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There is a pain – so utter –

It swallows substance up –

Then covers the Abyss with Trance –

So Memory can step

Around – across – upon it –

As one within a Swoon –

Goes safely – where an open eye –

Would drop Him – Bone by Bone.

–Emily Dickinson

Curses are like processions. 

They return to the place from which they came.

–Giovanni Ruffini




Prologue

At first there was drama and morbid excitement – all the morose trimmings that come with the early stages of mourning and grief. People came over. They brought pre-cooked food, wrapped and marinating in flavours, flowers from the fancy florist and other small appropriate gifts. They wore black – respectfully – to both of your funerals: dark, smart clothing on a grey day to a brutalist crematorium, and dark, sullen moods to a flat we once shared where remnants of your dead skin were still in the carpet. Now that you’re both gone I’m struggling to decipher which thread of grief belongs to each of you. It’s a wiry tangled mass in my chest, like those metal scourers you use to scrub stubborn pans. Each coarse steel strand is more tightly coiled than the last, and when amassed tightly in your hand it’s soft to touch. Only when a single strand frays loose is it sharp and painful; I think that’s why it’s easier to keep you both matted together. 

After your illusive departure, my friends pretended they didn’t have plans for the weeks that followed. They came over with wine. People fussed over me, and when I sat down at a table there always seemed to be a spare seat where you would’ve sat, assigned now for my misery so plain to see, as if it were wearing a large red hat. 

At the beginning, grief and tragedy are ripe dinner-party fodder. 

‘Her father died. It’s such a horrible story, he had a nasty fall and was left brain damaged. Completely out of the blue! There one day – gone the next.’

‘That’s just awful.’

‘Yeah, it completely paralysed him, he was in and out of consciousness for months, so they weren’t really sure how much was, you know, going on up there …’ 

‘It’s so sad.’

‘Terrible.’

It’s much easier to empathise with the unpleasantness of a recent tragedy – proximity to the present is the real marrow. Lurking in the corner of your reality, you feel it in the room and the fear is that it could decide to pick you next. In order to preserve yourself, you must hold it up in your hands and acknowledge its very horribleness, tell someone about it in a bid for it to stay far away from you, for as long as possible. Because pain gets us all in the end, doesn’t it? We all must suffer eventually. The only question is: when? 

‘Oh no, he left her. Did you not hear? He just got up and went one day, no explanation – he just walked out the door. And she’s heartbroken. In an absolute hell of a state. We’ve been talking on the phone but it’s like she’s run out of things to say.’

I’m relieved when they stop asking me how I’m feeling, leaving me to indulge myself under a cloak of shame. Much unlike horror, the best way to prevent shame from attaching itself to you is by ignoring it entirely. Better in than out. Break-ups and death are commonplace, and you’re accustomed to the rituals surrounding them. You watch them in films; you read about them in books. The retellings of an old, timeless narrative in which one etches out one’s humanity. You know what to do with the anguish that immediately seeps from an ending – sudden or slow: you have been taught. It’s the ongoing and ebbing sadness that continues afterwards that we all find a little dull. Unworthy of a story, perhaps. 

‘Were we really in love or did I just imagine it all that time?’ 

‘Of course he loved you. That was clear to everyone,. We all saw it.’

‘I should have done more when my dad was ill.’ 

‘You did what you could. You did your best.’

‘Why did he have to go?’

‘Why did who have to go, Mathilda?’

I am immovable in its dark swamp, stuck. A stuckness so suffocating, a paralysis so ubiquitous that I almost forget to breathe. There’s only so long those who love you can dampen their own happiness out of sensitivity for your misfortunes. Eventually they must resume their lives. So I smiled when they told me they’d met someone; I raised my glass to their promotion and celebrated their new show; I clapped my hands when they got engaged, and I didn’t mention that a diamond was an unethical symbol of male ownership; I didn’t even begrudge ordering a Virgin Mary on a Sunday afternoon when she got pregnant and he stopped drinking to support her. I kept partaking in their happiness, and the waves of joy that swell from their lives keep me going, making sure that my sadness doesn’t strangle me, the swamp engulfing me entirely as I let out a final loud burp of disdain. 

