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That love is all there is, is all we know of love

EMILY DICKINSON
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I wasn’t sure whether to respond to events from the past week, but I feel the narrative has missed a couple of crucial elements that I would like to clear up.

It’s incredibly good of Him and the dancer to apologise in the media. I have received nothing, other than the support of my family, friends, and a host of strangers on the internet who all wanted to make sure I was OK. What I have also kindly received are many offers to sell my side of the story, but I would prefer for it to be on my own terms.

Those pictures were taken on October 3rd. It was my birthday. I was alone at home when He texted at 10pm saying the two of them were going for one innocent drink. We spoke and I told Him, not for the first time, that His actions over the past three weeks had led me to believe something inappropriate was going on. He aggressively, and repeatedly, called me a psycho / nuts / mental. As He has done countless times throughout our relationship when I’ve questioned His inappropriate, hurtful behaviour.

But – this whole business has served to remind me that I am a strong, capable person who is now free; and no victim. I have a voice, and I will use it by saying this to any woman out there who deep down feels worthless and trapped with a man they love.

Believe in yourself and your instincts. It’s more than lying. It’s controlling. Tell some very close friends who, if they’re anything like my wonderful network, will swoop in and take care of the logistics and of you.

It’s important also to recognise that in these situations those who hold power over you are insecure and fragile, and their need for control comes from a place of vulnerability. I think it certainly does in His case. Despite everything, I hope He gets what He wants from this. I’m not sorry I took the cat though.

Love, Rebecca
8.18PM – Oct 8, 2018 – Twitter Web Client
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Replying to @Beckshumps

If he was that bad, why did you stay eh?




Author’s Note

I never wanted to write a book. All I ever really want to do, at any given moment, is dance about to gay songs. But I need to. I need to do it because several years after surviving a relationship (one that culminated in the bin-fire of all break-ups), I am still seeing with my own eyes some of the coolest, cleverest, sexiest women allowing their brilliance to be drained in the name of love. I need to do it because, as Jane Fonda says, ‘Once you know what’s wrong and you stay silent, you’re part of the problem.’

And although no one actually has to answer a BS, victim-shaming question like ‘Why Did You Stay?’, I hope that my choice to reclaim it will empower anyone who feels as lonely in their story as I once did in mine.

But this is as much a story of how I left it behind me as why I stayed. Because what defines you in life isn’t what happens to you, but how you deal with it. I’m sure anyone who has ever experienced difficulty will attest that in their darkest moment, a part of them – an astonishing, resilient, actually quite iconic part they never knew existed – stepped out of the shadows. This is a book about how to hold on to that part moving forward.

I fully acknowledge this is a story from my perspective, and that everybody else featured will have a perspective of their own. Some of the names in this book have been changed to protect identities, and some people’s names I haven’t mentioned but you’re going to know who they are anyway. I will definitely, definitely piss some of them off with all this. When certain people read it and think, She’s written that bit about me, not all of them will be right, but some will. To those of them who are right, and who aren’t very happy about it, I do understand because I probably wouldn’t be happy either. I hope, though, that they will at least accept my right to express my version of events (as some of them have done already).

Finally, to anybody that feels this book has been inspired by their actions, I would just like to say:

I am sorry if what I’ve included makes you feel bad.
But I humbly accept your gratitude
for the things I have graciously opted
to omit.




I Left




Because, finally, the truth

At around 11:30 p.m. on 6 October 2018, my worst nightmare came true while standing in a car park.

The date is easy to remember because it was three days after my thirty-second birthday. My friend Theo describes my energy as ‘a Diva everybody said was washed up on a sold-out arena tour’, which is to say, a total slag for attention. But this year my birthday went uncelebrated. And I hadn’t seen Theo in months.

Anyway, I’m in this car park, which is outdoors, and it’s raining dribbly ‘neither here nor there’ rain. My umbrella is indoors, specifically a gazebo 15 feet to my left that’s fizzing over with revelry and mutual fluffing.

‘You were AMAZING!’

‘YOU were amazing!’

The light from inside it is bleeding on to the wet tarmac, making the puddles on the ground brighter than the sky. I think that they look like spotlights, and am quite pleased with myself for connecting the showbiz dots. I am not standing in a spotlight, of course. I’m barely visible here in a dark bit, which is deliberate but not my choice.

The car park in question is one of many inside BBC Elstree Studios. Growing up I had expectations of television studios. I used to imagine the BBC as somewhere I could saunter down the street from EastEnders, then turn a corner and dodge bullets from a cop show, then a gaggle of feathery showgirls would teeter past like flamingos while somebody yelled ‘ACTION!’ into a big cone. It isn’t. The fact is it’s functional – a vast network of giant metal sheds with people in North Face jackets bombing around. A place where television gets done, rather than where magic gets made. That said, I did once walk past Tom Jones by a Portaloo.

Stood directly opposite me is my boyfriend.

