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Author’s Note

This is a work of non-fiction. Names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. In some cases, characters and events have been composited or condensed. While certain elements have been altered, the emotional truth of the narrative remains intact.




Dedication

For Marian Keyes. 

My heart is better for knowing yours.




Epigraph

If you want a bigger life, you have to take bigger risks.

Michael O’Neill




I

Happy Ever After

What we call the beginning is often the end. And to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from.

T.S. Eliot




The Romcom

‘We’re engaged!’ my older sister said, holding out her hand to show me the ring as her partner – wait, her fiancé; she had a fiancé now – stood behind her, smiling proudly. I examined the diamond like I was working at a pawnshop, anything to keep my face from dropping in shock. It was elegant, delicate, exactly right. I looked at them and they were the perfect portrait of a newly betrothed couple: his hand on her shoulder, her fingers reaching up to touch it. There was no doubt, no hesitation; they looked positively beatific. How did you know this was the right decision? I wanted to ask. How can you be so sure? Then I looked past them, to where my parents were in the open-plan living room.  My mother was scrambling to find a bottle of champagne in the drinks cabinet, and my father was watching me, as if to ascertain how likely I was to burst into tears and run from the room, sobbing. As a writer, the scene did seem unlikely, something from a bad romantic comedy. One sister returns to her hometown for Christmas, her long-term relationship on the precipice of disaster – Jonathan hadn’t spoken to me in a week after that last, terrible fight; he said he needed time, but what did I want? I still did not know – while the other sister’s boyfriend gets down on one knee, holding a velvet box up like an offering, promising a lifetime of fidelity and love. Dad opened his mouth and I wasn’t sure what he was about to say but in that split second, I made a decision. I couldn’t ruin one of the happiest moments of my sister’s life; I didn’t want her to look back in ten years’ time and resent that I had made her engagement all about me. I jumped up to embrace her, and then my future brother-in-law, and I said how thrilled I was for them. 

How are you really feeling? my friend Hazel texted me later. Safe space here.

But it was true, I was thrilled for my sister. I wasn’t envious, I didn’t wish that it was me; in fact, when I pictured such a thing, all I felt was relief that I was not saying yes to something else I couldn’t seem to extricate myself from. I suppose I should have known, then, that my own relation­ship was beyond repair, but it was easier not to know, to distract myself from the reality of what it had become. We had bought our first house together only six months ago, yet he hugged me like a stranger, reluctant, all elbows. I had cried on his birthday, saying something had to change, and I got a shock when I saw the expression on his face; it felt like he secretly hated me. How had we ended up here? I wasn’t sure, but I spent Christmas morning with friends and family and I pretended all was fine. Isn’t it wonderful? everyone said about my sister’s engagement; what amazing news! There was talk about dates and venues and dresses, and a wedding band they had heard was excellent. There was a showcase in Dublin at the start of January, would I go and report back to the happy couple? Sure, I said, no problem. I’d love to help. 

I had left Greystones, the village in Wicklow where my partner and I had bought our house, on 14 December 2022, and I’d gone straight home to Clonakilty. It was earlier than I had planned, but I couldn’t stay there for another minute. I sent Jonathan one or two messages over the holidays – a photo of Barney, our dog, in a knitted argyle jumper; a reminder to water the Christmas tree – and his responses were polite but short. I told him I loved him, and then I would reread the words until they lost all meaning, wondering if I was telling the truth, if I even knew what the truth was anymore. For the next three weeks, in a limbo state where I did not know what would become of us, I kept myself busy. I met friends for walks on the beach, and when they asked how things were in Wicklow, I said not great, but I’m sure it’ll be okay. It had to be okay, right? I baked countless loaves of brown bread and chocolate chip cookies. I read eighteen books. I wrote the first three chapters of a new novel, sending it to my agent with a jaunty note about it being ‘a little project’ I was working on over the Christmas break. (This, she told me later, was the moment she knew something was wrong.) I wonder, now, what would have happened if I had sat still for those three weeks. If I had kept my laptop closed, my Kindle in a drawer, and welcomed the silence. If I had allowed the thoughts to come, what would they have told me?

This isn’t right. 

You haven’t been happy for years, Louise. 

Why are you fighting so hard for something you’re not sure you want?