   


Eyebrows

Wrestling my key into the lock, I push into the door and swing with it into the warmth and light of the hallway. I drop my bag to the floor, it squelches, sodden like my raincoat. I struggle to hang it over the chaos of faux-furs, windbreakers, trenches and leathers. The television is on in the living room. They’re all home. 

‘Heeey!’ 

‘Hi.’

I wring out my wet hair and follow the chorus of greetings to where the three of them are sitting under blankets on an L-shaped pink sofa. There is a pink neon sign above an old tiled fireplace, which reads: Everything Is Shit Except You, Love. Ivy is biting her nails, Ekua is engrossed in her phone and Georgia’s legs are crossed, her laptop resting on her knees, as she sips something hot from a mug that has ‘unt’ written on it, following the C-shape of the handle. 

‘Hey, how’s everyone doing?’ I push for a smile. 

‘Fucking fantastic,’ Ivy says, raising her wild, overgrown eyebrows. 

When I called Georgia six months ago to ask if I could move in, she’d already let the large room to a girl she’d found on idealflatmate.com, which sounded suspicious to me. Surely you undercut yourself on the qualifier of being the ideal flatmate in claiming to be one. Georgia knew how miserable I was, but we’d been friends for years so she was duty-bound to find this more acerbic me amusing. She offered me the remaining room. 

‘How did the shoot go in Budapest?’ I ask Ivy.

‘Poorly orchestrated and devastatingly boring, but the casting was fucking fantastic.’ She looks up at me from beneath a seventies Jane Birkin fringe, dramatically arching her back off the sofa. ‘And how’ve you been?’ 

‘Fine.’ 

Through the Oslo filter from which I’d exclusively viewed her prior to moving in, Ivy’s life did look fantastic. She was thin, beautiful, had a host of cool friends, a private-school education, and a following that enabled a swipe-up function. She had a wavering modelling career but was often staying in lavish places in Bordeaux or on the Amalfi coast. Yet in the moments I’d observed her here, in this new space, she looked sort of sad.

‘You’re back late.’ Georgia eyes me suspiciously.

‘I’ve been to see Constance.’

‘Ah, how is she?’ asks Ekua, gleefully.

‘She’s good. A little tired today.’ 

‘You’re a much better person than me,’ she says, in her northern twang. ‘I were genuinely annoyed today at having to give my seat to a pregnant woman on the tube. All I’ve achieved since then is that notification Netflix sends to check you’re still watching. You know, to see if you’ve not died.’

‘Oh, now, come on. Don’t be so down on yourself. From what I heard last night you have your own way of being …’ I lather on a seductive tone ‘… very giving.’ 

She bites a plump bottom lip and grins. 

‘Who was the lucky man?’ 

‘Giovanni, he’s from Rome,’ she says, rolling her rs and pushing her head back into the settee.

‘Yeah,’ I reply flatly. ‘I picked up an Italian vibe from the unashamed moans of ecstasy.’

‘Christ, Eks,’ Ivy balks, ‘have you ever dated someone who doesn’t sound like they starred in La Dolce Vita?’ 

‘Do you remember Margherita?’ Georgia chimes in. 

‘Yeah okay, she was a bit catty,’ Ekua teases, before someone else makes the disclosure. 

‘She was only catty because she was so hungry – the irony of that when you’re named after a gooey carb.’ I frown. 

‘She was emaciated,’ Ivy states matter-of-factly. ‘I’ve seen pictures in your room.’

‘If Ivy thinks she was emaciated, that’s really saying something.’ 

Ivy lifts a middle finger and pushes a long tongue out at Georgia. 

‘Oh, give over.’ Ekua tilts her chin up. ‘D’you really want to have a discussion about how we should be casting our nets further afield, Tilda?’ 

Ivy side-eyes me.

Georgia squints, sussing our unspoken exchange, trying to translate.

‘Who were you out with last night?’ 