I’m always freezing even when it’s hot, but especially tonight because I’m wearing a new dress, £200 give or take (it’s give, it’s always give), which is roughly the size of a cobweb and just as thin. In expensive shops the price tag is often attached with a safety pin, making it really easy to take things you can’t afford back after the weekend, so long as you’ve avoided red wine, haven’t been anywhere too sweaty and given it a good Febreze. I’ve taken to doing this for the last few weeks – returning things after wearing them at the weekend (or ‘borrowing’, as I prefer to call it). I haven’t had a job in a very long time and am quite skint, and the thing is for the past few weekends I have been mingling with VIPs, each and every one of them dripping in opulence. I myself am no VIP, not even an IP. Just a P, and a fraud, but at least I’m well dressed.

I should explain.

Earlier tonight I was sitting in the audience at the studio of Strictly Come Dancing, and the boyfriend standing opposite me was one of the celebrities competing in it. Strictly Come Dancing is the biggest show on UK television. Forgive me if you already know this; rest assured, I know how you feel. I myself am reminded almost daily. Lots of the time it’s when He staggers home from rehearsals after 10 p.m.

‘It’s the biggest show on television!’ He goes.

The ‘biggest show on television’ part is spoken in italics, and it quite often feels as though the words are sweeties for the speaker to have a good suck on rather than information for a recipient. Still, I got the message. The stakes are high, millions watch it live, no one wants to screw up. There’s a good chance I’d be on the biggest show on television too if He referred to me in His thank-you address to the camera, which is something that the celebrities often do. ‘I couldn’t have done it without my wife/husband/partner’, etc., camera cuts to a beaming face in the crowd. For the last four weeks it hasn’t happened in my instance, but I’ve been wearing a new dress every time just in case. I have paired this one with flat black Chelsea boots. I toyed with sharp stilettos, which are less ‘me’ but more feminine. In general, though, I always try to avoid anything that gives me more length or girth at Strictly, as around the women who appear on the show I often feel like the only manatee at Mermaid Lagoon. That’s in physical terms, of course. Personality wise I am much smaller, more like a mouse looking through its hiding place at all the bendy, confident cats licking their own genitals.

And tonight it happened! The dress and me got our airtime! I had been standing and clapping and crying when a big stick on wheels topped with a big black cuboid was urgently skidded right in front of my face. His paso doble had just ended, and He’d done a really great job, which was unusual as He was usually quite crap. Dancing is not part of His professional remit, to be fair. He’s a stand-up comedian, so most of His job involves, well, standing up, but relatively still and on His own. Last week, in particular, He royally mucked up a jive, which are hectic at the best of times, and had to wince His way through the judges’ comments, when one of them gave Him a three (that’s out of ten, for anyone who has never watched it. It’s bad). I say all this to illustrate just how triumphant His paso was this evening. In Strictly terms, doing a great job after everyone has written you off is the Holy Grail – you become the underdog the audience roots for, you’re Erin Brockovich, or the Jamaican bobsleigh team in Cool Runnings.

Incidentally, the paso doble is a Latin dance that depicts a fierce, four-minute fight to the death. The story of each number centres around the male, who takes the role of matador: grounded, controlled and muscular. His eyes burn into the female/bull, who whips up a wild display around him, tearing his arms off her body one moment and begging him ‘tame me!’ the next. When done well, it’s like the sexiest row you’ve ever had, and reminds me of a quote from Colette Dowling: Relationships are like a dance, with visible energy racing back and forth between the partners. Some relationships are the slow, dark dance of death.

So, this car park.

My boyfriend standing opposite me is dressed in black as always. When we started going out five and a half years ago He used to dress in vibrant blues that matched His eyes, because, in His words, ‘I’m happy now, so I should probably stop dressing like somebody died.’ I can’t remember when He went back to wearing black. I can’t remember when I stopped noticing His eyes were blue.

His dance partner was wearing black tonight as well, on the telly. A black leather catsuit, with black feline make-up applied by the best in the business. She looked like the type of woman you should be worried your boyfriend was playing the matador to. This isn’t really about her, though.

Here the pair of us stand, anyway, in the dark, on the cusp of a nightmare.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask His maybe blue eyes, wondering what I’ve done.

‘Where are you sleeping tonight?’ He asks the air over my shoulder.

Something in the gazebo smashes, the cheers waft out and coil around us. He continues to stare over my shoulder. I’m still staring at His eyes.

‘Um, at home?’ I say it like it’s obvious cos it is, cos I live there. That’s where I sleep.

‘No you’re not.’

‘I – I don’t . . . What?’

I’m doing that thing where I free-fall standing upright. I try to ground myself by tasting my breath. Marlboro Gold washed down with the champagne I cheerfully glugged when His agent suggested He ‘take her over there and tell her’. I slick my tongue around my teeth and try to focus on what is real rather than allowing my unreliable, erratic, overly emotional mind to fly to its default state: ‘ways to punish myself for being myself’: Your contour looks like sideburns, like Wolverine, not enough cheekbones, too much thigh, should’ve gone spinning, should start checking calories, look at the women here, these are proper women, these are what women are meant to be.

Brutal, obviously, but. It feels good, doing the thing you’re best at.

He emits a feral ‘UGGGHHH!’, interrupting my thoughts just as they’re getting going.

And I will never forget this silence. Between His exhausted bellow to the sky and the following sentence, told to His own outline on the wet tarmac.