But in early January 2023, I drove back to Wicklow. I parked my car in the driveway and I didn’t get out. I sat there, staring blankly out the window, wishing I could leave again. 

My key in the front door, holding my breath. Inside, the Christmas tree was dying in its pot, its branches brown and withered, and it did feel rather heavy-handed as a metaphor. I sat down and I waited for Jonathan to come home. ‘Hi,’ he said when he did, sitting on the couch opposite me. ‘Hi,’ I replied.

He asked what I wanted to do next, and I said, ‘We should go to couples’ counselling, I guess?’ That was what my mother had suggested a few days earlier when I said I couldn’t continue living like this, it had all become too hard. You’ll go to therapy, she said. What other choice was there?

Jonathan said no, that’s not what he wanted. He didn’t want to be in this relationship anymore. ‘But …’ I gestured around at everything that bound us together: the house, the dog, the Christmas tree we had decorated, the spark­ling gold baubles we had bought, imagining we would reuse them every year, that they would become family heirlooms, in time. (God, I thought, looking at the tree again. It really was desiccated. Did you water it? I nearly asked him, but perhaps now was not the time to nag.) The burnt-orange L-shaped couch we were sitting on, which I’d had specifically designed to fit in the living-dining area, carefully selecting the plumpness of the cushions, the depth of the seats … and the cost, I could barely stand to think about it. What would I do if we broke up? I was unhappy too, but what about the mortgage? The dog? I didn’t mention the very expensive couch but, believe me, l fucking wanted to. 

But it was done, he said, and I texted my friend Sarah, and told her the same thing. After five years, it was done just like that. I lay down on the bed, curled under the duvet in the dark, and I cried and I cried and I cried. An hour later, I could hear Sarah open the front door, calling out hello. Her soft steps on the stairs, a knock on the bedroom door, and then she lay down on the bed beside me. She had brought fruit and yoghurt, things that were easy to eat, and she stroked my hair and said everything would be okay, it would just take time. ‘But what about the couch?’ I asked her, and she didn’t have an answer for that. My mother was driving up from West Cork, a journey that would take her the bones of four hours, and once she arrived, Sarah left, passing the baton from one to the other. ‘Come on, my peata bán,’ my mother said, the pet name she had used since I was a child, and she made me get out of bed, into the shower. I stood under the scalding water, shivering, leaning against the wall because my legs felt too weak to support me. I’d had the bathroom renovated two months before, and it had been expensive (like the couch), but I had thought it would be worth it, that I would have years to enjoy it. I pressed my fingertips against the pink tiles I had chosen with such care, and it made me cry harder. My mother stayed for three days – Jonathan was at a friend’s house, to give me ‘space’, he said – and she insisted I wash and I eat, that I go outside for fresh air and exercise, listening patiently as I said over and over and over again, ‘We’ll have to work on it, surely? Like, you can’t just give up?’ It was a foreign concept to me, giving up. We didn’t do that in my family, we kept trying, we kept working, we figured things out. ‘He’ll have to say yes to therapy. What about the house? And Barney? And for fuck’s sake,’ my voice turned into a wail, ‘what about the cou—’

‘Okay.’ Mom cut me off. Like everyone else in my life, it seemed she too had tired of hearing about the couch. ‘Here’s my two cents.’ 

At this, I braced myself. My mother had long been the queen of effective but slightly toxic romantic advice. ‘Men should always love you a little more than you love them!’ and, ‘Boys are like dogs: if you chase them, they run as fast as they can in the opposite direction,’ she would say when I was younger and involved with some guy who was emotionally unavailable, or at least emotionally unavailable to me. ‘He says I’m too good for him,’ I had announced sadly when I was twenty, and without breaking a sweat from chopping onions for her spaghetti Bolognese, my mother had snorted and said, ‘That’s just an excuse, pet. Men will move mountains if they want to be with you.’ The woman practically invented the If He Wanted To, He Would theory; she would have blown up on TikTok if such a thing had existed back then. 

She told me now, firmly, that whatever happened when Jonathan returned to the house for our last conversation, I was not to beg. ‘The only thing you have left is your dignity,’ she said. ‘Don’t let anyone take that away from you.’

