

CHAPTER ONE

Am I OK?

It takes two weeks to fall in love with my new neighbour Tanya. I am nine years old at the time and she is three years my senior. Tanya is a wildly creative and prodigal musician; I watch her do her scales and exam pieces on the clarinet, flute and piano most nights. She plays like a professional tap dancer and part-time sniper – with poise, urgent precision and intensity, the tips of her soft strawberry-blonde hair whipping with vigour in the final throes of a particularly fraught arpeggio. When her sad, vast rabbit begins to urinate on the freshly installed carpet of her bedroom floor one Saturday afternoon, my knee-jerk reaction is to pick up the pet with one hand and hold my dress out like a net with the other. I am grateful that she seeks my company and try to prove it at any cost – often at the expense of my gingham school uniform.

While we possess a mutual passion for Sylvanian Families, Jagged Little Pill and watching Ricky Lake, our relationship is crystallized by the obsessive, illicit hobby we both share. Most weekends and some afternoons after school, we meet on the sandpaper roof of her rotting wooden playhouse, where we whittle sticks or lick the sourness off Irn Bru bars, while staring intently into the front room of the elderly couple who live over the fence. Our view partially obscured by spindly trees, we study them for hours, rejoicing whenever we are rewarded with the smallest gesture – a sneeze, or a lean in for the remote. It is a connection to a very adult world, an exercise in anthropology. To follow the couple’s every move, even though they aren’t the demographic of people we are typically interested in – aka the respective casts of Fresh Prince, Party of Five, Boy Meets World and Eerie Indiana, along with the whole of Year 10 – is mesmerizing. It is an ambient, almost meditative experience that creates a silent sense of camaraderie between the two of us.

Those weekends remain some of the most pleasurable of my life: our private form of light entertainment is a relief from the rest of the world and its pressures, her clarinet practice put on hold while we lose ourselves in the scenes playing out from just over the fence. After a springtime accompanied by a constant thick spritz of rain, the roof of the playhouse begins to dip in the middle, so we put our hobby on hold for a few months, only to return in the summer to find the old man slumped in his seat but his wife’s chair empty, save for the outline of her torso in the sagging grey leather fabric. We wait and watch for a short while longer, but she never comes back, and our watching is never the same again.

As Tanya enters her teens, she begins to spend more time with girls her own age, and our days observing the elderly are now truly over. I would climb to the top of a tree in my garden and look at her as she lay on the grass with her new friend Donna, trading gossip and makeup, two luxury goods I was still too young to acquire. I am hooked on sneaky observation, only unlike the playhouse days I’d return from the excursion wracked with wistfulness rather than soothed. Viewing them from the tree, sprawled on their backs, making daisy chains and swapping shag bands and laughing in the unhinged way that only teenagers can, I believed that it was only through surveying them that I might learn how to be a worthier friend, a savvier lady, and a better person in the process.

Then comes the arrival of hormones, those infamous and insistent chemical messengers that send the body instructions, whether it wishes to receive them or not. Hormones make my propensity to wallow and fixate even more heightened. It is the start of a lifelong battle with them – the unpredictable inferno of thoughts that arrived out of nowhere, the pills and potions I would soon begin to take to regulate them that, if anything, poured gasoline onto the fire. And who could forget Menstrual Blood – my narcissistic prankster sidekick who shows up in abundance for a medically concerning amount of months on end for many years, then one day vanishes completely, just when I need her. Hormones are a super-villain of sorts, and it is here they begin to take hold: aged fourteen and walking home from school, where they are telling me to visit the butcher’s.

In front of the butcher’s is a sports shop – Joggers! – and within that shop is a person named Tim. Tim is a grown man with grey specks in his hair, and the hollow eyes and slack cheekbones of a weed-smoker slash hopeless romantic. He is thirty years old and I know this because my good friend’s mum plays tennis with his girlfriend on Thursday nights. On that day of the week I linger outside a little longer, just in case I can detect a frisson of excitement from him about a night decompressing at home alone. Alone and away from her.

At this point you might hastily, if understandably, assume I am some form of voyeur. But that’s a label that doesn’t sit right with me: my own personal experience of ‘voyeurs’ are a puce-faced man with the nickname Dave The Dagger rustling in the bushes of an alleyway next to my primary school, or a leathery middle-aged landlord who has installed pinhole cameras into the showerheads of the student accommodation. Those, to me, are voyeurs, not a lachrymose tween sucking the chlorine water from her wet ponytail after a swimming lesson, whose only true form of excitement comes from watching an adult male unload Quicksilver t-shirts from a cardboard box.