‘The Sun have got pictures of me and the dancer kissing.’

A beat. Then I say, ‘Oh.’

‘And I have to get the fuck out of here before her husband hits me.’

Huh.

Strange.

I feel . . .

I feel.

‘I’m coming with you,’ I say.

‘No you’re fucking not!’ He wasn’t expecting that. Me, speaking like somebody who had been right. His eyes flick up at mine for the first time.

I step towards Him, and into a spotlight.

‘I am.’




I Stayed




Because once I was perfect

Brighton, April 2013

Once upon a time, I met a man on the set of a television programme.

It was my first big acting job, and at the read-through He was the only person more visibly nervous than me.

We would cry with laughter, share looks when other people chatted nonsense. He began to save McVitie’s Gold Bars from the snack box for me. I began to always know where He was standing in a room. Our trailers were next to each other, and after arduous shoot days He would play Cyndi Lauper’s ‘Time After Time’ loud enough for me to hear, and we’d harmonise badly through the walls.

I had a boyfriend back then – Max – but still my heart would beat faster whenever He and I were told to ‘get a room’.

A few weeks later, He invited me and another colleague to the Groucho Club. I’d never been to a private members club before. When I turned up, the other colleague wasn’t there. By the third Jägerbomb, I dared to ask Him what I already knew.

‘That person was never coming, were they?’

‘No.’

‘Why?’

‘You know why.’

‘I don’t know!’ But I did.

‘Yes you do.’

‘All right, but I need to hear it.’

‘I’M MADLY IN LOVE WITH YOU!’ He shouted it.

‘Leave it with me,’ I said.

I broke up with Max the following morning, got in the car and drove straight to my mum’s in Norwich. I had been worried about telling her, she had always liked Max. But she rather cryptically said, ‘Once you know for sure you have to break up with someone, you feel so free.’

He’s invited me to Brighton for the weekend. I nearly don’t go. My grandad died yesterday, very suddenly, of a stroke. I ask Mum if she wants me to stay at home and help her with Nan, who has to be taken to live in a home. But she insists.

The waistcoated-man carrying our cases to the room at the hotel He paid for has no idea we’re stealing glances behind him. When the door opens He looks at me for signs of astonishment but I give nothing away. I just stand taking in the roll-top bath, the pinball machine, the biggest bed I’ve ever seen and a balcony looking out to the sea. I say things like ‘yes, this will do’ and try not to jump up and down.

The man who carried the cases leaves and we stand silently, trying not to be the first to smile. He sits on the bed in silence. I go and sit down next to Him. He turns to me. I turn to face Him. I’ve never enjoyed chess as much as this.

‘Can you just kiss me please?’ I eventually ask Him. ‘Otherwise I’ll spend all day wondering if and when it’s going to happen, a day we could just spend kissi—’

And I stop, because He does.

We kiss, we dance, we drink champagne from the minibar. We lean over the balcony in hotel towelling robes and Ray-Bans, looking out at the sea, at the ice cream castle clouds that Joni Mitchell once promised me. ‘All this could be yours!’ He exclaims, leaning over the edge with His arms above Him, bubbles fizzing from His glass on to the ground four floors below. We throw back our heads, laughing in disbelief at all of it, and all the seagulls above us seem to join in.

Brighton is like Wonderland, a network of fairy-lit alleys. Spiral staircases that lead up to perfect espresso martinis, more kissing, clouds of oxytocin. He lives so fast that even sitting in a restaurant opposite Him feels like being excitedly pulled by the wrist and flown barefoot through the streets to Patti Smith’s ‘Because the Night’.

All the rooms He walks into suddenly belong to Him. ‘TWO TEQUILAS!’ He shouts to no one in particular as we step into the restaurant, and miraculously a waiter brings them. He thinks He’s powerful and for that reason He’s right.

There’s an urgency for life and for mischief and for being famous and being part of this partnership that ain’t so professional no more, and it reaches out and strikes me, shakes me. All I can see is fun.

‘I don’t know what any of this is!’ I tell Him later, shouting to be heard over Robin Thicke’s ‘Blurred Lines’ that’s pounding indoors. We’re under a brick arch outside a club, and I’m smoking for the first time ever because He offered me one. ‘I know what you’re like!’ I yell.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You love putting it about!’

He shakes his head. ‘This isn’t that.’

‘No?’

‘No! That’s not me! It has been, but I don’t want that any more. I’ve never felt like this.’

‘Well, what do you want, then?’

‘I want you to be my girlfriend!’

*

After the mess of previous relationships, the shame at being kept a secret by literally everyone that has ever shown an interest in me. There’s no cloudiness, no grey area. I can feel my organs, my aura, every skin cell activate and I have no doubt whatsoever that this is what being truly alive feels like.

‘When I’m with you, I don’t feel so fucking dark,’ He says, and I think, God, His problems are all so clear, I know exactly what is missing, and exactly how to fix it.

Plus I get the impression he wouldn’t quit till I said yes anyway.

So I say: ‘OK. I’ll be your girlfriend then.’

And just like that, I belong to Him.

