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About the Book

‘When your dad dies when you’re only nine, everything you fuck up after that ends up being because your dad died…’

Nina Swanson’s poor dad gets the blame for a lot of things, from her exam results to her turning up smashed in her Communications class.

Nina’s drunken exploits are the stuff of college legend. And if she sometimes wakes up with little memory of what happened the night before, her friends are all too happy to fill in the blanks.

But then one dark Sunday morning, even her friends can’t help piece together Saturday night. All Nina feels is a deep sense of shame and that something very bad has happened to her…
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Shappi’s career has taken her to all corners of the globe and she has appeared on countless TV & Radio shows including Live At The Apollo, 8 Out Of 10 Cats, Have I Got News For You, QI, The Graham Norton Show and Friday Night with Jonathan Ross. She is the author of the bestselling childhood memoir, A Beginner’s Guide To Acting English, which tells the story of how her family was forced to flee Iran and gain asylum in the UK.
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For Andrew:

Keep travelling with me.




CHAPTER ONE

The burly bouncer was holding me by the scruff of the neck. I always thought that was a figure of speech, but he had my scruff in his hand and was marching me towards the exit.

An hour before, I’d flirted with this man and he’d let me, Zoe and Beth into the club with our dodgy IDs. Now I was being ‘frog marched’ by him. I held my head up high the way the very drunk do when they are trying not to seem very drunk.

I stumbled, of course. He put one hand under my arm to steady me. I was yanked up and dragged towards the exit like a haughty marionette. This was ungainly. No amount of front could hide from the other clubbers that I was being booted out.

We’d been drinking before we got there. It’s loads cheaper if you get drunk at home. We’d had some wine – me and Beth – as we got ourselves ready. Beth had lent me her crazy, black minidress with crucifixes on it. It was gothy (Beth is a not-quite-committed Goth: a Demi-Goth) but had this scrunchy middle bit that somehow made my waist look tiny.

Zoe had also come over with a bottle of vodka and we’d had shots. Zoe had just come back from holiday and looked even more gorgeous than usual with her hair all tousled and sun-kissed. It sounds mad but with a tan she looks even taller.

It’s Zoe who gets us into clubs, past the queues. Girls that look like Zoe never have to wait in line for anything. The bouncers come and get her, then me and Beth scuttle alongside her to the front. No door Nazi has ever said ‘no’ to me and Beth when Zoe has been with us.

She’s smoking hot but has absolutely no sense of humour. I mean she doesn’t get jokes. Ever. Beth cracks me up all the time and Zoe just smiles like we’re both mad. She doesn’t see what we’re laughing at, and just goes, ‘What are you two on?!’ She’s nice, though, never an arsehole to anyone.

Beth wondered if Zoe was a snob at first – she goes to our college but we only really got to know her last summer when we all worked at Pizza Paradise – but she’s not a snob, she’s sound; she’s just not silly like we are. Zoe reads a lot and isn’t a div like girls as pretty as her can be. Me and Beth have a theory that girls who are really pretty are often dull. They get attention without having to develop a personality. We’ve been friends, me and Beth, since we were ten.

We were all nicely tipsy by the time we got to the Boulevard. It was our last night out before term started on Monday and we wanted to make the most of it.

The reason I was thrown out was fairly clear. It was definitely something to do with me unzipping that bloke’s fly by the bar and burying my head in his lap.

I’m not even a slag. I’ve only ever shagged Jamie White and I was his first too, so not slagginess at all from either side.

‘Nina!’ Beth had said. ‘That guy over there won’t stop looking at you.’

He was gorgeous. No doubt about that. He looked like a Benny Boy.

The boys from St Benedict’s never usually looked at girls like me. They liked cool, tall, blonde girls like Zoe who don’t say much and flick their hair. I’m short and have got crazy curly hair. It’s long and never behaves unless I spend hours straightening it. I’m not ugly, I’m alright looking. My dad was half-Moroccan so I’ve got olive skin and big Arab eyes but my mum’s thin English lips and my Auntie Jeanie’s ski-slope nose. On a good day, I’m Pocahontas; on a bad day – most days – I’m a cavewoman.

This guy was tall, good-looking, with dark eyes and sexy, floppy indie-band hair. Guys who don’t have the confidence to go for Zoe tend to go for me. I’m a fairly decent plan B. This guy definitely had confidence, but Zoe had nipped to the loo. I had to nab him before she came back.

I downed my Southern Comfort and Coke. He came over, or did I go over? Don’t know. Someone went over to someone and then I don’t remember what we said or did but the next moment we were in a dark corner, on a velvety sofa, and I was fumbling with his fly.

I had only given a handful of blow jobs before, mostly to Jamie White, my boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. Jamie had left after his A level results and gone to live in Hong Kong for a year with his dad. He’d promised he’d write to me every day but I’d heard nothing for over two weeks. After I’d called and left a million messages and spent HUGE amounts of time crying to Beth, he’d messaged, eventually, saying he’d met another girl out there called Marcia. This had been pretty devastating and so out of the blue. We’d planned a whole future together. I was having issues ‘accepting’ the break up, apparently.