But back to the butcher’s. Outside the shop front and cloaked in the sad, dull stench of dead animal flesh, I am still, silent, and nowhere near initiating contact with Tim; in fact, I am repulsed by the prospect of an actual conversation with him. I feel I don’t yet qualify as a human of any intellectual value and my patter revolves around subjects such as rare cat breeds, mood rings and trinkets covered in astrological symbols. No: I’m chasing pure cinematic sensation, and I find that I can absorb and maintain euphoric levels of titillation through the sight of Tim’s hair alone, something that I relive over and over again as I sit beneath a table in my bedroom and listen to Sheryl Crow singing songs about alleged loverat Eric Clapton on my Discman. It gives me great pleasure to visit a future world in which I ascend from my present state – a sixty-three-year-old spiritualist who runs a weekend build-your-own dreamcatcher workshop, trapped inside the body of a child – and become the mysterious seductress I know I truly am.

If I had known back then that something would enter my world and amplify my inherent lurk-mode compulsion to quite such a seismic degree, I would have cultivated an occupation for a more wholesome hobby instead, like BMXing, Brazilian jiu-jitsu or fracking. But instead, the internet arrived and became the ultimate facilitator of escapism and warped intimacy in the form of truly one-sided relationships.

Naturally, my preoccupations would expand to include those with a public profile too – people on TV, in films, musicians and, in later years, influencers. I’d come to discover this had a name: parasocial relationships, the dynamic where a ‘normal’ person feeling strongly towards a famous person, or, in some severe cases, a cartoon character. The term originated in 1956 to refer to the relationship between viewers and television personalities, and has become more widespread over the past decade due to fanatical ‘stan culture’ and the superficial notion that we have 24-hour access to the lives of public figures via social media and reality shows. There’s a troubling delusion that comes with parasocial relationships – a sense that as fans or casual followers we are entitled to know everything; or that we already do via rigorous detail gathering and FBI levels of digital sleuthing. Some devolve into trolls to defend their beloved celebrity icons at any cost, while others are so dedicated to uncovering the truth, to making the object of their lust their entire identity, that they spend their spare time making memes and conspiracy videos about potential inter-band love affairs and rifts.

Mine, however, is a private, meaningful, near spiritual kind of reverence, that I return to again and again, particularly in times of need. It can be something in the way the celebrity sings, or speaks, or the way their fringe falls or top lip curls, that then leads me to believe we are soul mates. A tiny fragment of my internal world feels acknowledged by whatever art they’re making, and in seeing myself reflected back in a big room or on a stage I am lifted from the existential loneliness that generic human existence brings. Other times, admittedly, they’re just really hot and I want to bang them.

There is, however, another subset of parasocial relationships that is less discussed when it comes to obsessing over people on the internet; ones that exist firmly on the raw and humiliating end of the spectrum. These fixations extend beyond the lives of the rich and famous, to ex-lovers, new friends and colleagues, or just some person you stumble across and end up dedicating your entire life to. They’re people that you could feasibly see in the flesh, should you walk past their nearby coffee shop before work, or loiter by their sister-in-law’s food truck at a festival, or visit their regular Reformer Pilates class on Sunday morning, even though it’s fifty-five minutes west of where you live and when you arrive she’s not even there, it’s just fifteen women who all somehow look like Emily Ratajkowski, and you leave with a hole in the central butt-zone of your leggings and discover you need to get a rail replacement service on the way back home, and the whole ordeal costs £45.

That is not to say I have lived a life of alienation and misery. If anything, I have been incredibly fortunate – as a music journalist, I have travelled the world with artists, met every low- to mid-tier indie band of the 2000s, some legitimate pop stars and Nick Grimshaw. Yet somehow the lure of online snooping and the onslaught of insecurity that it brings plagues my every move. From my frantic free-wheeling twenties, I pulled up to my thirties like a clapped out car, my body and brain in a perpetual malfunctioning state that would open me up to a new era of all-encompassing online obsessions.

These people, these fixations and fantasies, have defined my life. I have a habit of getting lost for days, months, years in these unrequited trysts – a devotion that is fundamental to my navigation of life. Just like hiding up a tree or skulking by a butcher’s shop, I have used the internet to observe and escape when reality has become either too tedious or too painful, in order to cultivate some form of connection with another person, even if it is an artificial one played out from within the safety of my own mind. This isn’t a self-help guide about how to stop using social media, or the chronicles of an unlucky online dater: it is the gradual unfurling of a private pastime that has coincided with each stage of my cumbersome coming-of-age climb towards womanhood – even if that is more of an ever-changing discourse, rather than a tangible destination. It’s an experience that has been both twisted and magnificent, one that has provided sweet relief and also demonstrated the clear capacity to destroy me completely. Now, it’s time to stop.