He kisses me. ‘This is my girlfriend!’ He says to the bouncer.

‘You’re a lucky man,’ the bouncer replies.

We go for midnight fish and chips, the vinegar glitters from the lights strung along the promenade. We walk past closed candy-floss kiosks with giant plastic Mr Whippys stood outside them. We stand on the pebble beach and listen to the sea breathe between Brighton’s two piers, one whose lights radiate pizazz all over the night sky, the other nothing but charred skeletal remains.

‘I burned that one down with some mates, got arrested.’

I gasp and turn to Him, my sacral chakra spicy all of a sudden. ‘Did you?’

‘No.’ And our laughs are even louder in the night silence.

‘You are the most exciting person I’ve ever met.’ I look at Him. ‘I can’t believe you’re in love with me.’

He kisses me. ‘You’re perfect,’ He says. And in that moment there wasn’t a death last night, and I didn’t just break someone’s heart. There’s just the inky sea, His blue eyes and His potential, and the rest of my life in front of me.

The next morning, I lie in the hotel bed making lines with my finger on His chest. Drawing a map of where we’ll escape together.

We drive back to His flat in West London. I nap on the sofa, and when I wake up, He’s been out and bought us both a Wagamamas. We slurp ramen and He tells me He never wants me to leave. He says, ‘Marry me’, and I laugh, open mouthed, even though there’s a gyoza in it and say, ‘You’re stupid.’

He says, ‘Move in with me,’ and I look at Him, galvanised by this person who can be bold enough to know exactly what they want, and ask for it. Amazed that what they want is me.

‘OK!’ I say.

Within three weeks we are living together.

Within three months both our names are on a mortgage agreement for a flat in Shepherd’s Bush.

I have been bombed with love, and it’s everything I was ever promised.

And even though a little voice somewhere inside me says, ‘You aren’t compatible.’

And, ‘You’ve just broken up with someone, process it.’

And, ‘You’re using His power so you don’t need to step into your own.’

I shake it off. Because the fact that I shouldn’t be doing it is half the fun. It’s irresponsible, unsensible, it’s the opposite of me, and thank fuck for that. I feel like the door has been swung open to a room I’ve spent my life with my ear pressed up against. Like I’m part of the fun I’ve always felt was happening somewhere else, at a house party I wasn’t invited to.
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Because enough is enough

Elstree, 6 October 2018, midnight(ish)

I wish I could accurately express the sensation of being papped for the first time. In the dark it’s especially chilling. Less than five minutes after the car-park confessional, we are gliding in the back of the Mercedes they provide for the Strictly contestants, towards a mass of inert shadows set against the bars that guard Elstree Studios. One or two figures stalk the gate’s length, aware it’s almost feeding time.

Then BANG.

An instant lack of space from all four sides. Strobe lighting. Screaming, voices slashing through one another to be heard but each one indecipherable. Metallic bangs against the car bonnet as hands and bodies are thrown against it, anything to slow the driver. The carnal faces of complete strangers right by your shoulder. And all at once. All of the above, all at once.

Something that’s even harder to convey is that when you’re that many people’s direct focus, when that much energy is being refracted through a lens at you, magnifying and bending your being, time ceases to be a freeway into the distance. Time becomes lateral, as though it’s sitting all around you. As we steadily roll through that tunnel of strobing light, I experience the ‘nowness’ of my spine pressing back on the leather seat, and the ‘nextness’ of my face on paper and ink, being paid for by people I don’t know.

Oh, Dad, I think as the car drives out through the clamour and into momentum. My dad works in a newsagent’s.

I look over at Him. Dumped on the seat like cooked spaghetti on a plate. Thudded up against the car door as far away as possible from where I’m sitting, His blond curls stuffing the space between His coat collar and a fedora I never liked. In fact, I hate that fedora. I had ‘suggested’ at the point of purchase that fedoras belong in the 1940s, or on X Factor hopefuls that didn’t make it past bootcamp, or on Justin Timberlake circa 2005 when even he looked like a douchebag. Beneath the fedora and over the coat and in front of the curls are two hands clenched around His face like He’s been paused in the midst of pulling it off. Under those hands His face is spray-tanned two shades darker than the rest of Him. I know exactly the shade He gets hosed down with every Friday night before the live show, because thereafter my John Lewis pima cotton pillowcases are skidmarked with it. I’ve never said anything about this, desperate as I’ve been to cling on to the last bastion of my desirability and foreseeing the aggro that would inevitably ensue.

‘What are you doing?’ He asks.

My phone is lighting up my face like I’m about to sing ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, beaming out the image of the man sitting next to me passionately embracing the woman I sat in an audience and watched Him do the paso doble with four hours ago.

‘You’re not googling it, are you?!’

I stare at the screen with the curious pragmatism usually reserved for floorplans on the Rightmove app. He’s wearing the striped T-shirt that I’ve told Him He looks handsome in many times. Nice to know that He was listening, I suppose. I scroll down the article to where there are more pictures. The two of them are running, dancing, throwing their bags on the floor in abandon as they drink each other in. He captures her on His phone, the same phone that had received my miserable pleas asking Him when He was coming home, as they themselves are being unwittingly held captive under the photographer’s glare. There’s an urgency for life and for mischief and for being famous and for being part of this partnership that ain’t so professional no more, and it reaches out and strikes me, shakes me. All I can see is fun.