She needn’t have worried. When he finally came home, I had nothing to say to him. I went silent. I didn’t cry, I didn’t yell, I didn’t rage. He felt like a stranger, and I began to wonder if I had ever known him at all.

We put the house on the market. In a twist of fate, the first viewings were the exact same weekend that we had gone to see it the year before. All that hope. The view of the sea from the bedroom window, and the underfloor heating, and the enclosed back garden where Barney could run around, safe, protected. Here’s where we can put our Christmas tree, and this is where the couch will go. Here is where we will build a life together. He had promised he would love me forever, that he would do anything to make me happy. And I had stayed. I had stayed. I had been loyal and patient and I had given him a second chance. I’d tried so hard to make it work. How could he do this to me after all that? I didn’t understand and, worse, he refused to tell me. Instead, it felt as if my very presence was a nuisance. ‘Are you planning to be here full-time?’ he asked, and I stared at him in bewilderment. Shouldn’t he be the one to leave? Wasn’t the onus on him? I asked him to do so and he seemed to baulk at the idea – didn’t I know there was a rental crisis in Dublin? Where was he supposed to go? 

To your mother’s? I suggested. To a friend’s house? 

No, no, he said, and I thought of the money I had spent, how, besides a few generous presents from his family, I’d paid for almost every plate and spoon and cushion in that house, and I wanted to gather it all up in my hands, muttering, My precious, mine. He stayed and I stayed and we both lived there in silence, moving around one another like we were ghosts. Every night, I took a long bath, blasting Enya from my iPhone, trying to cry quietly so he wouldn’t hear me, then crying more when it began to feel like he might not care even if he did. I didn’t sleep much during that time. I was exhausted but I couldn’t seem to rest. It was as if my body was constantly tensed, waiting for the next blow. I would get up every morning and for a brief moment, I didn’t remember what had happened; why did my head feel heavy and why did my eyes ache and why was the bed empty beside me? Then I would hear stirring in the room next door, the shower running, and I’d remember all that I had lost. I lay in bed and waited until I heard his footsteps on the stairs and the front door slamming behind him. He was gone, and I was alone, which meant I could cry, and cry I did. I tried to work; I had extensive edits to do on a new novel. I made myself eat, and I walked Barney around the village, and I sent criminally long voice notes to my friends, choking out the words through my tears. I went to the gym, attempting to sweat out the pain. I attended the wedding band showcase for my sister. I stood in that room with a hundred newly engaged couples, and I wanted to scream, LOVE ISN’T REAL, and, YOU’RE ALL GOING TO DIE ALONE, as the band played covers of ‘Billie Jean’ and ‘I Gotta Feeling’. I texted my sister afterwards and said she should book them, then spent the next six months worrying that I’d subconsciously attempted to sabotage her wedding by recommending a terrible band. 

January turned into February, and what a year 2023 was becoming. But I was lucky too, for my friends rallied around me. I had always been someone who prioritized her friendships, who loved her people dearly, and now they showed up for me in ways I could never have imagined. They brought me out for dinner and they sent me long letters, and Fionn posted me a card on Valentine’s Day – ‘Know that you are loved in more ways than you can possibly imagine,’ he wrote with his beautiful penmanship; ‘You are enough. You always were’ – and they took me to nice hotels where I cried throughout my massage, sniffing as I reassured the masseuse that she wasn’t hurting me. My friends sat me on their couches and they fed me and they listened to the rambling voice messages and they took hour-long phone calls where I could barely get the words out, gasping as I told them what had happened now. Jonathan had texted that morning, asked me to come downstairs, we needed to talk. There was a rumour about him and another woman, he said, but it wasn’t true, nothing had happened between them. You believe me, don’t you? he asked. I remembered my mother’s words, how all I had left was my dignity, and I kept my face very still as my heart broke into a thousand pieces inside my chest, and I said, I don’t know what to believe. 

Was it true? He vehemently denied it, she denied it, but strangers online gossiping about us said it was legit, and a friend of a friend had heard something about a party on New Year’s Eve, but nothing they could confirm for definite, and I was awake all night, thinking and thinking and thinking until I was afraid I would go mad. What’s the truth? I texted my friends, I don’t know, please, help me. And they drove to Wicklow to take care of me, from Cork, from Galway, from Belfast. One flew in from London, saying she needed to be with me in person, to hold my hand. It was funny, I would think afterwards, how in the time when I was supposed to have lost the love of my life, I had never felt so loved. What it meant to have people show up, to hold my body upright when everything was collapsing around me. What a gift.