But first, I need to bring you up to speed.




CHAPTER TWO

Hello Boys

Most of the morning was spent whipping myself into a frenzy but I am finally here, alert and anxious in the underwear section of Eaden Lilley, an oppressively old-fashioned department store in the centre of mid-sized Essex market town Saffron Walden. My intention is to leave Eaden Lilley a transformed fifteen-year-old, as a sexually liberated owner of a Wonderbra.

It is spring 2001, and the bra ads are inescapable. The brand’s provocative marketing over the last few years – big cleavages on big billboards – has forged them a reputation as the edgy, controversial lingerie brand. I want to buy into this glamorous world too – I want to burst into a room and turn heads with my devilish wit and coquettish charm. I want to know my way around a bikini and underarm wax strip. I want to handwash my gusset with one hand in the bathroom sink with a sliver of soap. 

While I’m not totally rough, I’m no vixen, either. So far I’ve accrued an abundance of black hair under my armpits, a greasy T-zone and lacklustre breasts, although this hasn’t stopped anyone from noticing them: the first-ever text message I received read get your tits out, from a guy named Rob who I barely spoke to but sat behind in Religious Studies. And some girls in the changing room after netball once said my nipples were like burgers. I still haven’t figured out if that’s a compliment or criticism, but I’m leaning towards the latter and keen to cover the alleged meat discs with satin pads.

Keen is perhaps an understatement; my heart is pounding so hard my whole body is pulsing. To see these bras in the flesh is like witnessing a row of sex toys in a library; misplaced decadence and deviance. As a result, there’s a tiny bit of tension between the woman adjusting a mannequin – a sixty-year-old retail worker whose hair is assembled like a croissant made of candy floss – and me, technically a child, quivering across the purple carpeted floor. We share a polite smile and for a few minutes I finger the rack of Sloggi pants and sensible nighties to give off the air of casual perusal. But now it’s time. No more playing. I nonchalantly reach for one of the red bras, as if to say: ‘Oh nice, yeah, I heard about these! I may as well touch them with my trembling, soaking-wet hands while I happen to be here.’

I flip the tag to reveal its price: £40. The tight-smiling shop assistant – let’s call her Judy – might as well have slapped me around the face and called me a slut. I don’t have that kind of money, Judy. Do you really want me to lose my virginity in my battered old M&S bra that’s gone off-white in the wash, Judy? Judy doesn’t care. Judy just wants me gone and out of her way so she can kiss that dummy with tongues while no one’s watching. Judy, Judy, Judy.

With that savage punch to the head comes another from behind: the waft of instant coffee and oven-baked cake from the cafe upstairs. It reminds me of golden afternoons spent with my mum one floor up, sitting by the window, the optimal position for spying on shoppers milling around the market square. This was my favourite pastime, fuelled by our greed for salacious gossip (‘Look, there’s that woman who works at the school – and she’s bought pears’), our fondness for being near one another and the shared buzz from observing humans without the intensity of having to function adequately alongside them. Now I am alone and nearly crying in anxious anticipation of breaking my hymen. And whose fault is that? It’s MSN Messenger’s fault. And Rory’s.

In retrospect, life before MSN and Rory seems innocent and bucolic: all climbing trees and screaming in playgrounds. It was going to shopping centres on a Saturday, purchasing one top in the Kookaï sale with a mysterious bloodstain on the arm, and then not having enough money to buy lunch. It was going round to my best friend Laura’s after school and her little brother finding a dead rat at the bottom of the garden, and him throwing it onto a bonfire, and him coming in to tell us that he’d burned a dead rat, and him smelling so much of dead rat that Laura and I throw up together in the bathroom. It was me, Laura and her little brother who burned the dead rat playing ‘tag’, but instead of tapping each other we spat, and sometimes the texture of the spit was so nasty we all ended up being sick again, together. It was me cutting out a photo of the cover of The Good Sex Guide from an advert on the back of the Radio Times and my mum finding it hidden under my pillow, and me trying to frame my thirteen-year-old sister, even though I’d asked my mum an hour ago if I could borrow the scissors so I could cut a photo out of the Radio Times. It was making my Barbies have sex, clanging their plastic bodies together as I made lapping noises with my mouth. It was expressing my undying love for a boy in my form – ‘I love Andrew Carter’ – on a piece of paper, written using symbols of my own creation, ripping it into shreds, putting the shreds inside a piece of clay and burying it in my neighbour’s garden, then not sleeping for weeks out of sheer fear that someone might unearth it. Life was rancid, full of spiritual abandon and humiliation – but at least it was relatively low-stakes and private in its quotidian horrors.

