

CHAPTER 1

Fuck You, Mars

If you’d asked me ten years ago how I’d feel about being newly single and online dating at fifty, I’d have said I’d rather use a cactus as a dildo. Except I probably didn’t even know what a dildo was back then, let alone sexting (and flexting) or ghosting (and zombieing) or catfishing (and kittenfishing). Or anything else found in the parallel universe of dating apps. I’d have been content to stay with my dementor-ex until doomsday because I thought that’s what middle age was all about. Being somewhere between vaguely and violently unhappy. Making do; putting up; sticking it out. Staying for the sake of the kids. Sleepwalking through midlife in a general malaise. 

But, somewhere along the way, I woke up. 

There’s that bit in When Harry Met Sally where Harry says, ‘When you realise you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.’ Well, that’s how I felt the day I left the marital home and moved into the flat above my shop. Except that the somebody I want to spend the rest of my life with is me. She’s been missing for a while, you see. Me, that is. Frances Brumby. More commonly known as Frankie. And I just found her again.

So, it’s a Sunday evening in mid-January a couple of weeks after I left my home of over twenty years – originally my ex Gareth’s house north of Lincoln, where I moved in with him during our hopeful early thirties and married him and then raised our lovely boy, Jay. Now I’ve moved out again, two decades later, into my tiny new flat. It was the lockdowns that did it for me. Seeing Gareth rarely meant I could just about scrape through my daily existence, but being holed up with him and Jay for weeks on end drove me and the kid insane. I’d planned to drag myself through one last Christmas together, but it didn’t work out that way. I cracked on Christmas Eve Eve. My son James (or Jay as I’ve called him since day one when he lay on my boob looking drunk after the caesarean) already knew it was all going to happen and he was the one who said, ‘Fuck this, let’s get you gone before and have a nice, quiet Christmas in the new flat.’ This morning, I put Jay on the train, off to his second term at Manchester Uni. There’s nothing left to do now. I’ve packed everything away and sorted the shop and I’m done. I’m alone in my flat and I’m sitting here brooding. 

I can’t stand the silence so I message my best friend Bel and she immediately replies, telling me to get my sad ass over to hers, stat. Not long after, we’re sitting in Bel’s shed in her garden, freezing our tits off as it’s snowing outside, the snowflakes fat and feathery as they drift past the grubby little shed window, while her husband is warm and cosy inside the house with their new baby who is asleep, hopefully. Well, we can’t hear him screaming like he often does about this time (the baby, not the husband. Not usually.) The shed is a proper potting one, with bags of old compost, stacks of terracotta pots on shelves and gardening implements hanging on nails on the wall. We’re wrapped up in winter gear, me in my duffel coat and woolly accoutrements and Bel in her Mountain Warehouse puffer jacket with fleecy pyjamas underneath, her curly red hair like a copper halo around her head. I always knew Bel liked to smoke weed and for years I’ve wanted to try it out, but Gareth had always slagged off Bel to high heaven, saying she was a druggie and how dangerous it was. BUT now I’m a free woman, I have to admit, I do want to try it. I’ve always been curious about what it would feel like but been too scared to give it a go. We can try a mild one and then progress, Bel tells me. So we’re sharing a small joint and after a few puffs, I must say, I think I’m a natural. It just makes me giggle and feel chilled out and nicely buzzy and I’ve not instantaneously morphed into Withnail and I, as my ex described it. The most extreme part of it is an overwhelming urge to snack on Mr Kipling’s French Fancies. As we’re passing a joint back and forth, Bel says: ‘Have you ever seen The Martian?’

‘What, the little guy with the Roman gear on?’

‘No. What? What guy?’

‘You know, with the little … thing and the thing on his head and the skirt. The … centurion … thing.’ 

‘No,’ tuts Bel. ‘No, the movie. With the bloke.’ 

‘What bloke?’

‘The bloke from … Good Will Hunting.’

‘Ben Affleck.’

‘Yeah. No.’

‘The other one?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Mork and Mindy?’

‘What? No.’

‘Matt Damon.’

‘YES. Matt Damon.’

‘No.’

‘No what?’

‘I haven’t seen The Martian with Matt Damon.’

‘Oh. Right, well … I forgot why …’

‘Okay … Is it good?’

‘Listen to me, Frankie.’ Bel looks dead serious now and I pull myself together and try very hard to listen very properly, sort of. 

‘I’m listening,’ I say. Bel sits up really straight and I can tell she’s going to have a monumental moment of lucidity.

‘There’s this bit where Matt Damon is recording his video diary, right? And he’s just realised he’s stuck on Mars and he’s gonna run out of food and oxygen and all that. So he has to figure out how to survive. So he sits there, really quiet for a minute, and then looks straight into the camera and says: “Fuck you, Mars.”’

‘Nice.’

‘Yeah, right? Fuck you, Mars. So that’s what you need to do, babe. Whenever it gets to you. All this … shit. All this shit you’re going through, babe. Whenever it all gets on top of you and you’re feeling so angry and sad and full of … you know, RAGE. When you get like that, you just gotta say, “Fuck you, Mars”.’

‘FUCK YOU, MARS!’ I shout, then cough. 

‘Yes! Or FYM for short. Just text me those three letters when you’re really going through it. FYM.’

‘FYM.’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s genius.’

‘Innit, though?!’

‘Yeah,’ and I look at Bel and I’m so grateful for her at that moment, so glad she’s in my life, that she’s my friend. (And that she has this shed in her garden, because there’s nowhere else we could smoke weed and get away with it.)

‘So …’ says Bel and I wonder if she’s going to come up with some other moment of brilliance. ‘Who’s the little centurion guy?’

