in dog shit again and get it on my coat.



EDELE: They should ban dogs on this beach. But then you wouldn’t be able to come, Mack. (Also, yes please, I’m freezing.)



MACKIE: Grow up. (And okay, will do.)



EDELE: You grow up. (Thank you, love you.)



ALEX: You both need to bloody well grow up. Speaking of which, I’ll see you losers in 45 to get drunk on the beach like we’re 15 again. Just try not to shag Joel Hall in the sand again, Ed.



EDELE: You’re just jealous he took my virginity and not yours.



ALEX: I shotgunned him. You stole my first love and my first love’s beautiful cock from me.



EDELE: How do you know it was beautiful? All you and Joel ever did was snog outside the school gates and run away whenever Mr Gilbert walked past. Plus, you have Craig now. Stop being greedy. But you’re not wrong Alex – he had the most beautiful cock I’ve ever seen.



I put my phone down and stare into the sea. The grey waves are painting the beach’s mouth with swathes of snow-white foam, like rabies or toothpaste. I try not to think about toothpaste too much, which makes brushing my teeth in the morning and evening very difficult. I try not to think about toothpaste because it reminds me that I got fired from my job four weeks ago. I’d like to say I was a dentist, or a vet who regularly treated cats with gingivitis, cleaning their tiny cat teeth with a tiny cat toothbrush. But instead, after studying fashion and media relations at uni, I went into public relations, and last year, became an account executive for a well-known brand of toothpaste. It’s very easy to become sick at the sight of toothpaste when you’re surrounded by it all day. I got fired because I was regularly late, forgot about meetings, and never hit my targets.

Now I fucking hate toothpaste.

I stop looking at the toothpaste sea, lie back on my scarf throw, plug my headphones in, and hit play. Fleetwood Mac. ‘Dreams’. Stevie Nicks’s haunting voice sings about the rain washing her clean.

I wish the rain would wash me clean. I’d need a torrential downpour to wash me clean.

The ping of my phone’s text alert momentarily drowns out Stevie.



MUM: Edele, where r u? How was the interview? U ok?



I told my mum I had a job interview with a PR firm in London this morning and that I should be home by 3 p.m. I don’t know why I did that. I’d like to think it was to make her feel better, so that she’d stop worrying about me. But it was probably just to make her stop asking me when I’m going to stop moping around, get a job and sort my life out.

‘Ma, please stop using text speak, it’s embarrassing,’ I type before going back and deleting it.

Instead, I type: ‘Not sure, think it went okay. Yes, I’m grand thanks. Meeting the girls for dinner, so will be home later.’ Send. Mum starts typing straight away.



MUM: Okay, pheata, I’m proud of u. Have fun, love u always xoxo



Sudden, sharp pangs of emotion hit my chest and, to my surprise, I feel like crying. Given the distinct lack of okay-ness I’ve been feeling lately, it would’ve made sense to cry more regularly. It might have been been cathartic to let a torrent of not-okay-ness gush from wherever it’s trapped in my body and down my cheeks. That would’ve been the smart option, the sensible option. I can imagine Mackie scheduling weekly ‘ten-minute outpouring of sorrow’ slots in her diary. But right now, for the first time in weeks, I feel like crying because I lied to my mum. I lied to my mum about the job interview, about going for dinner, and about being okay. And she probably knows it, too. But she still called me her pheata – Irish for ‘pet’ – and told me she loved me. She’s had to endure so much in the past two years, and I didn’t even think to ask how she was.

No wonder I feel alone. The one person who will put up with my selfishness, my temper, my lack of direction – everything a twenty-seven-year-old should have already overcome – and still love me so fiercely, more than anyone else ever could, and how do I repay her? By telling her three lies in one text.

‘I’ll love you always, too, ma’ I text my mum as Stevie tells me, one last time, about the rain.
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CHAPTER THREE

Alex

The bell rang for the end of school ten minutes ago. From my classroom window, I watch the students flow out of the gates towards the bus stop, parked cars and the town centre in a sea of forest green blazers and oversized backpacks. I usually get to work between 7 and 7.30 a.m., and often don’t leave before 4.30 p.m., or sometimes 7 p.m. if we have teacher training. But today, I’m leaving no later than 4 p.m. so that I can drink wine with my friends on the beach after Edele’s WhatApp earlier this afternoon.

At my desk, I sort the loose papers – worksheets, marking guidelines, scanned extracts from textbooks – and organise them into different colour-coded topics folders, before making sure my lessons for tomorrow are planned. I can already hear the collective groan from my students.

‘Miss, are we still doing Khrushchev?!’

‘Yes, we are,’ I’ll say. ‘Did you really expect to cover the Soviet economy in two lessons? Give me your concentration for the next hour, and you’ll be grateful for it when you’re sat in that exam.’

I grab two folders full of marking that I have to complete over the next three days and throw them into the little pink plastic trolley I use to transport heavy resources between my car and my classroom. The girls obviously find my ‘toddler trolley’ hilarious. Then I shut down my computer and throw on my coat before quickly glancing around my classroom.

‘Update World War One display,’ I write on a Post-it note using the eyeliner on my desk. Where have all my pens gone? There are some days when I really feel like I have it together, then there are others when I’m a history teacher who can’t find a working pen.

I say goodbye to various faculty members and homework club students as I walk through the school hallways, out through the main doors and into the staff car park. I eagerly pick up my pace, wheeling my pink plastic trolley behind me, at the thought of seeing Edele.