I’d sent him endless emails. In one I’d call him a total bastard for five pages; in the next I’d send him seven pages of how much I loved him, how he was my hero and begging him to call me and get back with me. I’d texted him endless lists of what I missed about him.

I miss stuff about you that you don’t even know I loved about you!


	The way you texted me in the mornings to tell me stop hitting ‘snooze’.

	Your Superman pants.

	Your radish and tuna melts.

	How sweet you always were with your mum when I am always ratty to mine.

	The way you wrote down each book you lent people and demanded they give it back exactly two weeks later because ‘if they haven’t read it by then they can sod off’.

	The way you always said ‘when WE have kids, when WE go travelling, when WE become famous writers’.



And on and on and on – to nothing, no replies. Silence. Then he’d posted pictures of them together on Facebook.

Beth had said, ‘Well, that’s a kick in the cunt.’ But it hadn’t been like that. It had been like a thousand kicks in the cunt and a giant fist around my heart, squeezing until it burst, again and again and again.

They’d been on a balcony on some fancy lit-up building. She’s American. She’s skinny with long, dead-straight blonde hair, and pretty. Not madly pretty, just normal pretty.

I’d stared at the picture. How could he love her more than he loved me? How is that possible? He’d always said that I was his exotic, dusky Arab beauty, even though I can’t speak Arabic and have never been to Morocco.

Beth and Zoe had rushed round to my house because I’d been so upset. I’d showed them the picture, wanting them to slag this girl off, but Beth is a feminist and doesn’t believe in pulling other women down just to cheer her friends up. She’d told me not to torture myself, to unfriend Jamie, to move on. Zoe is not a feminist and had said, ‘Oh my God. He chose her over you? Well, he’s blind as well as stupid!’

So this (probably) Benny Boy’s hand was on my head, pushing it down into his lap, and I dutifully bobbed up and down. I don’t know where Zoe and Beth were. Off dancing probably.

I remember hoping I was giving a good blow job. I read a thing in one of Zoe’s magazines ages ago that to give a good one, you had to seem like you were really enjoying yourself and keep your teeth well out of the way.

Beth thinks glossy magazines telling you how to have relationships are trash but they are actually quite useful because how else do you know what makes a good blow job? You can’t just ask, ‘So how does sir like his cock sucked?’ without him thinking you’re mental.

So anyway, I think I was moaning a bit with pleasure (which is really embarrassing, but I was drunk, whatever) and wrapping my lips over my teeth. I must have looked like total granny porn.

Then I remember the commotion of the bouncer coming over.

Music and lights swirled around me, everything was blurry as I was manhandled out. This is what they did to blokes fighting; this did not happen to seventeen-year-old girls who had been predicted AAB in their A levels (As for English and history, the B is for philosophy which, if I’m honest, I find bloody boring and I wish I’d taken French instead but it’s too late now).

Suddenly I was outside of the club with no coat and no phone.

I was cold, really cold, down to my bones cold. I needed to find Beth and Zoe. I tried to explain to the men on the door – the men who were disgusted with me – that I needed my friends, my coat, but I couldn’t. My words were too slurred for them to think I was anything other than scum. Even though I was so drunk I could barely stand, I felt huge shame. I’d just given a bloke a blow job inside a club. Who does that?

‘He’s my fiancé!’ I announced to the security guys, who had increased in number; the management did not want to risk me taking my whoriness back in there. ‘We’re getting married in a month,’ I insisted. Yes. If they thought I had a steady relationship with the man I’d just fellated in public, they would judge me less harshly and let me go back in and find my friends. This was a stupid, stupid night.

My fake fiancé came out of the club to look for me. That was nice of him. He must really like me. Proof we were in love. The door staff would be ashamed of themselves now as he put his arm around me and giggled something to his friend. Why had he brought his mate? Perhaps they could lend me a phone. If I had a phone I could call Mum to pick me up. They were posh boys, both of them. They’ll be from nice families, I thought, as he cuddled me close to keep me warm. Why was his mate following us? We walked – they walked me – a little way down the road, to the alley. My legs were so unsteady that the boys sort of carried me. Where was my other shoe?

Later – an hour later? Five minutes? – I was in a taxi. The guys were in charge, being sweet, making sure I knew my address and had enough money. I heard his mate call him Alex. They wandered off, back towards the club, back to the darkness, the music, the steamy bodies writhing oblivious to the outside world. I slumped in the back.

The cab driver was Muslim. He had one of those white skullcaps on. I clutched my knickers in my hand. They were nice ones. Part of a set from Topshop. Thank God I’d retrieved them. I wanted to put them on but I couldn’t move. Why were my knickers in my hand? Did I fuck one of them? Both of them? Oh dear God no! Shit. No condoms. Not good. The gluey tang of spunk was in my hair. I wiped my mouth and pulled the gothy dress over my thighs. My eyelids were like lead. I mustn’t sleep, I thought. It was dangerous to sleep. Was this even a licensed taxi? I passed out.