But still, I could not sleep. I could not sleep, I could not sleep. I could not sleep. I made myself eat – I’d had anorexia and bulimia for all of my teens and twenties, and my recovery was too hard-won to throw away – but the weight wouldn’t stay on my bones, no matter what I did. My clothes were loose, jeans falling lower and lower on my hips. On the Ring camera, I saw my shoulder blades poking through the thin material of my T-shirt. How small I looked. How withered. No wonder my ex didn’t want me. Finally, it was my father who told me to come home; he was worried about me and he hated that I was so far away from them. He wanted me in Clonakilty, where he knew I was safe. 

Maybe it was because my father had asked, the best man I knew, the man who had never let me down. Maybe it was because I was tired and it was beginning to feel like the walls of that house were cursed, that I would never sleep again if I were to remain there. Maybe it was because I had forgotten what point I was trying to prove by staying, or maybe it was because the point didn’t feel that important anymore. Whatever it was, I packed my bags and said I was leaving. Jonathan didn’t ask about what would happen with Barney, and somehow that was the part that hurt the most.

I took the dog with me and I left.  

I went home.




Great Expectations

I was sorry that I hadn’t left earlier, by which I meant, I was sorry that I hadn’t left when I was younger. I should have left when I was 34 and my best friend got engaged and I pictured Jonathan on one knee and all I could feel was panic, like floodwaters rising to drown me. I should have left when I was 35 and a stranger slid into my DMs saying she had something to tell me. I should have left when I was 36 and we fought on the street, and I was screaming back this time, I was becoming someone I didn’t recognize. I should have left when I was 37 and I was getting custom bookshelves built for the new house and buying sideboards and quilted bed covers from Anthropologie, and I would agree with everyone that the move was so exciting as I lay awake at night staring at the ceiling, wondering if it was normal to feel dead inside. 

Leave.

Leave.

Leave.

But I couldn’t leave, I would argue with myself. My family adored him and I had said so many times how happy he made me. I’d posted gushing tributes to him on social media, portraying us as ‘the perfect couple’; it would have been humiliating to admit that wasn’t the full truth. I remembered the things we said to each other when we fought, the cruelty of it, and I felt monstrous. An ogre that had come to haunt the village, terrify the children, set fire to the crops. Who besides him could ever love someone like me? The fears came out at night, marching two by two. Maybe this life, as suffocating as it was, was the best I could do. The dating scene was horrific for women my age, everyone knew that – there were no good guys left; it was non-stop unsolicited dick pics and incels asking what your body count was and men ghosting or asking you to leave their bed immediately after they came inside you. If we broke up, Jonathan would have a new girlfriend within days, but me? At 35, 36, 37, I would be invisible. Younger men would want younger women, men my age would want younger women, and I didn’t have the requisite daddy issues to want to date someone considerably older than I was. I just needed to work harder on this relationship, I needed to keep pushing and pushing and pushing and –

‘You look different,’ my friend Alannah said. It was January 2022. We hadn’t met in over six months and she inhaled sharply when she saw me. She didn’t name what the difference was and I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to have an honest conversation because if I did, I would have to be honest with myself too, and by then that was impossible. Instead we talked about the endless house viewings Jonathan and I were going to, and the extra work I had taken on, the new column, the teaching gig, a brand ambassadorship, and I didn’t have as much time for my creative work as a result, but it would look good on the mortgage application and that was most important. I had always said that a frustrated artist was a dangerous thing and here I was, putting blockades between me and my writing in the name of money. But I needed money for the deposit and the couch, and I could earn it this way. Alannah narrowed her eyes at me. She is half-psychologist, half-witch, and I was afraid that she could smell my insides, the rot that was taking root there. ‘Where’s the joy?’ she asked, placing her hands on my shoulders, and I shrugged. What did joy have to do with this? I had pushed all that – joy and pleasure and desire – deep into my marrow, where I wouldn’t be bothered by any of it. I had become the kind of woman who would make a fuss out of nothing, an unwashed yoghurt pot in the recycling bin, a wet towel on the bathroom floor, a briefcase strewn out of place. I was a harpy, nitpicking over inconsequential things because I was afraid to address the larger problem, namely that I was in a relationship where asking for my needs to be met felt like a transgression, an oath broken. Anyway, this was normal. It was totally normal. Wasn’t it?