My relationship with the internet: honestly, a fairly typical one for anyone coming of age in the early 2000s. Shared family computer, a disgustingly loud dial-up modem that takes ten minutes to connect, and a strictly limited online slot due to Dad needing to call Uncle Nick on the house phone. The whole logistical ordeal resulted in a clunky and occasional poke on one or two websites, rather than the mind-rotting, six-hour carousel I am stuck on many years later.

The first time I go online, I panic. It’s a few months before I turn fifteen and I am in limbo; the rabid teen feelings are pulsing under the surface but I still wear a flannel nightie to bed. When it comes to the internet, I’m stuck between wanting to play fun computer games and exploring mature, meaningful connections.

Laura and I are addicted to the game Tomb Raider II. Every day is a struggle to resist using the infamous cheat code that makes Lara Croft nude. I want to support Lara as a friend and fellow woman but the innate lure to get her out of that green cargo vest top is almighty. I’m wondering if there are similar fantastical gaming universes online, preferably ones in which I must navigate treacherous landscapes and potentially shoot Bengal tigers in the face. Unfortunately, despite much searching, I am only able to find quirky versions of Hangman, and no matter how much you tart up the backdrop, it’s still just some poor thin guy in a desert getting murdered because I can’t spell ‘necessary’. So I move on to loftier ambitions, logging in to the first chatroom I find, and giving myself the username Lara Croft.

The initial hit of whatever this website is, is noxious; far too full-on for a fourteen-year-old and yet the danger is what I am drawn to. I sit and watch as people log in and out – a ceaseless tidal wave of strangers to engage with, any one of which could be a future husband. I’ll be in a lot of trouble if anyone catches me doing this so I move fast, rapidly picking up the lingo as I go. This doesn’t take too long: all that’s essential is how desirable you are and where your house is, all of which can be neatly surmised with the abbreviation a/s/l (age/sex/location). Naturally I am a twenty-year-old woman with olive skin, green eyes, thick long hair, and I am living it up in London. It rolls off the tongue far better than ‘pasty Essex dweeb’.

One man, using the name Garfield (real name Elon), is in his thirties and from Germany. We go from vital stats to talking about the weather, confiding that we are both a bit tired, and sharing email addresses, before discussing our hopes and dreams. I tell him I want to present music documentaries, while Elon would like to foster children. It’s scintillating to speak to this amorphous German character and – thankfully – far from sexually charged, despite the obvious allure of my username. Eventually my internet cuts out, so I head back into the world and attempt to follow the Neighbours plotline as my head throbs with a post-chatroom comedown.

A few weeks later I am sent a chainmail with a warning that I must forward the message on to ten friends to avoid being blighted with seven years of bad luck. Only a few people I know have email addresses, so I decide to lean on my old pal Elon in a time of crisis and send it to him. He replies, almost immediately: ‘Cut the crap, Hattie, I’m in love with you’.

It’s becoming clear that emotions move fast on the World Wide Web.

When I’m not talking to men alone after school, Laura and I do it together, and I feel empowered whenever entering the chatroom with my friend. Laura and I are frightened by but also deeply curious about sex. We’ve spent a lot of time observing writhing balls of frogs mating in her pond, fervent and entwined, desperate and violent, and often poke at them – it – with a stick in horror. We’re grossed out by leering men and have made up our own catchy jingle for the tabloid newspaper The Sun, satirizing the publication’s insatiable appetite for topless pics of young women. ‘Curries are nice, with lots of spice, and of course, extra sauce on page three,’ Laura sings, before I chime in, with the vocal style of a tough male New York taxi driver: ‘Get a stiff upper lip . . . and something else, with The Sun!’

Combining our passion for gaming, digital socializing and increasingly morbid intrigue around sex, we spark up conversations with guys on chat rooms, lead them into believing that we’re instigating a dirty exchange, then share with them whatever scatological exploits spring to mind first. I’m sat in a bath full of poo, I bet you’ve got poo all over your fingers, do you fancy eating poo etc. Before they get time to reply, our fingers, already poised on a Force Quit shortcut, slam down on the keyboard. Neither of us admit it, because we are straight off into the crisp drawer to eat our way out of the adrenaline spike, but our dalliance with the men in the chat room, the predatory nature of us versus them, and vice versa, is thrilling.