Suddenly Mum was on the street in her dressing gown. She was pulling me out of the cab. ‘Come on, Nina, come ON!’

‘She was asleep, you know? I couldn’t wake her.’ The cabbie must have gone to the door and fetched Mum. His Pakistani accent was soft and concerned. ‘She is young. I thought I’d better get her parents, you know what I’m saying?’ Later I would feel bad about thinking he might rape me.

My mother, Sandra Taylor, formerly Swanson, founder of Ealing Fields Running Society, leant me against our garden wall and began to fumble about in my handbag.

‘My purse is inside,’ said Mum when she couldn’t find mine. She was flustered, wondering if she should just leave me propped up against the wall while she ran to get money.

‘Please, miss, no problem.’

He waved away further offers of paying the fare, got back in his car and drove away.

I remember thinking ‘he’s too disgusted’, before spraying the wall with Southern Comfort, red wine and spaghetti hoops. My shoeless foot was soaked. Everything went dark again.

Consciousness hits me like a hammer. I fly out of the black hole of the night before.

I am in my own bed, fully clothed. Good. The sun is bright. Urgh. It is a relief to be in my own room though who knows how I got here. Still, I am dressed so I can’t have taken my clothes off and danced naked on a table, which is usually my worst fear when I come round after a blackout. I move a fraction to the left. Nausea rises. My dress is wet, stuck to my arse. I’ve pissed myself. The room spins, I make a horrible sound then splash my bed with puke.

The door opens slowly. Through the fog of poison rising from my sheets and sweating out of my body, I see my little sister, Katie, peep round the door. ‘Go AWAY, Katie!’ I manage to croak. It must stink in here. I am revolting. Katie is six and my angel. Katie cannot see me like this. She tiptoes out again.

A door slams downstairs. Mum has taken Katie to ballet class. Thank God Alan is in Germany. This would be a serious lecture with slide projectors and guest speakers.

I sink back down and lie, catatonic, in my bed of piss and puke.

By noon I have shuffled downstairs. Pieces of the night have come back to me and I am filled with shame so intense I wonder how I can remain alive. I could jump off a cliff? But I’ve been to Beachy Head. It wasn’t all that sheer. It seemed like you’d bounce to death and it would hurt and I can’t cope with that, not with a hangover. I want to pick up a saucepan and hit myself on the head with it so I can get last night out. Those boys and booze, the hard cock in the corner of the club . . . I want it all out of my head. There is an elephant sitting on my chest and I want to push it off.

Every movement is a monumental effort. Shame bombs go off one by one in my memory, making me shudder and clutch my face. I remember what I did, what happened. Not the bits outside, but the bits inside the Boulevard. Who saw? Did Zoe and Beth see? Are they speaking to me? Or are they too disgusted? Where did they go? The whole world saw what I did, didn’t it? If I turn on the TV or open a newspaper they will be reporting my behaviour: SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD NINA SWANSON HAS BEEN DECLARED THE MOST AWFUL, DISGUSTING GIRL OF ALL TIME AND NO ONE IN THE WORLD WANTS TO KNOW HER ANYMORE. Stupid hangover paranoia. No one else cares, right? No one else will ever know.

Suddenly I hear my phone. My quest to find it is a fine piece of slapstick comedy I am sad no one witnesses. I actually pick up a banana from the fruit bowl to see if the phone is under it. Katie isn’t here to laugh but I put it to my ear anyway. I stumble and trip and eventually find my phone in Katie’s little pink handbag where it must have been last night. I have missed the call. It was Mum. I have six missed calls and thirteen texts.

The texts are mostly from Zoe and Beth. ‘Are you inside? Can’t find you!’ And ‘Babe, where ARE you? Reeeeeeelly worried now . . .’

There is one message from Mum: ‘I’ll be home at lunchtime.’ Not ‘I’ll pop in at lunchtime’. ‘Pop’ is a friendly word. ‘Pop’ would mean she’s not really angry, just concerned. But no. Mum will BE home. I text back ‘fine x’ then call Beth.

‘You’re not going to die,’ she reassures me. ‘You went out and got trashed. Everyone does it.’

‘Beth! I went down on a guy IN PUBLIC! I got thrown out! Everyone doesn’t do that!’

‘No. They don’t. You’re right. But look, you’ve got a brilliant story to tell your grandkids. You’ll be a rock ’n’ roll grandma!’

I am not cheered by this.

Beth and Zoe had rung my mum to check I got home OK. I’m touched they care but Mum’s lecture on ‘sticking with your mates’ was going to be an epic one.

‘What the fuck happened? Those blokes said you got thrown out?’

‘The Benny Boys?’

‘They weren’t Benny Boys! The one you were snogging, the fit one? He was an estate agent. He’s twenty-one! He got off with Zoe after.’

‘What?’

‘Sorry, babe. He did though.’

‘What a dick!’