I couldn’t ask anyone that question because I didn’t want to hurt him, to betray his confidence, and, in the process, I betrayed myself. I’m fine, I said to everyone who asked, but here’s what happens when you spend your life pretending everything is fine: you become a pretence too, a performance. You become a shadow of your real self. You disappear. 

It was my fault, that’s what I decided. I was the problem. I had always wanted too much; my expectations were far too high. I wanted a wild love, one where we would fall to our knees to worship each other, finding our way home to the other through pleasure, through our bodies. What a thing to ask, I was beginning to understand. Who was I to want so much? 





In A Different Voice, Carol Gilligan’s book on psychological development and women’s theory, she observed that women’s training often equates ‘virtuousness’ with prioritising others’ needs over their own; anything else is seen as selfish. ‘Women’s deference is rooted not only in their social subordination but also in the substance of their moral concern,’ she wrote. ‘Sensitivity to the needs of others and the assumption of responsibility for taking care leads women to attend to voices other than their own.’

We learned this as girls, to soften our anger, prioritise being ‘nice’ over being truthful. Preserve the relationship, even if it costs the self, and then we became women who understood that it was not our expectations that were important, but rather what was expected of us. If we talk about our desire to find a partner in the true sense of that word, someone who will pull their weight both in and outside the home, we are told that is unrealistic. It does not exist; you are looking for a fairytale. We are told that men are simple creatures – ‘He doesn’t have a clue! I just count him as another child!’ a friend will say, as if it is a joke rather than a horror story – and that the bare minimum is worthy of accolades. Look, isn’t he amazing! Taking his own kids to the playground! Hand that man a medal. Just as we were given dolls to practise upon when we were little more than babies, women learn to take care of others better than we know how to care for ourselves. Gradually, we find ourselves in situations where we are not just wives and girlfriends; we are treated like life coaches, therapists, the mother to all members of the household whether we gave birth to them or not. We read the temperature of the room, intuitively sensing when a bad mood is approaching, and we coax smiles out of sullen men and we soothe silences and we tiptoe around barely contained fury, whispering peace until things settle again. We remember birthdays and anniversaries, we suggest quality time to keep the spark alive, we initiate deep conversations and bring up issues that need to be addressed. We are taught to pre-emptively appease everyone around us but especially men, to anticipate their every need before expressing our own. The problem isn’t that women’s expectations are too high, it’s that we’ve been trained to meet everyone else’s first.





I kept sifting through the wreckage of my broken relationship, turning over every shard, hoping it would bring me answers. There was no relief in it, not yet, but as time went on, I felt safe to tell people the truth of what I had been holding. ‘Am I a bad person?’ I asked my mother. Was I too demanding? Did I ask for too much? ‘Oh, Louise,’ she said, ‘you were asking for crumbs.’ She grabbed my hand, staring at me. ‘Don’t you understand what you deserve?’

I did not, I realised. Perhaps I never had, and that thought made me want to cry. Somewhere along the way, I had agreed to shrink myself so I wouldn’t make other people uncomfortable. I had learned to survive by pretending that I had no real needs of my own. Don’t worry about me, I want almost nothing. What an easy, easy woman. I knew I wasn’t the only one; I could see the same pattern in the lives of many women around me. I was beginning to think that maybe none of us was ever too much. Maybe the world kept telling us that because we were easier to contain when we were small, when we asked for very little and expected even less.




Baby Boom

In February 2023, I decided to go to a fertility clinic. I made the appointment to start the process and here I was, in a blandly tasteful office decorated in shades of greige, surrounded by couples talking to each other in hushed tones. As far as I could see, I was the only person there by myself. 

‘Hi,’ I said, taking a seat in the doctor’s office as the receptionist closed the door behind me. As soon as I saw his face, I knew the news wasn’t good. I fought the urge to tell him to stay quiet, to say nothing. I did not know if I could survive another man telling me there was something wrong with me. 