‘In the Bugs Bunny cartoons. The little martian guy.’

‘With Bugs … Oh my God, yes! With the funny voice!’

‘YES. Marvin the Martian! Weird as fuck!’

And we laugh a lot for a long time.

I love Bel.

Thank heavens for Bel. I never would’ve got through this thing alive without her. 

Thank heavens for my boy Jay. Thank the stars for him. I mean, he’s eighteen and supposedly an adult now, off doing biology, and I know I’m supposed to be helping him through all this. And I do. My God, I do my best. But he helps me too. He may not realise it, but he helps me get through the week with his texts checking up on me. 

And thank heavens for my shop. For my little quilting shop and the flat above it, because without that, I’d be sleeping on a quilt on the shop floor at night. So, thank heavens for the shop and the little flat – one bedroom for me and the sofa-bed in the living room-diner-kitchenette for Jay when he’s home from uni, and thankfully a separate WC and bathroom so we never have to bother the other person if we just want a wee. These things matter.

Downstairs is my quilting shop. I sell sewing supplies and material and all the stuff you need to be a quilter and seamstress. Hence the name: Sew What? I like its vibe. It tells you what the shop sells, but it does it in a sarcastic, kick-ass way. You wanna sew? What do you wanna sew? And so fucking what if you do? Don’t let your other half give you a hard time about spending all your money on sewing stuff. It’s nobody’s business but yours, so fill your boots. If they give you any grief, just tell them: Sew What? If I could have, I’d have called it Sew Fucking What? But I can’t see the elders of Lincoln letting that one through committee …

Thus, I’m fifty, soon to be divorced, I’ve sunk all my savings into my shop and I live in a shoebox. And my ex – soon-to-be officially ex-husband, whenever the goddamn divorce comes through – dropped a bombshell when we started divorce proceedings: after the sale of the house, there would basically be no money left, as he had massive secret debts from a bad investment into a friend’s start-up, which I knew nothing about. So, I’ve left my marriage with basically zilch. But, as Bel said to me the night I decided once and for all to leave my ex, ‘Whatever happens next, it can’t be as bad as being with that total twatface.’ 

I immediately changed his name in my phone from Gareth to Twatface. It’s so gratifying to see Twatface pop up whenever he sends a passive-aggressive little missive about the divorce or the house sale or Jay – or James as he always calls him, in that weird formal way he has, the pompous financial advisor even at home, talking to Jay and me like minions at his office.

And Bel was right. She’s always right. All of my friends listened to me try to make sense of why I was so dreadfully unhappy for years, and they were so careful, so politic about how they approached criticising him – because it’s so hard, isn’t it, when you know your friend’s partner is a wanker? You can’t risk saying it in case they don’t split up and then you have to face them every time you go round. But Bel told me that she hated Gareth, that she hated the way I looked when he was around – fearful, cowed, eager to please – that he was a bloody nasty piece of work and that I’d be much better off if I left him. 

Hearing those words was the push I needed to face my future alone. I’m so grateful for her honesty. I’m so grateful for a friend who’ll tell you unpleasant truths, but with love.

I look across the smoky space between us in her shed and we’re talking about her baby boy Barney now and how bloody difficult new motherhood is. Bel is finding it particularly hard, as she’s nearly forty and doesn’t have the energy she used to. I had Jay at thirty-two and I was knackered enough then. She’s looking through the shed window and says, ‘I’m glad the snow’s heaving it down as it’ll cover up my shit-hole of a garden in a pristine swathe of white and I can pretend it’s as lovely as it used to be.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up,’ I say. Bel’s gardening has always been exquisite, wherever she’s lived, even when she had no more than a windowsill. She grows plants from seed on her dining room table and fills the pots and borders with vegetables and flowers, year on year. Or at least she used to, before a difficult pregnancy and Barney. ‘You’ll get back to it. In the meantime, you should hire a hunky young gardener and ogle at him from the French windows; get all Lady Chatterley on his ass.’

‘Hey, I’m married, you may recall, very happily.’ And I do recall indeed. Bel and Craig are a gorgeous couple, madly in love, still having sex all the time despite the baby and so sweet and nice to one another, as well as having a healthy dose of sarcasm towards each other and life in general. They met later in life than some, when they were both in their late thirties, both teachers (her, maths, and him, design and technology – or as he calls it, the Department of Colouring In) and while they were both recovering from crappy previous relationships. Baby Barney came along pretty soon and was very much wanted and adored. It’s the marriage I never had and always hankered after, but never begrudged for Bel, because I love the bones of her, but also she’s had her fair share of arsehole boyfriends to contend with over the years and deserves the fairy tale ending.

‘Yeah, you’re married, Bel, but you’re not dead.’ 

Then Bel sits up and looks excited and says, ‘Oh Frankie, you’re gonna have such a laugh when you start dating. I will live vicariously through you!’

‘Oh my God, no. I’m not dating.’ 

‘Why not?! For fuck’s sake, Frankie, you’re divorced, not dead. Or you soon will be. Divorced, that is. Not dead.’ 

‘I never want to have anything to do with men ever again!’

‘Everyone says that. But you’ll change your mind.’

‘Well,’ I say, and take a deep toke before passing it over, ‘I must admit, I’ve not had a decent shag in decades.’

‘There, you see? You’re free now for the first time in twenty-odd years and there’s a whole world of men out there. You have your new life ahead of you, definitely some random shagging to begin with then who knows, perhaps love will come along.’

‘There may well be shagging but there will not be love. I’m telling you now: I will never love a man again.’