‘I know. Bloody rude. Not Zoe’s fault though. Do you want me to come over? I finish at four today, I could pop round?’

Beth sometimes works at her dad’s shop on the weekend. He has a kids’ bookshop, Down the Rabbit Hole. I often take Katie there and Beth’s dad is dead sweet to her. He lets her have a go on the till and he gave her a copy of The Tiger Who Came To Tea when she was three. He’s young, Beth’s dad. He’s not even forty yet. My mum is forty-three. Ancient.

‘No, don’t worry; Mum’s on her way,’ I say although having Beth here might chill Mum out a bit. Beth’s mum died of cancer when Beth was only two so Mum fusses over her a lot, knowing what it was like for me to lose a parent. Though at least I remember my dad. Mum thinks Beth is ‘wise beyond her years’.

I strip and put my clothes straight in to the washing machine. I run upstairs, yank the sheets off my bed, shove them in too and turn it on. Mum would kill me for putting on such a small load but I need everything to be clean again. I keep getting awful flashes, scenes from last night. My head, his lap, the bouncer, everything comes back. I know the boys walked me to the alley behind the garages then later put me in a cab; what happened in between is a blank. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to think. They wouldn’t have an STD, would they? I freak out for a while about chlamydia, herpes and HIV. Pregnancy is the least of my worries. But I don’t even remember if I should be freaking out or not. I am not drinking again. I am never drinking again.

Naked, I go up the stairs to shower. As the soapy water slips off my head, down my grimy skin and tender, hungover flesh, I feel better. I stand and pray for total cleansing. I wash off the piss and puke. I try to wash off that boy.

‘Do you remember how you got home last night?’

Mum’s face is stone, but she doesn’t shout or rant. When things are medium bad, she blows her top. When they are off-the-scale bad, like this, she is calm. She is trying to be understanding. We both have recent enough memories of Dad to know this is not unfamiliar to her.

‘It’s poison you’re putting in your body. You have to be aware of how much you are having, and when you’re tipsy enough to have a great time, stop!’

As though, when I am drunk, I can make this decision.

Mum is a health nut now. She hardly drinks and knows all about sugar and carbs and protein. She’s not too boring with it; she’s pretty cool, not that I’d tell her. She looks good for her age. Her hair is long and glossy and she dyes her greys. Her skin is smooth and fresh, not like some of her friends – the ones Alan calls ‘the battle-axes’; Mum will raise an eyebrow to chastise him, but she doesn’t really stick up for them. She loves him thinking she is hotter than her mates and he’ll still make a lame excuse to take her upstairs on a Sunday afternoon.

‘You OK down here while Alan and I have a quick nap?’ It grosses me out so sometimes I say, ‘Katie! Mum and Alan are going for a nap! Do you want to go too?’ And Mum then glares at me and Alan turns purple.

‘You’re like your dad,’ Mum is saying now, making me a cup of tea. ‘You’re a party animal.’

I like that: ‘party animal’. So Eighties. Mum isn’t a caner like Dad was. She is quieter, more traditional; she once told me that Dad’s wild ways were what really attracted her to him.

No one ever wants to know about how sexy their parents find each other, but I can see it with Mum and Dad. Mum’s family are conventional, middle class, very English. My dad and the whirlwind that came with him must have blown away what expectations she had of herself, of what her future might be like. Mum was intoxicated by Dad’s charisma, his off-the-scale sense of fun, and despite everything, despite what his drinking put her through, I think she became as addicted to the excitement and drama he brought into her life as he was to booze.

With Alan, she has become boring. Though she doesn’t see it like that. She has been to loads of support groups over the years and concluded that being ‘loved’ was a quieter affair than what she had with Dad. Mum and Alan go to dinner and she listens to Alan’s opinion of every ingredient of their meal with such interest, like he’s telling her state secrets.

I know she doesn’t really give a toss about the Radio Four plays he’s obsessed with. They sit there in the living room, listening to the radio like a middle-aged couple in the 1940s. I have music on in the shower or while I’m having breakfast or painting my nails or whatever, but who, under the age of ninety, sits in a room just listening to the radio? I know that’s not the real Mum. It’s what she slowly became after Dad died.

I can’t blame her, not really. In restaurants, my dad never noticed the meal; he’d order a bottle of tequila and bring on the mayhem. Though his table was always rambunctious, waiters and other diners were disarmed by his charm and wit, which never left him in public, no matter how drunk he was. It also helped that Dad looked like a movie star.

‘Your dad was always a riot waiting to happen,’ my Auntie Jean said to me once. Auntie Jean is Dad’s sister. She’s a drinker like Dad but she does it quietly, on her own mostly. She’s never married or had kids. When she was very young, she was travelling and met a peanut farmer in Burma and he’s the closest thing she’s had to a husband. She came back after a few years and the only thing she said about it was, ‘There are only so many peanuts I could take.’

I have heard about Dad’s legendary nights out from his friends who stayed in touch for a while after he died. They told me about the fistfuls of cash Dad would shove in the hands of managers of bars, and the fights he avoided with charm and fifty pound notes, when even his own buddies thought he probably deserved a kicking.