I look up and pretend to search my mind. ‘Umm …’

‘She was with Freddie.’ Ivy drops the mic. 

And I prepare my exit. 

‘At least she’s getting some rather than lying around the house moping.’ 

‘True,’ nods Ivy.

‘Harsh,’ I spout defensively. ‘I need to go and get changed – I’m soaked.’ 

I don’t make eye contact with Georgia. You wouldn’t have been happy about me going back to Freddie either. 

   


Crow

In the kitchen I make a pot of fresh mint tea to warm myself up. The dark-grey tiles are freezing under my feet and there’s a draught coming from under the back door, which leads to an overgrown garden only ever used for cigarette breaks and house parties. I pour the boiling water as Georgia walks in. She watches as I pluck the leaves off the stalks and throw them into the belly of the teapot. 

‘Do you want a cig?’ she asks, zipping up her puffer jacket. 

‘Yeah, okay. How is it that you still look so damn sexy in sweats?’ I puzzle at her. Her cashmere joggers bunch up over a pair of trainers and her brown hair flows over the high collar of her hood.

‘Shut up,’ she responds. ‘Don’t try and butter me up.’ 

‘Got it.’ 

‘Maybe you could consider wearing something other than those dungarees at some point in your life.’

‘I don’t know what you’re referring to.’

‘You’ve lived in them for the past three months, Mathilda.’ She says this like I’ve lost my mind, rather than been lazy with my sartorial choices.

‘Well, now I’m not going to wear anything else. No.’ I put my hands into the deep denim pockets and shrug. ‘I’ll wear them just to irk you.’

‘You needn’t use the dungarees for that. I know it’s normal to stop caring about your appearance when you’re going through a break-up but, like, they’re really starting to drag me down.’

I wait patiently after pouring my tea, blowing on its surface as she wrestles with the aged rusting lock on the back door. Georgia and I met at university and our friendship intensified, then receded in the years that followed – different goals in terms of our careers, boyfriends who didn’t particularly gel, and a small handful of those other unimportant reasons that push you apart. Despite this, a thick thread was tied around our respective waists, an invisible rope that kept us attached to one other. We were careless with our friendship a lot of the time because we trusted its durability. Our rope was tough and hard-wearing, and unlike the many plant metaphors of other relationships, ours didn’t demand a single drop of water. I didn’t have any other friendships like it. 

It’s cold in the garden and we huddle together under the outdoor light that has a sensor function. Georgia’s bike is tangled in ivy, and fairy lights dress the wooden trellis that lines the top of a brick wall, separating us from next door’s garden. At the bottom of the long, thin lawn is a large holly bush but it’s too dark to see it now. 

Georgia’s tone softens. ‘I just want you to know that we’re all here, if … well, if you need to talk.’

I was bored of this conversation. The one where she stresses my heaviness, grappling for a more constructive way of saying: you’re carrying something dark around that neither you nor I can seem to make sense of.

‘And Freddie. Seriously, Mathilda?’

I knew this was coming. ‘Ah, come on, don’t start. What does it matter to you?

‘Of course it matters to me. You’re my friend and I care about you. He’s such a twat.’ She’s irritable. ‘Rebound, yes! But not with Freddie. Why would you go back there?’ 

‘Because when someone makes you feel like you’re not good enough for them you become completely consumed by the task of disproving their theory. I want to see the look on his face when the epiphany hits and he realises I am in fact the most incredible and inimitable woman he’s ever met.’ I flick my head back for emphasis. 

She rolls her eyes and sighs. 

‘You know what I mean?’

But Georgia has no idea what I mean because she’d decided Henry was the man she’d marry the very first day she met him. Which was in sixth form when she was co-educated for the first time. While her peers were unnerved by the sudden joint-gendered venture, Georgia has three older brothers and became a lighthouse serving navigational aid in those dangerous penis-filled waters. Her reward was the pick of the litter. 

‘How is Freddie, then? Which campaign is his latest ex-girlfriend the face of? Burberry, Yves Saint Lau—’

‘Don’t be an arse.’