‘A-ha, well, we shall see … Now gimme your phone.’ I squint suspiciously at her and drag it out of my dungarees pocket, handing it over. ‘Scooch over here then, babe, and let’s get cracking. As you know, I am the goddamn MASTER of online dating. It’s how I caught Craig, of course. And I mean caught. There was nothing random about it. The thing you need to know about online dating is it’s all a giant game. You have to out-date the dating apps. And you have to learn the rules and use them to your advantage. Then you win.’

‘I’ve never been very good at games,’ I say miserably, moving over to shove up beside Bel on the potting bench. ‘I always get shafted on Mayfair with hotels on it.’

In the short space of time it takes to utter those words and park my butt next to Bel’s, we’ve lit up a new smoke – fuck, it’s so good to smoke a joint and know I’m not going to get the third degree from Twatface about it when I go home; smoking weed is one of my first rebellions against his dictatorship – phone-whizz Bel has downloaded two new dating apps: eHarmony (sounds nice) and Plenty of Fish (sounds rough).

‘Right, here we go!’ says Bel, her eyes gleaming.

‘You’re enjoying this far too much,’ I say, feeling a little sick with nerves. Can I do this? I haven’t dated anyone for over twenty years and never online. What horrors await in these virtual dens of iniquity?

‘And so will you be, imminently, mark my words. Now shut up and listen. I’m starting you on two contrasting apps. eHarmony is for relationships, POF is for sex.’

‘Can’t I have both at the same time?’

‘In an ideal world, yeah. But to begin with, you’d be best off separating the two goals. They just confuse things. So, look. Here’s eHarmony.’

The app is set out with background images of lakes and mountains, empty beaches and cycle rides, making everything look chilled and homely, middle-aged and non-threatening. 

‘This one’s for old folk, isn’t it,’ I state.

‘You got it. But I figured you might want to talk to some civilised gents.’

‘Oh, I do. I think …’

‘So, look. You upload a few photos of yourself here and type in your profile here. You then answer all these questions about yourself and it gives you suggestions of eligible chaps based on your answers. Do all that later, at your leisure. It’s all terribly nice on there, although the only downside is that in order to reply to any messages and see the guys’ pictures, you have to pay. Set that up later on your card too. But don’t forget to change automatic renewal in your settings straight after, or the bastards will charge you for another month or whatever, without telling you.’

‘Crikey, it’s a minefield.’

‘It is!’ says Bel emphatically. ‘You’ve got to have your wits about you. You are so … babe in the woods, babe. You are so Bambi, prancing into the meadow, before his mum gets shot – BLAM!’

‘Bloody hell, all right. No need to dredge up childhood trauma.’

Then Bel swipes off that app with nimble dexterity and brings up the other one, a totally different kettle of fish. POF looks like the Wild West in comparison. No lakes, no cycling. Black, blue and white, with harsh, basic text marching across the screen. Bel sets me up a quick profile, just my first name, and ignores all the details. Pictures of random men leap out in lurid colour and Bel starts swiping left, left, left, right.

‘What does that mean? What are you doing?!’ I say in horror.

‘Okay, listen. POF is a whole different story. eHarmony is like The Wig and Mitre on a Tuesday evening and Plenty of Fish is Sugarcubes on a Saturday night.’

‘Jesus CHRIST!’ I say and facepalm. 

‘Look, you want sex, don’t you?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Then POF is what you need. Tinder too, though you have to wait to match before they can message and you have to pay to see your likes. On POF, anyone can message you at any time.’

‘Anyone?’ I say, aghast. ‘Is that … safe?’

‘No! That’s why you have to get with the programme, babe. Grow up. You’ve gotta ditch the Bambi act and take control. Filter out the weirdos by blocking them. Keep on the good ones. Test their veracity, then choose who you want to see, where and for how long. If you play the game, you can have any kind of man you want, any kind of sex you want, any time of the day or night. You don’t believe me, do you?’

I shake my head and pass over the joint I realise I’ve been hogging. ‘No.’

‘Well, you shall see, my pretty. Okay look. Now you’re set up, next step is to fill out your profiles. Nice and elegant for eHarmony, fun and flirty for POF. Then do some selfies. Tasteful and beautiful for the old guys, high-class hooker for the fish. I’d say we’ll do some now, but … you know, you look like Captain Oates about to leave the tent.’

‘I’ve got a couple of recent photos, from Craig’s birthday bash the other month. Gareth was away for that business weekend thing, so I was allowed to put on make-up.’

Bel makes a sad face and gives me a quick rough one-armed hug. ‘Jeez, woman. The shit you put up with before you rode up on a white charger and rescued yourself.’

I feel momentarily desolate at the thought of the person I was, only weeks before, frightened to express myself, treading on eggshells, never right, never good enough. But not anymore …

‘I like the sound of Plenty of Fish,’ I say and grin.

‘That’s the spirit! It’s a madhouse but an absolute hoot, as long as you take care and don’t be a naïve fool.’

‘Okay, so give me the low-down. What are the rules of the game?’ I say, taking my phone back to look for a couple of pics from our night out. I find a nice one of me smiling, where the rosy lights of the pub have my face a little bleached out so you can’t see all the wrinkles around my eyes. Nice. I pop that one on eHarmony. After some scrolling I find another option, where Bel and I are linked arm in arm, looking up at a very drunken Craig who’d said, ‘Smile, you sexy biatches!’ and we gave him proper foxy looks and you can see a bit of my cleavage. It’s not exactly high-class hooker, but it’s about as foxy as I’ve dared to be in recent years. Though, maybe all that is about to change. I crop out Bel and pop that one on Plenty of Fish.

Bel stands, pushes her hands deep in her pockets and stares at me. That’s her I-mean-business stance.