I would see him on those nights when he got home. He would be sprawled face down on the sofa fully clothed as I fetched my cereal and sat on the floor beside him and watched TV as he slept.

‘But you need to know when to stop,’ the Mum Lecture continues. ‘The state you were in, Nina! Do you even remember how you got home? God, Nina! That taxi driver could have raped you!’

She looks straight into my eyes when she says ‘raped’. Hers look terrified. She doesn’t need blue eye shadow just because she has blue eyes. Why do older women think their eyelids have to match their eyes or, worse, their top?

I remember the cabbie. What must he have thought? Another pissed-up slag in the back of his car. Bit bloody judgemental. That’s why I don’t like religion. Other people thinking they have the moral high ground just because you get so drunk you pull out a stranger’s penis in a bar and put it in your mouth.

Mum is stroking my hair. She’s saying something about me being a role model to Katie. The bouncer flashes in my mind bringing with him a fresh attack of pain and guilt. ‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself,’ he’d said.

What would Mum say if she knew I’d washed cum out of my hair in the shower, from a man whose name I am no longer sure of?

‘I got a daughter your age!’ the bouncer had added.

‘Yes, and I bet you fantasise about her mates.’

I possibly shouldn’t have said that. That may have been the reason he’d gotten reinforcements.

Mum would freak if I told her I couldn’t remember if I’d fucked a boy outside of a nightclub or if I’d fucked his friend too. I sip my tea. I sip my tea, then run to the toilet to puke, again.

By the time she has to go back to work, Mum is happy I have ‘learned my lesson’ and that the way I am feeling is ‘punishment enough’. She kisses my damp head and gives me a relieved smile before she heads back out to teach English to her class of immigrants and refugees.

A text from Zoe: ‘BABE. YOU OK? BETH SAID SHE TOLD YOU ABOUT ME AND THAT GUY. ARE YOU PISSED OFF WITH ME? ALEX SAID YOU WEREN’T INTERESTED. ARE WE COOOOOOOL???????’

Well, at least I remember his name now. Alex. Slimeball! He can’t have told her the whole story. Zoe didn’t know about the blow job. I made Beth swear not to tell anyone.

I text back: ‘All cool, babe. Alex who? ;)’ Sorted. Face saved.

You should be able to be honest with friends. You should be able to say, ‘Oh, actually I’m a little hurt because you’re prettier than me and you always get the good-looking guys. Boys don’t look at me twice when you’re around. That’s annoying, Zoe, when they don’t bother to consider my personality.’ I should also be able to ask: ‘What’s it like, Zoe, to just stand there and have guys fall over themselves to get to you? They never check to see if you’re funny or smart or nice, do they? Does that bother you or is it a relief not to have to make an effort?’

You can’t say these sorts of things. You just have to always pretend you’re fine.

What if they start going out and I have to meet him again? I would die. I would literally curl up and die and they would have to roll me into a coffin to bury me.

I want to scream, ‘ASK HIM IF WE FUCKED BECAUSE I CAN’T REMEMBER!’

Zoe sends back kisses.

I call Beth. I tell her about not knowing if I fucked him and how I feel like the inside of a wheelie bin.


CHAPTER TWO

Monday morning. First day of term. English literature. Sons and Lovers. This book irritates me. I know it’s brilliantly written and all that, but I want to scream, ‘JUST SAY WHAT YOU BLOODY MEAN!’ The character Miriam, in Sons and Lovers, is a drip and we spend the morning having to discuss why she is quite such a drip. She’s basically an early version of an emo.

Zoe rolls her eyes up at me in class when Steve – this guy who always has to make a comment like he’s the only one who understands what we are reading – says, ‘I think Miriam feels things deeply and is much more emotionally complex than it at first seems.’

Miriam doesn’t ‘feel’ things more deeply than anyone else; she’s just a drama queen. I used to think quieter people were ‘emotionally complex’. It’s really disappointing when you realise they are not. I hung out with this girl L for ages last year. Her name was Louise but she introduced herself to people as ‘L’ and always explained, ‘As in the letter, not the French for “she”.’

This irritated Beth: ‘Like a random person she’s just met is gonna need to spell her name.’

L would come out with us and not say a word. Seriously, not a word. Beth would be like, ‘Does she just hate us?’ L shaved her head, so I thought she must be interesting. I thought she was quiet because she had really amazing thoughts on a higher plane of intelligence so couldn’t engage on the normal chitchat level where the rest of us operated. But, eventually, I had to agree with Beth that she was actually dead boring. Now I never trust people who give themselves a wacky nickname. ‘Call me by a letter!’ It screams: ‘I’m trying to make up for not having a personality!’

As it turned out, the extent of conversation you could have with L was: ‘Do you shave your head every day?’ and she’d say, ‘Every other day’, so I had to phase her out as a mate, which is not a nice thing to do but sometimes necessary.