She lifts her head in acceptance and looks down at the floor, taking another drag from her Marlboro. We enjoy the quiet for a moment or two and then I say reluctantly, ‘She’s actually the lead in that new Netflix series Ekua likes.’ 

‘Noooo!’ She laughs, becoming more animated. ‘That period drama?’

‘Mmm.’ I take a long drag of my cigarette and flick the ash to the floor. ‘How’s Henry?’ 

‘He’s fine. Don’t change the subject. There’s something going on with you.’

I roll my eyes. 

‘It’s not just the break-up, or your dad.’

‘Look, I’m trying my best to fix things—’

‘Fuck that. You don’t need to “fix” yourself,’ Mathilda.’ She uses her fingers for quote marks, her cigarette wedged between two of them, and I pull a white feather from mounds of her hair that has escaped from the innards of her jacket.

‘You’re perfect the way you are. You just need to face your shit. He didn’t break up with you because you did something wrong.’

‘Well, that’s useful to note,’ I say drolly, sipping my tea.

‘He’s the idiot. I mean, look at you. You look like Julia Roberts, just with a smaller mouth.’

A plumper Julia Roberts more like, with imperfect teeth, robbed of her flawless smile. I blow the last of the smoke from my mouth with a titter and put out my cigarette on the brick wall, shivering in damp clothes. 

‘Why did he break up with me then?’ 

Her pregnant pause turns into a barren land where no words can propagate.

‘Do you want to come to yoga with me tomorrow?’ I ask, filling it.

‘No, I don’t. Seriously, I came with you last week and the noises that were coming from you made it sound like you were about to give birth and—’

‘Fuck off. The instructor said it was okay to make noises.’

She laughs, then, ‘Yeah, and therein lies my point. The instructor felt the need to come over, tap you on the shoulder and reassure you about that weird racket you were making.’

‘I wasn’t embarrassed,’ I say coolly.

‘Good for you. I was.’ 

‘I just really want to improve my Crow and I have weak shoulders and skinny wrists.’ I show them to her playfully, cigarette in one hand, careful not to spill my tea, which is in the other. ‘See? I’m at a disadvantage to a lot of people.’

The light above us goes out and I grin at her through the darkness. She waves her hand to provoke the sensor and the light comes on to outline the concern on her face. 

‘Do you not think that some of us are just too fucked up? People settle down and find each other, like you and Henry. Or they don’t, and what’s left are the broken people.’

‘You’re not broken.’ She sighs. ‘I’m so tired of the broken-woman narrative. But it’s not just the break-up, is it? There’s something else. There’s always been something …’ 

The comment stings at the back of my throat but I don’t let on. ‘Look, I moved in here because I needed a place to stay, not a judgemental eye unpicking my every Crow,’ I quip, opening the door, and she follows me back into the kitchen. 

‘Go and get cleaned up, then.’ She smiles gently, then takes off her coat and heads back to the living room to join the others. ‘You pair are never going to guess who’s in that new period drama,’ she calls.

I laugh and shake my head, topping up the tea in my cup, making the green leaves dance. I look around. This house has the potential to be breath-taking but it’s rough around the edges, unlike Georgia. She got it in the usual way a millennial living in London acquires property: her parents bought it for her. Of course, there’s always the death of a relative or the meeting of a wealthy lover to assist in the acquisition of a home, but I must say those weren’t working out for me either. The crockery in the cupboards is mismatched – a collection of whatever her previous tenants left behind. I look up at the art on the walls, which clashes – a signed and mounted Anthony Burrill sits next to a cheap Picasso print wedged into an Ikea frame. The long pine kitchen table in front of me is better suited to a country house and there are two Swiss cheese plants on the floor – one dying and one thriving – each beholden to their individual owner’s green-fingered care. I nudge one with my foot and breathe in the inharmonious charm that only shared houses have, comprising clashing styles and jarring tastes, brought together in a way that things are not supposed to be – much like the women who live in them.