‘Now look, I don’t want you turning up as a re-enactment on Crimewatch, so listen up. Don’t give away any details about yourself that could reveal where you live, where your shop is. Don’t tell them your surname or your kid’s name or any names that could easily be traced back to you. Don’t give out your phone number or any other contact details. No links to your social media. Nothing, not yet. Stay on the app. Just chat in a general way, about general things. Have a laugh, flirt and so forth. But don’t tell them your bloody life story, as you are wont to do.’

‘I really am wont to do that. I’m a terrible blabbermouth.’

‘I KNOW! So, none of that. These aren’t just strangers in a pub. They’re worse than that. Loads of them won’t be who they say they are, or the guys in the pictures. Have you heard of catfish?’

‘With the whiskers? I think they use them for navigating or something.’

Bel rolls her eyes then reaches for the joint, which I’ve been hogging again. ‘Oh gawd … all right. Now, catfish is youth parlance for liars online pretending to be someone else. They use fake pictures, fake names, fake profiles. They’re usually scammers who want money, but sometimes they’re just sad fucks who hate themselves and want to lure you in with their fake persona.’

‘I’m kidding, you idiot – of course I know what catfish are. I had to be savvy about some of this stuff, raising a kid. Plus I get them on Facebook all the time and I just delete them. But why do it on a dating app, though? As soon as you meet, it’d be obvious.’

‘Nah, these arseholes don’t want to meet. They just want sexting.’

I grimace, then look sheepish.

‘Oh blimey, you’ve never sexted, have you?’

‘Nope. I mean, Bel, I’ve been in a relationship with a frigid sociopath for decades and it began when phones were in their infancy! Sexting wasn’t really a thing back then.’

‘Well, it probably was but you’ve always been late to the party, babe. We’ll circle back to the art of sexting later. Now then, let’s get on your phone and go fishing.’

Bel rubs her hands together with glee, then we settle back down on the potting bench and she starts swiping through the profiles. And what a motley crew they are. So. Many. Ugly. Men. I’ve literally never seen so many ugly men in one place, except perhaps lurching out of Sugarcubes at 2am in my dim and distant youth.

‘Ah nice, here we go,’ says Bel and stops on a gorgeous blond bloke, looks around early thirties, lovely muscly arms with some tasteful tats, square jaw, perfect tan. And those green eyes … 

‘Yes please …’ I say, all but drooling.

‘A-ha, wait and see,’ she says.

She clicks on the picture and up pop a couple more, one where he’s pulling up his T-shirt to show perfect abs with a lascivious look in his sparkling eyes. Behind him is some holiday destination, palm trees and white square buildings. 

‘Catfish,’ declares Bel.

‘Why? How do you know?’

‘Nobody actually looks like that. Well, addendum – some men do. I’ve had the odd one with abs like that, in my dating days. But in general, only models look this good and pose in places like that.’

‘He could be on holiday. He could be a gym rat.’ I want to take my phone back, so I can message this muscled Adonis and take my first steps into the brave, new world of random online sexting.

‘Highly unlikely. Okay, so to ascertain further, we look at his name. Read that out.’

‘Steven John.’

‘Dead giveaway. Two first names. Catfish so often use two first names. I’ve no idea why! It must be in the Wankers’ Playbook, page one.’

‘Gosh,’ I mutter, looking back at the gorgeous one with a newly critical eye. ‘How else do you know it’s a catfish?’

‘Okay, so assuming that we’ll give him the benefit of the doubt, that he’s unfeasibly good-looking and called by two first names, let’s look further. He lives in Lincoln and claims to be forty-eight. Does he look forty-eight to you?’

‘Not like any forty-eight-year-old I know.’

‘Exactly, they do that because they want to prey on older women. They think they’re more desperate, the arseholes. Now look at his profile text. Read that.’

i am honest men no lie or cheating my wife die trajic and i look for longtime love of life give all cash for her tight nestegg i swearing you

We both burst out laughing. ‘Holy fuck,’ I say, crying with laughter now. ‘He’s allergic to grammar. Oh my God, this swiping business is the best entertainment I’ve had in ages.’

‘See?! I knew you’d love it. Now does that sound like Steven John, forty-eight, from Lincoln?’ says Bel, taking hold of my duffel coat lapels and shaking me to attention while I’m still wheezing with laughter at tight nestegg. ‘Or rather does it sound like a scammer whose first language is not English, perchance? And he’s pretending he speaks English fluently to go with this fake English name?’

‘Okay, okay. But even if their English just isn’t that good, that’s not a good enough reason to block someone, is it? Come on!’

‘No, it’s not just that. As I’ve said, there’s a bunch of other tell-tale signs of a catfish, like they’re immediately crazy about you, or they want to get you off the dating app onto another chat app like WhatsApp straight away. Plus they might use a real person’s photo, like David Gandy or even Paul Hollywood, though God knows why anyone would want to pretend to be the latter. And their jobs are usually humanitarian or butch or both, like UN surgeon or US military. But about the language, it’s not about their English not being great, it’s about the fact that they often pretend to be English and can’t carry it off. Or they may well pretend to not be able to speak English very well to play the sympathy card!’

‘Ah, right, yeah. That could well make sense then. I’ve seen these bot things on Facebook, that include a web link or phone number in their comment or message.’

‘Yeah, you’ll get those on dating apps too. So, once you get good at spotting the scammers, you can either block and report immediately or you can chat with them a while before you block them, string them along a bit, for shits and giggles – it’s great fun! Waste their time a bit just like they’re wasting the time of countless women. But be safe. Catfish and liars are not always as obvious as this idiot. Go with your gut: it’s always right, ALWAYS. And don’t believe a word any of these fuckers say until you’ve verified them and even then …’

‘But how on earth do you verify them?’