People shouldn’t shave their heads, have a cool nickname or mad tattoos unless they are genuinely interesting. They shouldn’t be allowed to lure you in then waste your time.

Miriam from Sons and Lovers is tedious but at least she isn’t bald. She’s clearly pretty as hell. Pretty, misty-eyed and downbeat. I don’t know how guys stand girls like that for a minute, but they seem to love it. Men love a damsel in distress, as long as she’s hot, of course. No guy wants a fat girl with ‘issues’. She is maddening though, Miriam. She’s all intense and obsessed with Paul, and he’s off shagging Clara.

I can’t stand Clara either. She is not a heroine in this. She reminds me of Marcia. She’s all secure and sorted and, compared to her, Miriam is a pain in the arse. Was that what I was? A pain in the arse for Jamie? And I just didn’t realise? I was always there, always available and so he got excited by someone he saw as more confident, more sure of herself? Maybe he wouldn’t have gone off me if I’d played it cooler, hadn’t been so keen to go to Warwick with him. Perhaps if I’d said, ‘Babe, I need my own space. You go to Warwick, and I’ll apply to uni in Nigeria,’ we would still be together. Maybe if I hadn’t sent him a compilation of heartbreak songs from his birth year with a note saying, ‘This is EXACTLY how I’m feeling Jamie!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! ’ he wouldn’t have ignored so many of my calls and messages. And maybe, if I hadn’t written and sent him bloody awful poetry, he wouldn’t be sick at the thought of me.


I loved you to The Moon And Back,

But you wouldn’t stay with me.

You tied my heart into a sack

And threw it in the sea.

Now my heart’s adrift and cold,

It shivers and it shudders.

Your arms no longer there to hold,

They are wrapped around another’s.



I actually typed that and pressed ‘send’. I actually let him see it. I should have listened to Beth when she said ‘burn it’. Writing poetry when you’ve just been dumped should be illegal. I should never have sent it. I should never have written it. He did not even reply.

Clara in Sons and Lovers wouldn’t do that. It’s Miriam who ‘suffers’. Paul knows it and carries on cheating on her and being cruel. DH Lawrence is basically making it OK to treat someone who worships the ground you walk on like utter shit.

I didn’t want to come into college today. I still feel Saturday night is this great big filthy beast that’s following me around everywhere, growling, snarling and stinking.

I couldn’t stay at home though. Alan is back from Germany today and I can’t face explaining why I’m not at college. Mum has promised she won’t tell Alan about ‘Saturday night’s shenanigans’. This means she will tell him, but he will promise not to let on to me he knows. He will find this impossible though. He’ll be all quiet and brooding, feeling magnanimous; he’s all about ‘holding my tongue’ and ‘keeping my opinions to myself’.

‘Nina!’ Isabelle Christophorou, my English teacher, gently puts her hand on my arm as everyone leaves. I am wearing a vest top, and my skin is bare. Her fingers are warm and impossibly soft. She always smells like she’s just stepped out of a bath with loads of nice products in it. I don’t smell like that even when I have just stepped out of a bath with loads of nice products in it. She is sexy as hell. Small and slim with dark hair and big green eyes. I want to cuddle her to me. Her gorgeous wide smile is cute and girly. She is thirty-two but still gets mistaken for a student sometimes. I’d say I hope I look as good as her at her age, but I wish I looked as good as her now.

‘Are you coming to our writing group at lunchtime?’

I couldn’t stop thinking about her in the first year of college, like, in a full-on lesbian way. I don’t think I am a lesbian, though, only when I think about Isabelle. I like watching lesbian porn, older women with younger girls, and I imagine Isabelle doing those things to me. I go off into sexual fantasies of me and Isabelle all the time. I’ll be washing up and she comes up behind me, pulls me around to face her and kisses me intently then tears off my clothes and ravishes me on the kitchen floor. The only problem with this fantasy is that when I wash up, I always wear rubber gloves. This is problematic, porn-wise, because I don’t find Marigolds sexy, so in the fantasy I always have to figure out a way to get them off without interrupting the flow. Even in my head I can’t wash up with bare hands because I get dermatitis which gives me really rough skin and it would be on my mind the whole time I was being seduced. The details in my sex fantasy have to be absolutely accurate or it breaks my concentration and I can’t come.

Last term Isabelle started a creative writing group at lunchtimes for students like me who like to write. I went to the first one. She was wearing this white shirt with blue jeans and her skin looked so creamy and smooth next to the collar that I wanted to bury my face in her neck and kiss it and put my hands down her jeans.

I wrote this awful poem. I didn’t realise we’d all have to read what we’d written out to each other. I nearly died. It began, ‘Down the long lanes of the future, my tear-bedimmed eyes are peering.’ I’ve blocked the rest of it out. I’m not even sure ‘bedimmed’ is a real word.

‘Are you OK?’

Bollocks. I’m gawping, tongue-tied.

‘Yeah,’ I finally say. ‘Just tired maybe. Heavy weekend.’