‘Hello,’ he said before informing me that egg freezing would be ‘extremely challenging’ due to my age (I was 37, just about to turn 38) and my lower-than-expected AMH levels. Ovarian reserves, he said, when I didn’t react. We could do it but I would need multiple rounds – ten, he guessed, maybe fifteen – and it would take over a year. It didn’t mean pregnancy was impossible, he explained; it wasn’t a test of egg quality. Plenty of women with high AMH struggled to conceive, and women with lower levels got pregnant within a month. But urgency was key, he said. A sperm donor might be a good option, or I could try to get pregnant naturally. ‘Are you in a relationship?’ he asked, looking down at his paperwork.

I almost laughed but I didn’t, no, I couldn’t. I stayed very still, as if my refusal to answer his question would turn back time to when I was in a relationship and my decision to remain childfree was just that: my decision, my choice, not something that was being taken away from me by this man in a beautifully cut suit with his soft voice. 

The doctor cleared his throat. ‘Sorry,’ I said. I’m sorry I’m so old. I’m sorry I didn’t freeze my eggs at 30, like a sensible woman would have. I’m sorry my relationship has failed and now my body has too. I’m sorry I’m dragging my sadness across your freshly vacuumed beige carpet and I’m sorry for wasting your time. I’m sorry for all of it. ‘No, I’m not in a relationship.’

I walked out of the office clutching the leaflets about artificial insemination, promising that I would make a follow-up appointment soon. I stayed calm until I reached the car, but as soon as I was alone in the driver’s seat, I started to cry, heaving, desperate sobs. I cried as I drove to West Cork, to the little farmhouse next door to my parents, which I had renovated in 2020. It was only supposed to be a stopgap until Jonathan and I bought our forever home, and yet here I was, back again. I cried as I opened the front door, collapsing on the couch, my dog beside me. Barney was a rescue and easily agitated – he didn’t like raised voices; any overt displays of emotion upset him. Usually when I cried, he would put his paws on my knees and bark in my face until I stopped, but over the last month he had become accustomed to my tears. He would slump at my feet, but he didn’t come any closer. After work, my father arrived at the door, and he let himself in, bending down to rub Barney’s head. He had started to do this every evening, saying it was to check on the dog, but we both knew that wasn’t the real reason. I stood up, a little unsteady, and walked into the kitchen. I told him what the doctor had said and Dad closed his eyes, just for a second, as if the words had barrelled into him, winding him. He gathered himself. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘It will be okay.’ I turned away from him, hiding my face as I cried again. Dad stood behind me, wrapping his arms round me, whispering, It’s okay, it’s okay, and I said, my voice cracking, ‘But who will want me now?’ 

I had never felt as old as I did in that moment; I felt ancient, a fossil. A husk of a human being, hollowed out. 

‘Don’t talk about yourself like that,’ my father said, and I could hear the pain in his voice. My parents were hurting too; they also felt betrayed, saddened. But how was I supposed to believe anyone would want me after all that had happened? I had been set on fire, and the person who lit the match had walked away without looking back.

Ashes to ashes.

Dust to dust.





It was my thirty-eighth birthday at the end of February 2023, only seven weeks after the break-up. I gathered my family around me and we ate good food and they said I would be happy, in time, and I chose to believe them. But the next morning when I woke up, my arm reaching across the empty bed for a man who was not there, the reality began to sink in. I was two years from turning 40 and I was alone. The grief echoed in my chest, but it was not just him that I was mourning, or the future we had planned together; I was mourning the years I had lost too. They were gone and I would never get them back. I felt sick with panic, like I was watching my life slip away from me, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. The urge to rush was overpowering. Get a sperm donor. No, get on Hinge immediately and start swiping, find a nice man who was ready to settle down, one who wanted a family, and was prepared to start trying as quickly as possible. I could be married and pregnant by my thirty-ninth birthday, all I needed was a plan. I started sketching out that timeline in my mind, picturing myself meeting someone new, falling in love, planning a wedding, tracking ovulation, two lines on a pregnancy test, ticking each task off my to-do list one by one, but I didn’t feel excited by any of it. I could sense a hesitancy beneath the surface, as if some deeper part of me was trying to get my attention before I leapt over it, sprinted to the next goalpost. The resistance felt familiar; it was the same instinct that had tried to warn me about the fault lines in my relationship with Jonathan but I had ignored it, afraid of what it might ask me to do, the difficult decisions it might demand of me. But I could not ignore it now, that much was clear. What was my gut trying to tell me?