Suddenly we hear Barney launch into screaming mode and although Bel knows that Craig is perfectly capable of dealing with it, she always feels guilty about leaving them alone, despite me telling her not to.

‘Time to be Mum again,’ she says and stubs out the joint. We both hop off the potting bench. ‘Look, message me tomorrow night and I’ll give you the low-down on verification et cetera. Get tarted up a bit and take some new selfies. The best profiles have a few photos, not just one. I’ve turned your notifications off on your phone for those apps, otherwise the DING-DING-DING will drive you insane, what with all the millions of messages you’ll get. And you will get millions, you’ll see. You’re a total fox.’

‘Thanks chick,’ I say. ‘For everything.’

‘Ah, it’s nothing. Got me out of the house, even if it’s just to the shed. Back we go, back to reality.’

‘Back to the acting,’ I say and open the door, the night’s chill rushing in on the wintry air. We step outside onto the crunchy fresh snow, then Bel grabs my arm and pulls me in for a hug. 

‘You’ve got this, girl,’ she says quietly in my ear and we hug. At this comforting human contact and the blast of cold air, the real world feels all too present once again. My fear and loneliness grip me and I start to sniffle a bit. Bel checks me out and knows I’m about to get all emotional. I look at her worried face and her care makes my eyes fill with tears. 

‘Don’t be nice to me!’ I say, knowing it’ll make me sob.

‘Don’t be sad, be angry. Fuck you, Mars, remember? FYM!’

‘Yes! FYM,’ I repeat and stamp my feet in determination, yet also trying to keep warm.

‘Shout it. Shout it out to the night sky, you badass bitch!’ shouts Bel and laughs.

I stand with my arms outstretched, tip my head back and yell up into the night sky, ‘FUCK YOU, MARS!’

Barney’s screams have now reached a crescendo to match me. We look over and Craig is watching us from the window, the bairn wriggling in his arms, Craig’s face nonplussed at why I’m hollering a quote from The Martian into the night. 

‘He’ll be thinking, Those mad bitches are at it again,’ I say and we snort with laughter as we trot over to Bel’s back door. A quick final hug and I’m off round the side of the house to walk home. We live around the corner from each other in Lincoln, in the historical bit, where the cathedral and the castle are. She lives in a little cul-de-sac off Cecil Street. Her house is a very sweet detached cuboid, with four windows and a door, just like a child’s drawing. She has pots full of plants and a bench outside, with a little fence and a gate to the street. I totter off up the street, then trudge my way down Bailgate. I only live down the road from here, my shop occupying the ideal spot for punters on Steep Hill (which, if you’ve never been to Lincoln, you won’t know is the most literal name of any road ever). 

I plod along through the snow, the cold night air soon sobering me up, as well as the thought of going back to that pokey little flat, alone. It’s late, nearly midnight and the streets are mostly empty. I quickly begin to feel sorry for myself, moping about being truly alone in the world at this moment. No house, no husband, no money, no kid around and no mum. When she died ten years ago, all sense of security left with her. Dad was living abroad, had been for years, with little contact. But I’d had my son and my husband and we had the house and I felt safe, sort of. I felt at least that I had my own family to take care of and that would keep me busy and stop me missing Mum too much (which it didn’t, but I’d got through it, though the grief still shocks me sometimes, as real and sudden as a burglar in your home). 

But now it’s just me. I feel my mouth turn down and my eyes prick with self-pitying tears. I start down Steep Hill towards my shop, when my feet skid and skitter and I slip up and land on my arse, then tip backwards and there I am, lying on my back in the street, staring up into the snow-speckled sky on a Sunday night in January, with nobody to rush outside and find me, take care of me, dust me off and settle me down with a cuppa and ask if I’m okay. So I don’t move. But then, lying there, I realise that even when I had someone, when I had Gareth, he would not have been so caring as to do that small thing. He would’ve stood and stared at me, shaking his head at my foolishness. Even the boyfriends I had before him weren’t very nice. I seemed to have an innate ability to pick out men who had something missing in their brains, in their genes, I suppose – the caring gene, the one that makes you look at another person and empathise with them. 

The boys and then men I typically fell for were charming and witty, clever and impressive, luring me in with their patter. I’d always fallen in love fast and not had time to question their validity, heartily ignoring the veritable carnival of red flags each one was waving. In fact, nobody talked about red flags the last time I was single, over two decades ago. People are savvier about narcissists these days and about coercive control and all that abusive shit that so many partners have to deal with in their relationships. And once you’re in love, you put up with that crap because you love them. And because they do it gradually, at least, the clever ones do.

It’s like the frog in the pan: as the water warms slowly, you don’t realise you’re being cooked. It happens so steadily, in tiny increments, over years – the little comments putting you down, the mockery, the control, the denigration of family and friends, the increasing isolation and dependence – that by the time the water is hot, you had no idea it was even happening. You’d become acclimatised to misery. 

Until you get out, that is. And now I’m out, I can look back on those two decades with Gareth and think, how did I never see it? How did I think that being sad and scared in my own home was normal? It was a gradual process at first, my escape: inklings of standing up to him, then more arguments as I did so, then a realisation that this didn’t have to be it, this didn’t have to be the rest of my life. I first told him last summer that I was going to be leaving him as soon as we could get things sorted, just before Jay went to uni. I was pretty sure Twatface was seeing someone by that point, but he never admitted it. We put the house on the market and I started looking for shops to rent and we engaged solicitors for the divorce. The first couple of weeks of September it went okay and I thought, yeah, we can do this amicably. But something snapped in him and, as letters and emails mounted up about the divorce and selling the house, he got increasingly angsty and erratic, to the point where I was even more frightened there than I had been all those years living Under his Eye, as it says in The Handmaid’s Tale. By December, I’d got my shop lease sorted and I was going to do my best to drag us through one last family Christmas together, for old times’ sake, but no. I had to get myself out to somewhere that felt safe. And even then, once I was free, expecting the house sale to set me up for the next phase of my life, I find out he had secret debts, which will leave us with nothing left after the house sale. So after all those years together and living in that house together and improving it and bearing him a son, I’m left with nothing. Not a penny. Yes, the frog jumped out. And thank heavens for that. But this frog has sod all security for its little froggy future.