Chucking obscenities into the ether gets boring, however, and my friends quickly migrate to MSN, a new chat service that we all come to use after school, so we can talk about school (having just walked home together from school). As a teen, your life force depends on your proximity to people of the same age – a frustrating proposition for grown-ups, who require cooperation and help around the house. Therefore MSN chats are often littered with abbreviations – ‘be right back’ (brb) and ‘got to go’ (g2g) – fast new ways with which to say: ‘My mum is now in the room. Do not message me about that thing I just said I wanted to do to our English teacher Mr Dolan.’

The catharsis I get from these computer sessions is sensational. I’ve got a lot to say all of a sudden, a lot of hysteria to expunge, as my journey into high school has become quite an event. The route involves walking past a huge gothic grey house, the type of place with an AGA in the kitchen and a Victorian poltergeist in the attic. The boy who lives here – along with his mum, brother and two stepsisters – is Rory: eighteen years old, dazzling teeth, handsome nose, confident gait, big navy hoodies and baggy skater jeans.

As students of the same primary and secondary schools, I have known of Rory for most of my life, but he remained blurry, boring. He was to me like a shop selling brooms; there on every high street corner, but a peripheral factor of my every day. Now, all of a sudden, I urgently need a broom. I’m banging on that window demanding to see a broom. Sickly infatuation numbs my mind every time I catch a glance of him getting into his car for his seven-minute commute to sixth form. Just a flash of his wide-legged denim and new hair – a French-crop with a slight quiff set firm in seven layers of wet gel – reduces me to a puff of glitter.

It is utterly one-sided at first, but that’s not a problem. I’m quite happy getting lost in my own angsty narrative about our imagined love. I time my enormous iPod to play the most cinematic moments of an All Saints album as I walk past his front door, taking in the delicate fragrance of the wallflowers in his front garden while imagining us chucking bags of salt at each other in the kitchen, or kneeling down naked in front of each other in a shallow bath, or whatever else happens on a Friday night at home in a committed adult relationship.

After a few weeks of observing him from afar, the mood shifts. Perhaps it’s a mating call that I have been subconsciously emitting since turning fifteen and having my braces wrenched from my face, my huge shark teeth shoved into a more elegant place in my head. His eyes begin to catch mine for a split second and I wonder if he’s also on board with this fantasy, perhaps running the bath a little deeper so we can kneel for a while longer in our tormented desire. I haven’t felt such a severe spike of serotonin since Len dropped ‘Steal My Sunshine’.

While the entry of Rory into my life is major, seminal, crushing was nothing new to me. Anyone and everyone was a potential object of lust, and had been since I was just out of nappies. One of my first proper memories is tottering into my parents’ kitchen in a pair of red stiletto heels from the fancy-dress box. My motivation being that if Sahil, my extremely cool seventeen-year-old brother’s best friend, could see me, a four-year-old, in a different light, he might want to take me out on a date, or just walk around the garden with me, sing a couple of songs and hold my hand. The aforementioned Andrew Carter was another one of the big crushes, a guy who had a sexy anxious habit of sucking the corner of his t-shirt during lessons, and with whom I shared a mutual love of Jamiroquai’s Return of the Space Cowboy album. We grew close in the last year of primary school and slow-danced to Jay Kay’s ballad ‘Spend a Lifetime’ (‘Touch me in the nighttime / All I want from you is love’) at his summer party, before his family moved to the other side of the Atlantic. Or maybe it was Norfolk. I don’t remember, but I do still remember vividly the close-up musk of that spitty t-shirt. There was also Tim, the old stoned guy I stared at after school, and my steady crush Dane at the start of high school, and my first proper kiss, a premeditated experiment which turned into an almost ticketed event in front of twenty discerning thirteen-year-olds outside Boots. I think they clapped afterwards but it’s one of many core memories tarnished by trauma.

All of that – all of the giggling and hand-holding and slow-dancing – pales in comparison to my ephemeral moments of eye-contact with Rory, however. One morning, I arrive at my classroom and sit by the window waiting for my lesson to begin. There on the horizon is his boxy white Ford Fiesta MkII pulling into the car park twenty metres away. Rory steps out, shuts the door and swings his backpack on, his biceps flexing as he grips the strap with one arm. Such spellbinding choreography for a man caught unaware. From up in this window, I have become accustomed to feeling as if I am watching Rory on a TV screen – but this morning he turns to look up at me; purposeful, as if he’s always known I’ve been there. With my body frozen, he begins to stroll closer to the window, somehow maintaining the gaze. I smile meekly like a Victorian maid. He smiles, cinematically cool, like a cowboy coming home. It is the start of several scintillating days of retinal interplay.