That evening, I sat at my writing desk and I lit a candle. I slowed my breathing down, allowed the racing thoughts to settle as best I could. I closed my eyes, praying to a higher power to help me understand. What was it I needed to know? 

For some reason, as I waited in the quiet for guidance to come, my mind drifted back to 2017. It was not a period I liked to reminisce about frequently. After almost two decades of disordered eating, my life had descended into such chaos that things had become untenable. The doctor said that if I wanted to stay alive, my recovery had to be my priority, and for that whole year, I went deep into therapy, tracking every morsel of food I ate, journalling about my feelings afterwards, challenging every negative thought that arose about my body. While I was doing this work, my friends were moving on with their lives. They were falling in love and buying houses and flashing diamond rings on perfectly manicured fingers and sending grainy ultrasounds into the group chat: SOME NEWS, GALS. For the first time in almost twenty years, I looked up and realised that I had fallen behind. The eating disorder had stunted me emotionally at 14, and now I was desperately trying to catch up with everyone else. 

That was the same year I left a toxic situationship, one in which I was deemed fine for a casual fuck but not to be brought out into the daylight, not good enough to be crowned girlfriend. There were parallels between this relationship and the eating disorder – both were equally addictive despite the feelings of self-loathing they engendered – and by the time I met Jonathan, I just wanted a man who wanted me back. More than that, I wanted a man who wanted me more, who loved me more than I did him. I would be safe that way, I thought, but I had been wrong. 





So many of us have been told that the worst thing that could happen to a woman is to end up unmarried and childfree. This message was repeated everywhere – in our churches, on our televisions, in newspapers and magazines. In the way our grandparents and parents spoke about their single female friends, the language that was used to describe them: spinster, old maid. Who will look after them when they are old? That’s what was said, as if nursing homes aren’t filled with elderly people left there to rot by their adult children. Even I, someone who knew from an early age that I yearned for something different than the domestic bliss modelled by my parents, had internalised those messages. I might have said I wanted to live life on my own terms, but ultimately, what I craved most was validation. It was clear that an unconventional kind of life was not one that would garner the approval I desired; instead, it seemed to engender pity. ‘And have you a boyfriend yet?’ a well-meaning woman asked me at the farmers’ market in December 2016, after the most successful year of my career to date, when my second novel had spent fifty-two consecutive weeks in the Irish top-ten chart. I laughed it off but the message was clear: none of this matters unless you have a man by your side. Was she right? Was my success undermined by my lack of a partner? The statistics would suggest otherwise – studies showed that childfree and single women reported the greatest levels of happiness of any demographic,[1] and it felt like every time I scrolled on Instagram or TikTok or Substack, there were women in their forties and fifties who professed to be happy in their own relationships yet were warning younger generations against following suit. Don’t get married, they said. It’s not worth it. Then there were the women who were drowning, women who resented their husbands, who felt unsupported in raising their children, describing themselves as unpaid housekeepers. They didn’t have enough time, they said, or enough money or enough love, and they wrote beautiful essays about the dreams they’d had to bury because they were so busy making school lunches and washing clothes and taxiing kids to and from football practice, and when they looked in the mirror, they didn’t recognise the person in the reflection. Who was that woman? Who was she? 

I opened my eyes after my meditation, blowing out the candle. I felt calmer. If I panicked because of my age and my AMH levels and the fear-mongering on social media about lonely, middle-aged women ‘hitting a wall’ with the biological clock, where would that lead me? Married to a man I didn’t love, raising children I felt overwhelmed by, trudging through my days, wishing my life away. I thought of Alannah’s words and asked, Where would the joy be in that? And more importantly, why was I rushing to create a new life that I didn’t know I wanted, when I was already grieving the loss of the old one I had never felt sure of in the first place? I had betrayed myself, I had sold my soul for thirty pieces of silver in exchange for a dream that was never mine. Why, then, was I so devastated to have it ripped away from me? I couldn’t understand that contradiction, but I knew I had to unravel it before I could move on.
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