I try not to open my mouth too much because my breath still feels rancid with booze and sick. Hers, somehow, smells of flowers.

‘I thought what you shared last term showed promise.’

Did it?

I’m standing here like a dickhead. I see Zoe out of the corner of my eye, hovering around, waiting for me. I blank her. I keep talking to Isabelle. I don’t want to go to the class, not in this state, though I am blown away that Isabelle singled me out to say I have promise.

‘Wow. Thanks! But I can’t make today, I’m meeting my friend for lunch.’ I desperately need to meet Beth and talk about the weekend and I really need to drink the miniature bottle of vodka I have in my bag.

Isabelle’s beautiful face cracks a tiny, cheeky smile of mock disapproval that I’d put a silly lunch date before her writing workshop. I desperately want to kiss that smile.

‘Aw, OK. Well, hope to see you there next week.’ And she’s off down the corridor, leaving a trail of her heavenly scent.

There are no big banners around the canteen announcing what I got up to on Saturday night. A relief.

Beth said all of this is a feminist issue and I’m not to feel any shame at all, and ‘why the fuck should you?’ She was right on her high horse last night when she came round, too. ‘There were two of you in this: the sucker, and the suckee. Notice that you got chucked out of the club, not him. Text book misogyny.’

She went on and on about the ‘slut-shaming’ bouncer needing to be sacked. ‘He threw you out! You were drunk and alone! Seriously, we should write and complain!’


Dear Sir or Madam,

I’m writing to complain about my treatment by your staff on Saturday night.

At approximately 11.20p.m., I gave a young man I’d just met a blow job by the downstairs bar.

One of your bouncers (I am afraid I cannot describe him, my vision was blurred) dragged me out and threw me onto the street without giving me a chance to call my mum, tell my friends, or finish the blow job.

I feel this action was discriminatory as the bloke I was noshing off (I’m afraid I did not catch his name) was NOT asked to leave.

Yours sincerely,

Nina Swanson



No. I did not feel like complaining. I felt like having another shower and scrubbing my skin with a Brillo pad.

It feels weird going into the canteen at college. Me and Jamie used to meet every lunchtime and get jacket potato, cheese and beans, and plot the next few years of our lives together. I still feel that lurch in my tummy as I walk in and see the white Formica table in the furthest corner with the orange plastic seats where we sat.

Me and Jamie went out from when I was a fourth year and he was in the fifth year. He got all A*s in his A levels, and got a place at Warwick Uni.

‘Luckily you’re almost as smart as me, girl, so work your gorgeous tits off and get to Warwick with me. It’ll be NO fun without you, Nina, no fun at ALL.’

Jamie wanted to take a gap year anyway, so the plan was I would catch up and we’d go to Warwick together. The plan was not for Jamie to go to Hong Kong to stay with his dad and meet some American girl on the plane and fall in love with her. That was not what we discussed all those times in the canteen over our jacket potato, cheese and beans. We never mentioned boyfriend-stealing American girls when we curled up together in the corner of the pub whispering baby names to each other. I’d have remembered if we had.

Jamie and me were, well, we were ‘me and Jamie’. ‘Jamie and Nina’ was one word for two years: Jami-na.

His dad is something big in finance and had pulled out all the stops for Jamie’s visit, got him a job and a little rented apartment of his own. ‘The old man wants to make me a money-head like him, but it’s never gonna happen,’ he’d said. ‘But I’ll go and work with him for a bit and save some dosh before uni.’

I didn’t want Jamie to go all the way to Hong Kong. But he’d earn more with his dad than anywhere in London. Up until he left, we’d seen each other every single day, we did everything together. I spoke to his mum Hanna thinking she might be on my side. She had been divorced from Jamie’s dad for years. Maybe she could persuade him not to go. Hanna is a lot older than my mum; she’s an illustrator for science books. She’s clever like Jamie and easy to talk to.

‘I can’t imagine a week without Jamie, let alone six months.’

‘Don’t they say “If you love something, let it go”?’ Hanna had said.

‘But I’ll miss him.’

‘So will I, Nina. But he will come back having had a wonderful experience. And there is Skype and email and, God forbid, actual letter writing.’

Hanna had said it was good for Jamie to spend that time with his dad.

‘Teenage boys need to reconnect with their fathers, Nina. This will be a lovely bonding time for the both of them. Boys need their dads more than they let on.’

Not what I wanted to hear. It wasn’t what I wanted to happen.

Going with Jamie wasn’t an option. Neither his dad nor my mum would have allowed it. Also Jamie hadn’t asked.

He had kept saying, ‘It’s an amazing opportunity’, and when I’d said it felt like we were breaking up, he had been horrified and held me and said that he just had to ‘have this adventure’.

‘Chin up, Nina, absence makes the heart go wander!’ his mum had said with a giggle. ‘I mean grow fonder. It’ll be good for you both. You’ll come out stronger.’

I didn’t hear from him at all for two weeks after we’d said goodbye at the airport. A whole two weeks of no Jamie. Nothing on his Facebook or Instagram.