After a giddy week, I head back to my friend Helen’s house for the evening. I’m expecting another night of assessing the new ways in which we felt insecure in the girls’ toilets and playing fast tennis in her room using two books as a bat and a scrunchie as a ball, but as soon as her older sister Jamie gets home it’s clear something more seismic is on the horizon. Jamie is in Rory’s year, and says that Rory knows I have a crush on him. She says that he wants to talk.

With frantic deep breaths to quash the hysteria, Helen and I share a swivel chair and log on to MSN – where a notification alerts me to Rory’s request to add me. I accept and wait. I suddenly believe as if I could make anything happen; as if I hold too much power. Our first interaction is a simple, classic ‘hi :)’. That’s enough action for me for one day. Sadly, he has ambitions beyond the idle back-and-forth I’m used to, and jumps straight in to see if I want to go to the cinema during half-term. I’m too scared to have a conversation with him at school, a neutral zone, let alone spend time with him in a dark room with a closed door. I am a little bereft that this has graduated to a stage way beyond my social means already. So I say that I can’t. But maybe soon? It buys me time – so I can find out a bit more about him and therefore figure out who I need to be.

In the weeks that follow, MSN becomes an urgent state of being. As soon as I get home from school I log on and spend the hours before dinner talking to Rory, learning how to be provocative using primitive emojis while simultaneously downloading poor-quality versions of popular songs on Limewire. To the low bitrate sounds of ‘Girls Dem Sugar’ by Beenie Man (feat. Mya), he confides in me about sixth-form stresses and tells me that our conversations are helping him to get over ‘Ellie’. Ellie’s house is on my route into school. Before, she was just a girl with nice hair. Now, she’s the enemy. From that day onwards I peer in at her family’s kitchen as I walk past in a bid to learn more about this mystical witch. All I see are brief fragments of her life – placing a pencil case in a backpack or tipping the last of her tea into her mouth – but it’s quite clear she’s Saffron Walden’s Lady of Shalott. She’s dainty, mesmerically so: a cinched waist and long, silky fingers. I imagine they broke up at midnight in the pouring rain and that she spends her weekends reading Brontë beneath a weeping willow tree, the absolute fucking bitch.

With every MSN session, interactions between Rory and me escalate in sentimentality, expectation burgeoning with every chat. His present temperament is ‘tortured soul’: on top of the Ellie stuff, there have been disruptive family fallouts and at a young age he has encountered a type of fury and tension that is foreign to me. It sounds like a traumatic few years. What’s my story so far? Awful at maths. Odd undiagnosed condition whereby every time I go for a vigorous jog I bleed in my pants then do a tiny poo. Shall I tell him about my braces?

One Saturday night, Helen has a free house, so I head round for a sleepover. No more bat and ball – we immediately drink four huge glasses of vodka and orange juice and decide the best thing to do while we have the courage is to go to Rory’s house, which is twelve minutes away if we run – which we do. Pounding those suburban streets that night, I’ve never felt more free. I feel so physically competent on vodka – like I could run like this forever; I could run while giving birth, and addressing the nation. Eventually we arrive; we catch our breath and he greets us at the door as if it’s no big deal.

I can’t believe I am in this house, in front of real-life Rory. His mum is out of town and he has a friend round. It’s the stuff of parental nightmares. Helen and I knock around and laugh at each other for being so drunk. I can’t tell if they’re horrified by us or enjoying the girlish spectacle. Every time I sit still the alcohol clumps me in the face, so I keep moving. I’m given a glass of whatever happens to be left in his mother’s drinks cabinet, which is unfortunately sake, and I am immediately sick. Sick on the way to the loo. In the loo. Outside his house. It’s all a blur but at one point my head is in his lap and he strokes my face tenderly.

The next thing I know, Helen and I are walking home. The nightmare is over. My memories of the past hour are utterly chaotic: extreme nervousness, retching, stomach acid, unfamiliar bathroom floors and tissue mopping up spoiled carpets. I am thankful for the cold air, a beautiful contrast to the oppressive four walls of his house. But we are back at Helen’s and I am inconsolable. There is nothing less sensual than regurgitated Salsa & Mesquite Kettle Chips on peach-coloured carpet. Inexplicably, however, before I sleep, I get a text from Rory. He says he wants to talk tomorrow and we arrange to meet on MSN.