Edele hates it when you call her Edele. ‘Not even the good version of the name,’ she always says. ‘You know, with an “A” – Adele – the woman with an MBE, the British cultural icon, one of the most successful singing phenomenons of all time? Nope. Edele with an “E”. You know who else is an Edele with an “E”? The chick from B*-fucking-Witched. One of the creepy twins. That’s who people associate with my name.’

‘Oi, Edele,’ I shout affectionately, after leaving my car at home and dashing down to the beach. The last of the sun’s rays are reaching up above the horizon and the sliver of sorbet-pink sky will soon be swallowed by the army of dark clouds. The dying light is performing its final dance of the day across the sea water as I walk up to her on the beach. She’s asleep with her headphones in and her hood up.

She doesn’t respond. ‘Edele,’ I say loudly, tugging at the dirty old Apple earphones. ‘Sleeping on your own on the beach in a town like ours – do you have a death wish or something?’

Her bright, pale blue eyes shoot open. Against her hardened, pale face, sharp cheekbones and jet-black hair, she is both striking and tough-looking. ‘That’s those Irish genes, my girl – don’t you dare think about bleaching your beautiful raven hair,’ Edele’s mum always used to say. Edele bleached a strip of her hair as an act of rebellion when we were fifteen. Her mum cried and said she looked like ‘a fecking zebra crossing’.

‘Christ, woman, my heart could’ve given out then! And less of the “Edele”, ta. Do you hear me singing bloody “Rolling in the Deep”?’

‘More like “Blame it on the Weatherman”.’ This is a B*Witched joke. It’s a crap joke.

‘Shut up. And so what if I do?’

‘So what if you do what?’

‘Have a death wish.’

‘Don’t joke like that,’ I say, clutching at her hand as I perch on the edge of the yellow scarf. She smiles a weak, forced smile.

‘Kidding, of course, I’m fine,’ she says with the intonation of someone who is only half-fine. ‘I just get a bit tired sometimes, hence the whole “falling asleep on the beach” thing.’

Edele squeezes my hand to try and reassure me, but I know that’s not the sort of ‘tired’ she means. She’s one of those people who’s been lost for so long, she can’t remember what it’s like to feel settled in her own skin. She acts tough, but she’s not tough – she’s adrift. And I don’t know what to do to help anchor her. But I need to do something, because I worry about Ed a lot. And ever since Matt broke Nat’s heart last week, I worry about her, too.

‘How’s Craig?’ asks Edele as I reach into my bag for a bottle of white wine and an old, rusty blue tobacco tin with the words ‘Edgeworth Extra High Grade Sliced Pipe Tobacco’ on the lid. The girls bought it for me for my twenty-seventh birthday last June. They filled a huge cardboard box – the kind you can make a fort out of if you’re childish enough (we were) – with shredded paper of all different colours, so I had to search for my presents like a huge pick ’n’ mix. Each present represented something I loved – a Cheryl Strayed book, tickets to a Whitney Houston tribute night, a huge frame full of photos of us, wine, a book of history-related jokes, a chai tea gift set (my mum grew up in India, so chai tea is pretty much synonymous with my childhood), and an Edgeworth tobacco tin – because I ‘love a fag, and Craig’s surname is Edgeworth’. They were chuffed with that one.

‘Umm, yeah, he’s fine,’ I say.

Edele fixes her piercing blue eyes on mine and slightly arches an eyebrow. I don’t know if she means to.

‘Talk to me,’ she says warmly. She has a way of making you want to spill your heart to her, to take a deep breath and exhale all of your gnawing thoughts and worries from your mind straight into her ears. She’s used to carrying around everyone else’s weights along with her own. It’s one of the many things that makes her so extraordinary. But I still feel hesitant. I’m used to being the settled one, the one people come to for dating and love advice. And who am I to complain about my relationship when Nat is experiencing something so much worse?

‘We’re fine, I mean, we’re good.’ Wow. That sounded painfully unconvincing.

A pause. I can feel Ed’s eyes scanning my face.

‘We’ve been together for three years, Ed. I really love him. But sometimes I don’t know if love is enough. I mean, it’s so awful seeing Nat go through what she’s going through, but it does make you question your own relationship, you know? Maybe there are signs that I haven’t noticed.’

Another pause. Edele’s eyes are flitting between mine, searching to see if they hold the answers I can’t find the words for. I take a swig from the wine bottle. Then another.

‘Of course it’s not enough, but that’s okay, because it’s a pretty good place to start,’ she says. ‘And there’s no shame in starting again three years down the line, I don’t think. You just need to figure out what else is missing and work on it. And I think you should work on it, because I’ve never seen you happier than when you’ve been with Craig. You know what Nat would say?’

‘What?’

‘That you need to work on it while you can, because something as rare as what you and Craig have is worth fighting for. That nothin’ worth having comes easy. And before you realise it, it’ll be too late to save. Ya know, all the clichéd shit she loves – but it’s all one hundred per cent true.’ She scoots over so we’re sitting side by side and links her arm through mine. I pass her the bottle.

‘Yeah. I know you’re right. But it’s hard to know exactly what’s missing. I think we’ve just got too comfortable, you know? When we’re together, I don’t know if he’s really there, or if I am, either. I think we just need to reconnect, maybe. I just feel like he’s been distant with me, like his mind is somewhere else.’

‘Oh, Christ.’

‘What?!’

‘You don’t bang any more, do you? That’s
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