‘You’re looking at it, aren’t you? Why would you do that, are you insane?!’

‘Well, clearly not.’ As my eyes tear from the screen to meet where His voice is coming from, the weirdest thing happens. Instead of a window with a midnight-lit road behind Him, the sky is a children’s-book blue and I can see the sea, shimmering white and silver like a disco ball beneath it. Seagulls swoop around ice-cream castles in the air. He’s no longer lurking under his own fedora, but wearing a white towelling robe and Ray-Ban sunglasses in which I can see my own reflection; also be-robed, elated, shaking a half-bottle of pink champagne.

I look down at the grainy picture of the kiss, then up again. The car is back to normal, the sky is dark, the road is just a road, and He is, well, just Him.

‘How many times?’ I ask it like I’m asking how many eyes are in my head, like I know there’s a definite number and that that number isn’t one.

‘Come off it.’ He flings his arms out, indicating the driver. Not one single hair on His head moves but then, they do use a lot of hairspray.

‘Oh sorry, is this not an appropriate time to be hysterical? Because I’d love to know when is.’

A sigh. He leans back into the seat and looks out at the concrete scribble of the Westway flyover. ‘One time.’

‘Well, before tonight it was no times, so.’

‘I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS IS HAPPENING TO ME!’

I briefly freeze, mouth agape. After a moment, I manage to swallow and continue.

‘Come on now, the truth.’

‘Fine.’ He makes the mistake of hesitating just long enough to let me know a few options are being weighed up. ‘One more time.’

I laugh. ‘All right, that means a few!’

‘Think what you like. I’m done talking.’

And I sit there, suffocating in this enforced silence, wondering whether all love stories go from singing Kings of Leon in the cobbled streets of Berlin, to trying to find the right lid for the Tupperware box, to sitting as far apart in a car as it’s possible to be.

Just beyond the loom of the concrete Kraken that is Westfield shopping centre lies Shepherd’s Bush Green, an island of sad mucky grass and trees giving living a go. At one end, the unmistakable tang of weed infuses a children’s playground full of adults getting off their tits and playing dominoes twenty-four hours a day. Around the whole thing, an aggressive one-way system lined with charity shops, Lebanese bakeries, shifty looking offies, a twenty-four-hour McDonald’s and a new luxury hotel that looks like it got lost on the way to Dubai. And just beyond all of it lies Samstat Road.

God, I love Samstat Road. It’s the sort of London you’d see in a British romcom, but where someone you’re supposed to feel a tiny bit sorry for lives. Which is to say, pretty, quirky Victorian terrace houses that suggest affluence without inviting you in for a six-person ‘guinea-fowl-and-cognac’ dinner party. Obviously, like so much of London, the price of a flat on this road would make you spit out your sauvignon blanc, which is what actually happened when I once told my Auntie Netti how much our flat had cost.

I could never afford to live here were it not for Him, of course. After tonight, I guess I no longer do.

I’m standing at the kitchen counter when He comes sloping through like the air is gummy and instinctively puts His phone and wallet on the marble worktop, as though it’s just another evening after work.

There’s silence. Eurgh, excruciating.

‘You had that briefing,’ I eventually say. ‘We sat in that garden,’ I point to the French windows in case it wasn’t clear which garden, ‘with a bottle of Oyster Bay and a chicken madras, and you told me you’d all been called into a big room where the producers said the press would follow you everywhere.’

‘I know.’

‘Also, not sure if you’re aware, but literally every single person in the fucking world carries a camera about in their pocket!’ My already quite large Bette Davis eyes expand so they cover my whole face. ‘And you thought you’d faff about in the street!’

A sigh. ‘I know.’

‘You thought you were special, didn’t you?’

It’s more a statement than a question, so I shouldn’t be surprised when He doesn’t answer. There’s the distinct air in the space before me here, in our home, of a person getting something over and done with before they move on.

Something feels solid between my thumb and forefinger, and I realise I’ve been fingering the necklace He’d bought me for my birthday three days ago. A delicate gold chain on which hangs the letter ‘R’, embossed with tiny leaves and flowers. I’d been wearing it at Strictly – meaning for it to symbolise something, I suppose – and for the first time since before the words ‘The Sun have got pictures of me and the dancer kissing’, I feel like a bona fide mug. I clasp my fist around it, rip it off, and walk two paces closer to Him to the stainless-steel bin that has a massive dent in its side. He shrinks back.

I press my boot down on the pedal.

‘Oh, don’t!’ He says.

I lob it in, where it sits on top of the skin of a banana I’d eaten before travelling to Strictly earlier that afternoon. What I’d forgotten about the bin is the lid does that slow and gentle close that’s frustratingly measured, and it somewhat distils the drama of the moment. It also puffs the smell of bin around.

‘Now what?’ I ask once it finally wilts shut.

‘I’m going to Brighton. I can’t stay here.’