I’m lying on my back in the snow in the street, staring at the sky and thinking about myself as that frog, boiling to death, slowly, so slowly. But at least I did eventually jump out. I may be on my back in the street, vastly alone and with no nest egg or pension, insignificant beneath the indifferent stars with snowflakes falling casually on my face, but at least I am free. 

‘Fuck. You. Mars,’ I say with a croaky voice. I’m not that person anymore. I’m the one that got herself out. And now I’m finally liberated, I’m going to enjoy myself. I’m going to get on those dating apps and have some fun. Once I get off my arse in the snow, that is. 

I drag myself up from the ground and stagger down the alley beside my shop. I make my way up the back stairs to the door and let myself in. It’s nippy in the flat, as the heating went off hours ago. I’m wet from my snow-bed and shivery cold, so I fall onto the sofa fully clothed in dungarees, jumper, mittens, scarf and bobble hat, then make the mistake of reclining, my head on the sequinned cushion Jay gave me for my last birthday, which looks silver one way then when you smooth out the sequins the other way spells out WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK beneath a picture of Winnie the Pooh looking confused. Within seconds, I’m asleep.

And that’s where I wake up in the morning, as the sound of someone knocking insistently on the door to the flat drags me out of my slumber. I struggle to open my eyes and my left cheek feels prickly. I’ve slept on the sequinned cushion with the little bastards digging into my face all night. I must’ve been exhausted (and wrecked) to sleep so soundly. 

The knocking persists so I sit bolt upright and stumble to the front door, vaguely perceiving that it’s Monday morning and my shop is closed on Mondays, so at least I’m not late opening up. The knocking is louder now and my mind starts racing through all the possibilities. (Is it the police? Are they here to tell me that Jay is missing or injured or dead?? Or is it the Amazon driver with that book I ordered called How To Be An Optimist?) I fling open the door and there is my ex, Twatface, suited and booted, looking perfectly in order. And here I am, in dungarees, jumper, mittens, scarf and bobble hat. He looks at me as if he’s just found a pubic hair in his carbonara. 




CHAPTER 2

Slide Into My DMs

‘What the hell have you done to your face?’ he says, with a superior smirk.

I reach up with my mitten, a wholly useless gesture. 

‘What do you want?’ I say in a monotone. 

‘You’ve got little circles all over your cheek and you stink of dope. Been sleeping on that dumb cushion have you, on the sofa, fully clothed, stoned on a Sunday night? How … bohemian.’

It takes all my strength not to tell him to go fuck himself. I know that’s what he wants – not to go fuck himself (or actually, he might do, knowing his capacity for self-admiration) but for me to lose my cool. I know I look utterly ridiculous but I hold myself up as straight and tall as I can and I repeat, ‘What do you want?’

He’s standing there, smirking. Mid-brown-grey hair perfectly coiffured with a crisp side parting, tamed by gel (but sticks up in clumps when he’s just woken up). He’s the same height as me, five foot seven, which is fine by me. I mean, I dated shorter men than me before I met him, but he’s always had a chip on his shoulder about it, a Napoleon complex, I reckon. Then he pushes past me – yes, he actually shoves me with his elbow – and walks straight into my flat, heads for my armchair (the purple one Mum gave me all those years ago) and plonks himself down. He reaches over for the little mosaic table Bel gave me and drags it from its position towards him, then throws his keys down along with a balled-up, snotty tissue. He sits back, shoving his feet under the table, far too comfortably. 

I take a deep breath. He’s not been in the flat since the day in December that I leased the shop and then it was just a cursory glance. I don’t know what excuse he’ll come up with for why he’s here now, first thing on a Monday morning. But I know him better than anyone and I know exactly what he’s doing. This is all about control. He’s pushed his way in here, into my territory and he’s literally got his feet under the table, as the saying goes. It still riles him that I actually escaped, used my own savings to set up this shop and get myself away from him. He cannot bear it that I saved myself.

‘Don’t move my furniture,’ I say, calmly.

He stares at me, pretending to be bemused.

‘Don’t. Move. My. Furniture,’ I repeat, my voice still low and steady.

He looks blank and takes the keys and the snot-rag off and shoves them in his pocket, then pushes the table back to roughly its place. It’s a small victory, but it gives me some strength.

‘Why are you here?’ I continue.

‘I’ve come to inform you about recent events of which you ought to be privy.’

Jesus Christ, to think I used to be impressed by the way he talks. What a pompous ass. I wait for him to go on. I’m not going to participate in a conversation with him if I can help it. I want to get him out as soon as possible.

‘I’ve told James by text this morning and now I’m telling you, that I’m in a committed relationship with Melissa Pridgeon.’

Melissa Pridgeon?? 