I had called Hanna and he’d called her to say he’d arrived. ‘Nina, please don’t fret,’ she’d told me. ‘He’s fine, I’m sure he’ll call you when he’s over the jet-lag and settled in a bit.’

Finally Jamie had messaged me. He’d met a girl on the plane. On the plane. He hadn’t yet landed in Hong Kong and he’d replaced me. How? I imagined it:

‘Excuse me, are you waiting for the bathroom?’

‘Yes. You’re pretty, I’ll dump my girlfriend and go out with you instead.’

‘OK. The loo is free. Shall we join the mile high club?’

‘No, because I come too quickly unless I’m totally relaxed. Only my girlfriend Nina knows that . . . I mean my ex-girlfriend because I’ve just dumped her for you.’

Jami-na was officially dead.

Beth and Zoe had scooped me up and taken me to the pub after I’d texted them the news. I had sat there in shock.

Beth had said, ‘It’s shitty, Nina. This is so horrible. I’m in shock so God knows what you’re feeling.’

Zoe had said, ‘If you and Jamie didn’t work, what hope is there for the rest of us?’

When I’d tried to talk, my voice squeaked and a sob choked me. I’d been too numb to commit to full-on tears.

Jamie had tossed me over the top of a tall building.

‘He was besotted with you! I don’t get it!’ Zoe had said. ‘I mean, how long after take-off did he . . .?’

‘. . . meet someone so special that he realised he’d just been wasting his time with me? I have no idea, Zoe.’

Once he’d told me, his Facebook was awash with pictures of them. I’ve spent hours trawling through it to examine this ‘Marcia’.

I found her page and it’s full of pictures of herself, looking better than the one with just her and Jamie. She’s got hot pants on in their holiday pictures. Her tanned thighs are supple and rounded and about half the size of mine.

She posts slogans like ‘dance like no one is watching you’ and loads of other bollocks about ‘inner beauty’, stuff Jamie would usually cringe at.

Her status updates are gushing and overly sincere and not funny AT ALL.

‘Watched the sunrise over this amazing city with my English gentleman #awe’

#PUKE!

I check her page every morning. Her posts ruin my day.

‘My Jamie treated me to a “proper” hot tea today. I have learned that putting the water in BEFORE the teabag is a capital offence!!!!!!!’ then a million lame emojis.

She posted the picture of herself drinking the romantic tea. It was in Jamie’s I LOVE BONO mug. I bought him that mug. I was all snooty about U2, but Jamie made me go and see them live and I loved them so much, I cried. On the Tube home he jumped up and shouted, ‘Ladies and gentlemen! I’d like to announce that my girlfriend, Nina, LOVES BONO!’ It was the funniest and most embarrassing moment. I found him the mug on the Internet. I was so touched when he said he was taking it to Hong Kong with him to ‘think of you every morning when I have my tea’.

I’m surprised he hasn’t unfriended me on Facebook after all the angry messages I sent him when I was drunk.

What does Jamie talk to her about? There is just no way she makes him laugh like I did, no way they would sit at a canteen table and piss themselves laughing at everyone and everything. I made Jamie laugh till snot came out of his nose. Bet she’s never even seen Jamie’s snot. Jamie doesn’t go for girls like her. He went for girls like me, just me. How could he forget our plans? We’d finish uni then travel, get jobs then get married or something, I suppose. None of that can happen now because he’s taking pictures of Marcia in hot pants drinking tea in his Bono mug.

I go into the loos and neck my vodka. The first one, neat like this, feels crisp and clean. I stick the empty bottle in the tampon bin.

I rinse my mouth, stick some gum in and go to find Beth.

Mine and Jamie’s Formica table is now occupied by flamboyant drama students, draped over each other, having earnest conversations or inexplicably putting on regional accents and cackling loud enough so everyone can hear just how much fun they are having.

There are empty chairs everywhere, but drama students insist on sitting on each other’s laps. Impossibly gorgeous Phoebe Simmons is draped over Martin Novak, who is camp, really loud and sort of dances everywhere. They are a tight gang, utterly self-consciously unselfconscious, who treat girls like me and Beth with polite indifference. I envy them and hate them.

Beth waves at me and I go over to where she has saved us a table.

‘You OK, babe?’

‘Better. Paranoid though. Has anyone said anything?’

‘Nah,’ Beth reassures me. ‘No one else was there. Forget about it!’

Thank God it wasn’t a guy from college. Thank God, thank God, thank God.

Beth says, ‘You still don’t remember if you fucked him or not?’

‘No!’ I tell her, ‘I didn’t!’ Which is a lie because I don’t actually know.

‘I lost my shoe,’ I tell her. I’m pissed off about my shoe. They were my perfect black go-with-everything-comfy-yet-sexy Mary Janes. I got them off eBay for fifteen quid.

‘There you go. You came home with one shoe after a night out. You’re not a ho, you’re Cinderella!’

I smile



























































OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
NINA IS
NOT OK

SHAPPI
KHORSANDI

SSSSS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