It’s there in the tiny chatbox the next evening that I experience romance more profound than slow-dancing to Jamiroquai in a marquee. He says there were moments in between vomiting where he got to properly look at me, hold me in his arms. He tells me I am perfect. There is a pause. ‘Will you go out with me, Hattie?’

I feel sick. My first ever pang of commitment fear.

It’s the weight of obligation: inevitable sex.

I type ‘Yes :-)’ and press send.

Pop culture has entered a period of febrile teen sexuality. The teens in The OC and in Abercrombie and Fitch dominate my thoughts, along with movies like Scary Movie, American Pie and Coyote Ugly. Think long hair, nice abs and former Disney stars newly conscious of their groins. When I’m not taping Coldplay off the radio, I am watching MTV obsessively, and I am absorbing every second. When 9/11 happens, Laura calls my house phone to tell me to turn on the news, and I do so reluctantly. Completely unable to process the image of the two burning towers, and what it all means for the future, I quickly slide back into the flashy universe of early 2000s music videos.

Right now, I cannot get over Britney’s video for ‘I’m A Slave 4 U’. The dark feminine energy of a twenty-year-old megastar controlling the sexual tension of the room. How in-the-moment she and all the dancers are during the orgasmic panting sauna scene. The dimples on her lower back, her sweaty neck, the tummy button piercing, sticky lip gloss and that unflappable facial expression that speaks to a sexual proficiency and steadiness in the face of the oily body-rolling that surrounds her.

The early stages of the new millennium are a post-‘Thong Song’ planet where anything goes. Videos are cartoonish and cinematic; Eminem has arrived like a bleach-blonde grenade, detonating the sentimental, sweetheart pop of the late 1990s; pop punk videos feature alt-guys lusting over Playboy-grade hot girls, while R&B and hip-hop are exploding with experimentation. Missy Elliott, Ludacris, NERD: their videos are as sexy as they are innovative (and if you stay up late enough you can catch the uncensored version of NERD’s ‘Lapdance’, which is essentially porn in a damp-looking shed). Then there’s Kylie Minogue and the gold hot pants. That said, I’m also ingesting a lot of sincere and orthopaedic-shoe-wearing singer-songwriters: Dido, David Grey and Macy Gray. I’m open to anything really, from Toploader’s ‘Achilles Heel’ to Aphex Twin’s ‘Come To Daddy’, heaven and hell consumed in quick succession as I flit across the multitude of MTV channels. It’s a habit that permanently shrinks my ability to focus but establishes my two preferred aesthetics in both art and life: desperate longing or shiny bum cheeks in tiny pants.

Nine days after we make things official, Rory tells me he loves me. He’s frustrated my parents won’t let me stay at his house, though, and is nudging me towards questioning their authority. As my parents were art students during the Swinging Sixties, I assumed they’d be encouraging of free love and exploring new horizons, but there’s no convincing them on the subject of a sleepover at Rory’s. I think my dad finds the whole scenario agonizing – his youngest daughter, who can often be seen ragging around town in a rattling car decked out with subwoofers. My mum and I are falling out for the first time too.

‘It’s not fair,’ I yell at her. ‘You and Dad sleep in a bed together every night – why can’t we?’

Both incandescent and on the cusp of laughter, she replies: ‘We’ve been married for thirty years, and I’m not doing my GCSEs.’

‘It’s just mocks!’

‘No.’

‘Well, he’s the love of my life so you’ll have to get used to—’

She cuts me off to spare me the indecency. ‘Nope, not happening I’m afraid.’

One last weasely wail from me: ‘I don’t see why it’s such a big deal!?!’

I raise my middle finger and mouth the words ‘Fuck off’ to her turned back as she leaves the room and heads into the kitchen to make my dinner from scratch before crafting one hundred Roman shields out of toilet-roll tubes for the primary school students she’s teaching the next day.

In a short space of time, a new mode of resisting my parents’ power has been unlocked. Not that I take to the approach naturally, and every stab at rebellion, such as bunking off, sits a little awkwardly. On a wet Wednesday morning I knock on Rory’s door so we can walk to school together. The sensation of damp tights and a sodden kilt makes me itchy and uptight. Rory tells me to come inside as he’s not ready yet and, following his lead, I sink into a stupor watching an ITV talk show on a tiny TV screen in his attic bedroom. Thirty-seven minutes later I realize I am still waiting for him to give us the green light to get on our way to school, and I cautiously suggest we ought to be leaving.

‘Hattie,’ he says with his arch smirk, ‘I have a free period. And you’re late for school.’