Melissa, who lives at number 9 with her three kids? Who, one night seven years ago, we saw behind the bins during her husband’s birthday party snogging his brother then getting discovered and shouting across Willows Close, ‘Think about the kids, Paul!’ before pushing the brother into the bins whereupon he fell over and so did the bin, the plastic and glass recycling spilling out all over the close and getting whipped up by the wind. Meanwhile, she rushed around trying to pick it all up and me and Gareth were standing at our window watching the whole sorry farce unfold. THAT Melissa Pridgeon? Well, let’s face it, Pridgeon is such a weird name, like someone trying to say pigeon with their mouth full. There can’t be more than one Melissa Pridgeon in Lincoln, surely, if not the entire world. I didn’t know it was her, but I KNEW he was up to something! It’s good to be vindicated, to know that my gut was right. But to be actually confronted with the truth of it … well, it hurts like hell. It feels like shit. 

I know he’s examining my face for shock, that same self-satisfied smirk playing around his lips. 

‘And?’ is all I say.

‘And as my partner, I will be moving in with her for the foreseeable future and then, once all this business is concluded, we will be buying a house together.’

‘And her three kids?’ I was determined not to show any interest in his ridiculous news, but now I’m too curious to stop.

‘The older two have left home by now, as you know, while the younger one will be living with their father much of the time.’

He looks at me defiantly, as if urging me to comment on this. All I can think is, the poor bastards. All of them, her included and especially the youngest kid, a girl, around twelve or thirteen now, I think. To escape from a narcissist feels like a triumph. But when you’re confronted with the next poor woman who’s fallen for their charm, it sours into a hollow victory. If only I could go over to number 9 Willows Close right now and say, ‘Run away, Melissa Pridgeon! Run very far away and don’t look back!’ But, of course, I’d be seen as the crazy ex, trying to ruin Gareth’s life out of spite. She’d never believe me. I don’t know Melissa really, just the odd comment when we put the bins out, or when our kids careered past each other on bikes or rollerblades in the close, but she always seemed all right, nice enough, rather acerbic when she told her kids off, but generally a bit harried by life. 

I felt for her, with her husband gone (who knows what happened with the brother, but he never came round) and three kids and a full-time job to cope with. And now, she’s shacking up with my ex, or rather, he will be shacking up with her, in her house, at her expense, no doubt. And when they buy a house together, God knows what he’ll be contributing towards that, if anything. Poor cow. Then, the next question came to me. How long has this been going on? During the last few years of our relationship, I’d become convinced he was seeing someone. I was sure I heard a phone in the house go off once, a message sound that I didn’t recognise. But he made up some excuse to explain it about an old SIM card, but it was too much information and sounded like bullshit. And he’d be gone for hours and talked about meetings, but I never had any evidence of where he’d been. He always kept home and work so separate, so I didn’t have anyone I could call to check on him. So yeah, plenty of signs of an affair were there. But he never admitted it, though I told him over and over it would be okay, that it was time for us to call it a day anyway and if I knew he was in love with someone else, it would all make more sense and help us to make a break, finally. But he never, ever admitted to it. I look at him now and his eyes are willing me to ask him more. Well, I’m not going to play that game, or any of his games anymore.

‘Anything else?’ I say.

‘No. I just thought you should be informed.’

‘The only thing you should’ve informed me about years ago was that you’d pissed away our future on your dodgy mate’s dodgy start-up.’

He scowled at me and began, ‘That business had every chance of—’

‘Don’t start all that again with me. I don’t want to hear it.’

I have so much more I want to say, but it has all been said before. And it would be as much use as pissing in the wind and if you’re a woman who’s pissing in the wind, all you get is a wet leg. The damage is done and he’ll never take responsibility for his actions. He over-invested in a friend’s new business using a massive re-mortgage, all without my knowledge. When we were first together, he had his own house and I’d moved in. Later, we married and had Jay, but we never got round to putting my name on the mortgage. So, when he decided to invest in this start-up, he went to one of those new online mortgage lenders and got them to give him a big loan to invest, using the house as collateral. He was so sure about his mate’s business, he even agreed to an interest-only loan. But the new business utterly collapsed and he lost all his money, and once the house sale process began, of course, the online mortgage company wanted their money back. Once divorce proceedings began, even though my name wasn’t on the mortgage, I’d expected to receive 50% of the house sale, as we’d been married for a long time. But then I found out the truth, that all of the money for the house sale would go on paying back this crazy loan and all the fees associated with the divorce. There’d be little to nothing left. And in one fell swoop, Twatface had fucked our financial futures. It’s as simple and awful as that. I could rail against it till the cows came home, but it won’t get me our money back. A lesson to be learnt there: never trust anyone with your financial future. Nobody. Not even your partner, husband, wife, whatever. You must be involved at every step. I learnt this too late, unfortunately. 

‘When it comes to investments, nothing is—’

‘I said I don’t wanna hear it!’

He looks at me coldly. That icy stare used to frighten me. Now, sitting in my mum’s chair with his sad little tale of broken homes, he just looks small.

‘Don’t you wish to discuss the arrangement with Melissa Pridgeon?’ he says, trying to reel me back in. I hate this game-playing shit he does so much and I hate that I still have to deal with this wanker in my life. I want to say, I’d rather play water polo with an orca. But no, he isn’t going to have the satisfaction of my humour. He isn’t going to have the satisfaction of anything. He’s going to leave.

‘No. And text next time. You’ve no need to come here, ever.’

He ignores that and ploughs on, ‘I’ve informed James because he needs to know the situation at home, for when he comes to stay in the holidays. You realise that this pathetic little flat you have here is far too small to be a base for him at any time. I’d be surprised if he even visits, especially if he wishes to bring a friend or girlfriend with him. You’ll have to make other arrangements to see him when you can. For Melissa’s daughter, we will have a bedroom for when she stays with us and James will always have a bedroom for himself, as long as he needs it. This place you’ve ended up in … and seeing the state you are in presently … well, I’m sure you’d agree that neither are suitable for James or his requirements these days.’