‘Back to Mum’s?’ I don’t even try to disguise the condescension.

‘Yep.’

I look at the soft grey veins of the marble worktop and clock His phone. That palm-sized house of secrets, the screen of which is usually shielded from me at all costs. I think about Him on the train to Brighton, that hour-long journey to reassurance. His agent Vinnie calling him, saying how it’ll be tomorrow’s chip papers or something dated and trite. Him scrolling through and selecting the people most likely to show Him kindness, to rebuild His self-esteem. I think about Him stepping on to the destination platform and into the possibility of how He can turn this around, with all sorts of ideas about next moves and how there’s no such thing as bad publicity.

So I pick up that phone, throw it on the ground, smash my Chelsea-boot heel on it so it cracks into shards, and kick it against the back wall.

Only once it’s done do I realise I’ve done it. Destruction on autopilot. There’s a pause when we both look at it, and I stand a little taller, the way you do when you didn’t know you had it in you. Then He turns to me.

‘Was that mine or yours?’

My brow creases into incredulity and I cannot – I cannot – believe that I ever let this cretin near me.

‘Yours.’ I say it with the inflection normally adopted by mean high-school girls saying ‘Duh’.

He does the angriest laugh I’ve ever seen.

He says, ‘Very good’, and it sounds like ‘Fuck you’.

He says, ‘No, really, well done’, and it sounds like ‘I hate you, you bitch’.

And then He walks and picks up His broken phone, takes His anger and His mess and charges with hot purpose right past my rigid body to the front door, which He walks through then slams so hard it swings back open and stays like it.

I wait.

I wait.

I stop waiting for anything. I just stand. I exhale.

I walk over to the bin and look at the necklace.

I rummage in my coat pocket for my phone, and make a call to my best mate. When she answers and I speak, my voice sounds distant, as though it’s happening in another room: ‘Bell . . . google Him.’ I can’t seem to hear her reply. I hang up.

I bring up the dancer’s message from my birthday, sent after I’d begged her to send Him home to me:

‘I’m sorry! I’m on my way home now. I don’t want to cause trouble.’

I think of her hugging me after the show ended tonight. Her saying, ‘Wasn’t He amazing?!’ And me saying, ‘Thank you so much, you’ve worked so hard.’ The message I send her now reads: ‘You don’t want to cause trouble.’

I turn off my phone. I walk into the bedroom as though none of my limbs are joined with skin and are instead balanced on top of one another. Winston, our cat, is sitting on the bed with his ears back and with such tension it’s as though he’s been taxidermied. I stop at the doorframe and see something out of the corner of my eye. A four-day-old splash of tomato sauce from a lasagne.

Then I fall to the ground.

I don’t know how long I lie there before I feel the two big, soft and firm hands of a bearded giant in a flat cap easing me to my feet. Jim walks me to the bathroom and gets me to point at which creams are mine, which he then gathers into a Tesco bag for life. I ask him to hold the pet carrier, while I scrape out Winston, who’s dived under the bed, and smoosh him into it. Jim puts me and the cat in a cab outside. The cab drives to a big house in Crouch End where my mate Bell, Jim’s Anglo-French wife, sits me on a sofa and puts a box of Malbec in between the three of us. They ask me shocked questions and listen to my shocked answers.




I Stayed




Because that’s how his world works

Pleasance Courtyard, Edinburgh, August 2013

I’ve never been to the Edinburgh festival before. Castles, secret alleys and Gothic spires, every inch of it covered in banners and posters and bunting promoting clowns and comedians and musicals and the Ladyboys of Bangkok. And those are the bits you can actually see through the hordes of people that have travelled from all over the world, many of them unaware that a Scottish summer is basically their winter. For almost twenty-four hours a day you can buy a pint from a hole in the wall and be hustled into turrets, buses and tents, not knowing whether you’re going to laugh, cry or see a hole cut out of a bit of black cloth, then a woman’s headless body appear with her tits painted like eyes and her stomach painted like a mouth, which happened the first day I got here. It’s overwhelming, really, even the rubbish stuff (and there’s a lot) is sort of inspiring. Even when, yesterday, I saw someone pull a Quality Street out of their bum and eat it, somehow within it there was hope, positivity, artistry.

But then everywhere is like that for me nowadays.

‘He’s brilliant, isn’t He?’ I tell Theo. It’s nearly ten on a Friday night; we’ve just seen His show, and are standing waiting for Him among the crowds in the cobbled courtyard-cum-pop-up-bar.

‘Yes, Mariah, once again, your new boyfriend is fabulous,’ Theo says.

‘You weren’t laughing much, though, I noticed.’

‘Well, gags about straight white men drinking shots with other straight white men isn’t really my sauce. I’m quite surprised it’s yours, to be honest.’

Theo’s performing at the festival this year too. They’re currently dressed in drag as Pocahontas, as they’re on in a bit, performing their political musical spectacular.

‘Did you know Pocahontas was around ten when she met John Smith?’ they’d told me.

‘Why do you tell me these things about the stories I love?’

‘She was also captured, raped and presented by the British as proof that “savage” women could be tamed. Oh, and they changed her name to . . . ? Rebecca.’