In a panic I sprint down the familiar roads leading me to school; the streets without their usual ant stream of dawdling teens trudging their way to lessons. I am a lone species, the only surviving character at the end of a zombie apocalypse. Every step I now take is illegal. Ten minutes into my race towards the finish line, I realize it is futile. I’m already too late; I’d be punished; it’d go on my record. So I decide to turn around, and spend the guilty stroll back to my parents’ house in a state of frantic paranoia and joyful anticipation of a day spent watching the video for Vanessa Carlton’s ‘A Thousand Miles’ as many times as possible. I can make this work! I can be bad!

Turning the corner to our cul-de-sac, I am devastated to find that my dad is still at home, his blue Ford parked in the drive. Think quick. There is an alley behind our house – dubbed ‘poo alley’ by my mum on account of it being a dumping ground for local dogs – so I head there to hide. I spend three hours and forty-five minutes in that alley, a thin pathway flanked by a brutalist concrete wall and a ditch filled with the pages of top-shelf magazines. For a while I squat and rest, gormlessly staring at a photo of a pair of big circular breasts that lie on the mud before me, the porno paper semi-pulped by the rain. Gradually I realize the indignity of this stance will make my excuse of being ‘en route to a doctor’s appointment’ look untrustworthy, should I come face to face with a neighbour or passer-by. So I decide to pace up and down, back and forth. Eventually, I bravely walk back to my home and collapse on the sofa, frightened but revived by the spirit of manic, bloodthirsty anarchy.

This spirit lives on in my pursuit of spending time alone with Rory. Although I am not allowed round his house in the evenings, we still have our ways of seeing each other. I live in a bungalow, which makes it very easy for him to find me whenever he likes. One night, I am taking a break from homework and lip-syncing to the Cranberries’ ‘Linger’ while looking in the mirror, as if I am the girl in the video. He taps on the window, smiling at my extraordinary vanity. It’s great to have such easy access to the man I love, but I never fully commit to my mirror-self ever again.

We also hang out after school, and at weekends. The more time we spend together, the more I am beginning to adore his character beyond this fireball of romantic emotion. He is sarcastic and quite quirky, especially when it comes to his relationship with his mum’s dog. I get the feeling I’ll never get to the bottom of him; he definitely has some issues. Yet his unpredictability and autonomy over his life gives him an unshakable confidence that impresses me and threatens the boys in my year.

Hanging out with him is never easy. I am on edge a lot. Not from what he might do to me, but more the insecurity of following the script on my first proper sexual relationship correctly, and also from the spectre of my parents, who’d hate to think of their youngest daughter snogging so aggressively most afternoons of the week. Being with him in any capacity is an enormous experience. Big feelings, all the time. Sitting on the sofa is two weeks away in the Seychelles – string quartets and a bed of roses. Everything suddenly makes sense. The culture. The Foo Fighters video for ‘Walking After You’ where Dave Grohl and a woman are both crying and pounding windows because they love each other so much. At one point she eats a dried cracker from a plate and coughs it up because she’s so distressed by love. I get it now. Rory squeezes my hand when an advert for a holiday package soundtracked by Savage Garden’s ‘Truly Madly Deeply’ comes on and I feel as if I might combust entirely, as if I am on the brink of choking. I’m dizzy, and while I don’t enjoy it as much as I do spitting and yelling with Laura, I keep coming back for more.

When things move on, I first find it incredibly overwhelming, suffocating – the eye contact, bare skin, saliva, friction. But gradually I find genuine pleasure in it all. This is when I start thinking about underwear, the Wonderbras, the thongs, pubic hair. Being a child is inherently gross out of joyful unselfconsciousness and proximity to the ground, but now I’m doing everything I can to be the opposite of that. I’m preening and preparing for something major. I have read that Britney does 1,000 stomach crunches a day, so I’m doing the same, only less committed as I do it on my bed and give up after fifty. I keep having awful periods that last for four weeks. The doctor prescribes me the contraceptive pill Microgynon without any real consideration. I’m ecstatic. While my mum is uncertain about synthetic hormones, I urge her to give it the green light. My initial hopes are that popping it every day will fast-track me to womanliness, but in reality it just makes me unhinged. Beyond the surges of sadness, symptoms mainly include an accelerated interest in food and carbs, and a body that expands at a rapid rate despite three hours of PE a week and numerous after-school clubs. One Saturday afternoon I eat so many Doritos I have to go into his bathroom and make myself sick so I have room for the meal he’s making for us. Garlic bread and ricotta-and-spinach-filled pasta. The archetypal 2001 dinner of romance. He later points out that my torso is changing – where once was a lean child is
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