The look of twisted triumph on his face is goading me, but I hold my resolve.

‘You need to leave now.’

He watches me for a few moments, clearly a little surprised I haven’t taken the bait. And at last, he gets up and goes to the door. As he steps over the threshold, he turns to say something and I shove the door with my shoulder and it slams in his face.

I immediately message Jay on Instagram, the only place I can guarantee he’ll be online at most times of day. 

Just had a visit from your dad. He said he texted you about Melissa Pridgeon?? Just checking you’re ok, honey. Here if you wanna talk about it all. <3 <3 <3 

I wait a few minutes and there’s no reply. He must be in lectures, I guess. I sigh, willing him to respond. I’m worried about how Jay will take it. Then I think, How am I taking it? I should feel triumphant. I handled Twatface so well! I didn’t break under the mudslide of his superiority. I didn’t rise to his petty jibes. But, oh God, I feel empty. I don’t know whether to scream or cry. Then I catch sight of myself in the mirror. I look just like the time before Jay was born when Bel and I camped out under the stars at Avebury Stone Circle in our sleeping bags and when we woke up in the morning a bunch of American schoolkids were standing around staring at us and one said scathingly, ‘When did you last wash your hair? Ten million years ago?’ 

What a bloody shitshow of a mess I look and to think I stood there in all dignity against Twatface’s nasty little newsflash and I looked like THIS?

I tear off my mittens and hat and scarf and coat and throw them on the floor. Then I start crying, blubbering like Baby Barney with a shitty nappy, all snot and tears. I feel terrible, I’m in shock and I feel hollowed out inside, like a Jack-O’-Lantern, except I’m not the happily evil pumpkin, I’m the slimy thready seedy gunk left on the counter in a sticky mess.

Gareth has a girlfriend. Not just a girlfriend, but a ‘partner’ in a ‘committed relationship’. (Urgh, the almighty prick and his affected terminology.) It’s not that I’m at all jealous of her, of him, not a scintilla of envy for the whole sorry mess of it. But he’s got one over on me and he knows it. He sat here in my flat with the gold medal of his superior situation shining brightly i.e. I’m fucking someone else and there’s nothing you can do about it, you sad middle-aged bitch in your silly little shop and your no-sex-life and your duffel coat. I slope back into the living room-diner-kitchenette and slump down on the sofa. I carry on crying for a while, letting it flow out. Then, the mosaic table catches my eye, the one he moved, then moved back, but it’s out of place, the invisible handprints of his crass attempt at ownership all over it. And I stare at that table and I think, that bastard took up twenty years of my life. And now he wants to take up space in the only place I could ever call my own in all that time. Well … fuck that. Fuck that and fuck him and FUCK YOU, MARS.

I’m not going to let him get me down, let him beat me or let him stop me. I get up, go to the shower and wash away the night, the morning, the tears and all the sticky pumpkin-entrailed-misery of it all. I get dressed in my favourite combo of joggers (black and yellow Batman ones) and sweatshirt (cornflower blue with TELL YOUR CAT I SAID PSSPSSPSS on it). I blow-dry my hair so it looks really great (at least I have good hair, I think, as I brush it through, long and thick and dark with some nice toffee-coloured highlights. My hair is my crowning glory, as Mum used to say). I am a free woman with people to talk to and places to go (but not the places and the going quite yet, because I’ve no bra on right now). But people to talk to? Namely, fresh new guys? Oh yeah, baby. I make a sandwich with healthy stuff like houmous and avocado and purple lettuce leaves then ruin it all with a big handful of roast chicken crisps on the side. Sod it, the Get Fit plan starts tomorrow. I get comfy on the sofa and start munching, then I pick up my phone – still no reply from Jay and my message is as yet not Seen – and now I’m ready to dive into the fun and fucked-up world of online dating. 

Holy SHIT, I’ve got dozens of messages already! On both apps! I start on POF, as something tells me it’s going to be more fun. The first few I read are minimal, to say the least. One or two words from each guy and not exactly inspiring or even personalised.

Hey

Hey

Hi

Hey

Hey gorgeous

Hey sexy

Hey sexx

WYD

Wanna shag c

Then the first one with more than one line: his first message reads:

How are

And his second:

How are you

Well, he nailed it eventually. 

The next profile has only one pic of a guy called Roger, forty-two, dressed in a navy-blue onesie with every body part covered in skin-tight lycra, including his entire head, taken in the mirror of a hotel bedroom, with beige walls, beige vertical blinds and beige padded headboard on a wall. His message reads:

Wanna meet me here?

Do I wanna meet him there? Well, obviously his outfit is fine but the hotel décor is a disgrace.

The next two have the best usernames so far, Lickylady53 (whose profile reads only ‘Nice guy not looking for a slag’) and PeckerUp69.

It really is a wayward wilderness on POF … 

So I go over to eHarmony to see if the quality improves. And I find this magnum opus from Terence, aged fifty-four:

Hello Frankie.

The question of whether or not a friend can also be a lover is one that has engaged my mind for many years off and on, more on than off, and more in the mind than in the heart or loins. Can friendship truly win out over passion and can long relationships ever sustain themselves over time, or instead, like a body lacking in vitamin C, can we eventually find we have scurvy of the heart and do not instead wish for grace and another idea is to do with coastal shelves eroding, yes? For is it possible to maintain a true yet bloated connection of

Yes, it finishes halfway through a sentence. Wow. Years of psych study right there. Either that or he’s high as a satellite. He should’ve stuck to Hello Frankie. It all went downhill from there, like a fucking avalanche. 

The next one is from Reginald, aged seventy-nine:

I’d like to start with an apology, as I wanted to message
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