Theo’s my oldest friend, who I’ve known since youth theatre in Norfolk. For anybody that has never done youth theatre, it’s a bohemia where all of the not-popular but not-shy virgins from your school met once a week to dress up and belt their inferiority complexes away.

It was only last year that Theo came out as a non-binary person. Theo responds to the pronoun they/them, which I try so, so hard to remember but don’t always. They work as a professional drag queen, have a jawline that you could cut your finger on, a ‘Tilda Swinton’ style bleached quiff made even blonder by the brownness of their skin, and a bible of sex stories ranging from outrageous to hilarious to possibly illegal. But the reason I love them is because they are less ‘Thank you for having me’, more ‘You’re welcome that I’m here’.

‘Did you know He was going to do that stuff about you?’ Theo asks.

‘No!’ I squeal. ‘How cool is that?!’

‘And you’re OK with it?’

‘Why wouldn’t I be? I love being shown off. Don’t you dare tell me you wouldn’t. And He’s right, I can’t ever pick a Netflix show, and I am oppressively cheerful – even you say that to me!’

‘Hmmm.’

‘To be honest, after Max, it feels lush to be noticed. Rather than wasting my energy competing with a sodding Xbox.’

And before Theo can say anything else, there He is, my star, in His black overcoat, looking famous.

‘HIIII!’ I throw my arms around Him. I wonder if anyone else in the courtyard was at the gig, and are joining the dots. That I’m the one up there onstage with Him, in His jokes because I’m in His life.

‘You all right?’ He drops His bag to the floor and kisses me. ‘You look nice.’

‘You were incredible!’ My arms are still round His neck.

‘Ah, yeah. OK.’ He purses his lips together and nods to the ground.

‘What?’

‘Nothing, Bun.’ We call each other Bun now, short for Bunny. ‘Just. Crowd were shit.’

‘Wingapo, I’m Theo,’ says Pocahontas.

‘Hey, ah, I wish you’d both been here last night.’ His eyes are dull with resignation. ‘Better crowd.’

‘No!’ I say. ‘No, they were lapping it up around us!’

‘They were,’ Theo agrees, and I choose to ignore the way their tone is saying, And I’ve no idea why.

‘I’m gonna get a drink, you want one?’ He asks us flatly. I’ve never seen Him like this, no jokes, brightness turned all the way down. My brain feels weary with all the trying I’m doing; this is hardly what I was expecting. Here are the two fizziest people in my life and everything about it feels bland.

Worse is that from the look on Theo’s face, I can tell they feel the same. They clear their throat. ‘I’m gonna go actually, dears. I’m on in a bit. Nice to meet you,’ says Theo.

‘You too,’ He says.

‘You’re very lucky,’ Theo indicates me, and I roll my eyes.

‘I know,’ He says.

‘She’s one fierce queen,’ says Theo.

‘Well, I’m the bohemian bad boy of comedy!’ He says. ‘Ask the Guardian.’ And I laugh.

‘My point is, don’t you be messing with her now.’

‘I’ll walk you out,’ I say to Theo.

Other male comedians join us in the courtyard as the night wears on. Lumbering through the rabble in their hoodies and waterproofs to where we sit under the big yellow Bulmers umbrella, thirsty for a frosty pint and some good-natured oneupmanship. Some of them seemingly having followed the scent of a bad gig.

‘Heard you ab-solu-tely bombed!’ one of the lads says to Him, loud enough for the group to hear, and the laughter fills all four corners of the courtyard and flies up into the rainclouds.

He deftly throws the insult across the circle, where that person pings it to the person beside them. It’s dizzying to keep up with, this human game of pinball, but where the ball is more like a smack round the face. It’s breathless, and heady, and brutal, and it’s hard to tell whether you’re laughing from delight or shock or nervousness but still, you are laughing. These courtyard jesters, they rinse one another for their gigs, their reviews, their shirts, their looks, who they went home with last night, and their inability to think of a response quick enough. Beads of sweat drip down the sides of foreheads, and spread under armpits. Whoever gets the biggest laugh is King, and it makes sense, because in this world, loud laughter literally translates into riches.

‘How did you meet?’ someone eventually asks me.

‘On a sitcom.’

‘Whose part was biggest?’

‘Mine,’ I answer truthfully, and He’s launched into again.

‘Jesus,’ I say. ‘You lot are fucking horrible!’

My insult prompts howls of delight. Mission accomplished, I’m initiated. I understand what it takes now, and can exhale. When He’s still being quiet getting a round in at the bar, I ask if He’s OK. He tells me that yeah, they’re only joking, it’s fine, He can take a joke.

Later at the taxi rank, His agent Vinnie tells me that I’m a good influence on Him, seriously.

‘Am I?’ I smile proudly and ask Him. He doesn’t notice, just looks at His phone despondently.

‘No seriously,’ says Vinnie. ‘He’s really mellowed out.’

‘Bloody hell, what was He like before?!’

‘Oh my God,’ He interrupts us. ‘OHMYGOD!!!!’

He’s had a five-star review. A reviewer who was in earlier tonight just tweeted it. I tell Him, See! I bloody told Him He was brilliant! And there He is again, the man I wanted Theo to meet, in full technicolour. Even better, because now He’s the bohemian bad boy King of Edinburgh! He tells me and Vinnie there’s no way we’re going home yet, it’s His round. Off we march back to the courtyard, the King and His Queen, to show those clowns who’s boss.




I Left




Because it wasn’t love

Crouch End, 7 October 2018

I lie on a Scandi-style navy sofa, staring into the dark oblong underneath the armchair opposite where two white circles are staring back.

‘Winston,’ I rasp, holding out an upturned hand.

The circles blink but don’t move, and I wonder whether he’ll ever come out and whether I’m a terrible mother on top of everything else.

I sludge myself upright, silently questioning where this wispy duvet came from and why I’m still in this minuscule dress. Over the arm of the sofa are a pair of folded floral pyjamas, and I look at them thinking that Bell is a good person, and that yes that’s right, I can’t live in my home any more. On the kidney-shaped coffee table is a faded yellow Lucky Strike ashtray nicked from some pub of the past, currently a snake pit of fag ends. A box of Malbec lies empty on its side but my red-lipstick-rimmed glass remains upright, proffering a delicious dreg. Might as well. I tip it upside down over my mouth until every last drop is gone and my neck aches from the strain. It tastes like a 2p from a nightclub floor.

I hobble over to the sliding back doors, which I put my full body behind to open, and step out on to the damp paving slabs of the back garden. The cold travels from my bare feet up my legs as I picture what’s going on across the country as the world begins again today. I suppose I will have been dragged into the papers by association. Everyone I know will find out about Him and the dancer, from the news or from social media or from each other. They may be finding out right now, still in bed checking Twitter, or scanning the BBC homepage with mouthfuls of crumpet. As I stand there in my cobweb dress with my arms around myself, I think about those charity adverts with earnest voiceovers. ‘Every three seconds, someone in the UK will discover that Rebecca Humphries’ boyfriend is actually a dog.’

My family. The friends I haven’t spoken to in months. People I don’t even know will know. People I respect will pity me.

They will all know about the kiss, and none of what’s behind it. Not what it’s meant, or done, no nuance, no humanity. Those gaps are there for the filling. Across the country, they will be eating their Weetabix or out for a Sunday-morning run, analysing and shrugging and discussing what they’d have done differently. How do I know this? Because I’ve done it myself, many times. Ugh, I have positively revelled in sweet, sweet judgement: that safe space where we can all be armchair experts in other people’s tragedy.

I inhale the chill into my lungs. And it’s all because of Strictly Come Dancing. Strictly Come Dancing.

I wonder if reporters already know where I am?

I wonder if anyone even cares?

‘Good morning.’

‘ARGH!’

I jump out next to my own body, then step back in again as I see Bell standing earnestly by the French windows. My brain stops speculating, the slabs are back beneath my feet.

‘You look nice!’ she says. I catch my reflection in the glass panes right next to her. Huge sad eyes, lank hair.

‘I look like the girl from The Ring.’

‘You’re wrong; it’s heroin-chic, very 90s Winona Ryder.’

It’s hard to know whether Bell has always been the type to do and say the right thing in any given circumstance because I haven’t known her that long. Three years or so, and only truly properly over the last one. Owing to a lifelong obsession with the ‘coming of age’ genre, I’ve always associated having a best friend with pre-teenage girls eating sundaes in American diners and making bff promises at sleepovers, then many years later when one of them has experienced some kind of hardship (or perhaps has died?) the other will find an old friendship bracelet in a box in the attic and have misty-eyed flashbacks to a simpler time. You don’t hear so many stories of acquiring a best mate as an adult, and certainly not as the new wife of one of your pre-existing friends. But in the pub on her wedding day I’d mentioned to Bell that I loved all the flowers, and she’d replied that she and her mum Yvette had cleaned out the twenty-fourhour Tesco near Brent Cross two nights before and stuck them all in the bath like Nigella’s Christmas turkey, and that was that. I was in love.

Bell is mysterious, with green eyes, brown bobbed hair, cheekbones and a Renaissance-painting figure – a sophisticated reference I can only make because of her. She’s a talented artist, but has a proper job like a sensible person instead of fannying about pretending, which let’s face it is what me, Jim and Him all do for a career. She has ‘Big Nigella Energy’, and will often be found marinating for twenty-four hours, gathering all thirty-seven ingredients for an Ottolenghi salad, and going to Japanese supermarkets to find proper tamari that costs half of what you pay in Sainsbury’s.

She is the droll, straight-shooting Louise to my bubble-headed Thelma, and right now she’s holding a coffee out for me in a silver enamel mug that I recognise, and that I know on the other side says ‘I escaped from Alcatraz’. I don’t know what to say, except:

‘I drank all your wine.’

‘Hardly, we have to practically store it in the toilet cistern we plough through so much of it. Want any?’

‘Not yet, thank you, but soon. I’ll have this, though,’ I say, taking the coffee from her and wrapping both sets of fingers around the warmth. ‘I feel very, I dunno. Very silly. I knew, didn’t I? When I
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