   


Tongue to Toothache 

Perhaps I’ve overegged you: maybe you’re not as great as memory serves. Or perhaps the great thing about you was actually something silly, like the fact that you didn’t drink milk. The handbook on shared living endorses small-talk after a long day and tells you not to get mad when someone drinks all your almond milk and replaces it with semi-skimmed. You used to make allowances for me when I came home from work. You’d say a light hello, then leave me to lie on the bed or take a bath, to stew in the remnants of it until I had decompressed. 

I go upstairs to my bedroom, taking in its familiar smell of lavender and fig, which eases the angst in my tummy. Eden made me throw out all traces of you before I moved in. We haven’t fucked on these sheets; you’ve never spilt black coffee on this throw; and I light incense hourly because it no longer matters that you don’t like the smell. There’s a cream carpet that has terrible foundation marks in the corner from the last girl who had this room, but the history here is not ours. 

I undress down to my underwear and quickly run across the landing to throw my damp clothes into the washing basket that lives in the cupboard. I’m craning over it, establishing whether I need to do a black or white load tomorrow, when, suddenly the bathroom door swings open. Ivy raises an eyebrow at me, silently waiting to pass down the stairs. 

‘All right?’ I say awkwardly, sucking my tummy in and scurrying back to my room.

There is something about her that I find unsettling. She always seems to appear from nowhere, like she’s deliberately trying to catch me off guard. I close the door and look at the girl staring back at me in the mirror. I turn my body to the side slightly and replicate the same craning position over the basket to see how the rolls form on my tummy. I look at the stretchmarks on my bottom and ponder whether they really are ‘tiger stripes’, something beautiful, something I could love. 

‘Oh, enough.’

The words don’t sound like mine as the sallow-skinned face in the mirror stares back, black bags nicely shaded in and burnt-auburn hair dulled and less intense than it was. I go into the bathroom and it smells a little of sick. I run a bath, pushing my feet into the soft mat, which has different types of breasts drawn over it, as I wait for the tub to fill. 

As I step in, the warm water feels good on my body. I wonder where you are and what you’re doing. After you left, the loss felt futile, a bit like losing my keys. I’d move around our flat, expecting to see you in all the places I would normally find you: in my dressing-gown with the morning sun on your face; in my coat pocket with last night’s receipts; sitting up in bed blowing on hot black coffee; underneath the discarded mail gathering dust on the dresser; standing in front of the fridge, jaw bones edged by the light; down and in between the sides of the sofa fraternising with a pound coin. I couldn’t help but feel that I would find you eventually, that you’d be there, right where I left you. 

I picture your broad shoulders and all of your soft white skin stretching over the arches of my body. My imagination takes me to another dark and rainy night when you came into our bathroom still dressed in your suit. ‘How was your day?’ I asked. You responded, taking off your jacket, undoing the button on your cuff and gently rolling up your right sleeve as your knees dropped to the floor next to me. You put your hand in, glided through the water and pushed your fingers up inside me, kissing my sweaty cheekbone as I moaned, pushing my head back against the tub. A wave of self-hatred interrupts the orgasm – one rarely comes without the other now. Taut and tight and beating anger clashing with desire for you. 

Think of something else, Mathilda. Anything. I wash my hair with some of Ivy’s fancy shampoo, inhaling its medicinal scent. But my mind circles back to you, like a tongue to toothache, I pull back the soggy shower curtain and step out onto the bathmat’s perky boobs.

   


Freddie

Despite the girls’ protestations, that weekend I arrange to see Freddie again. ‘The best way to get over someone is to get under someone’ is a complete and utter load of bollocks, but I’m giving it a go anyway. 

His name is Frederick Malkovich. It’s not quite as bad as it sounds. I won’t go into any salacious detail here, but Freddie is what I like to call a life-span regular. We met years ago when I first moved to London and I’d been keen to wrap my heart in tissue paper and hand it to him in a velvet box topped with a silk ribbon – I’m classy like that. He, on the other hand, had been a little less enthusiastic. Freddie was the type of guy who thought he’d be a fool to settle down when there were so many beautiful women to sleep with and parties to get high at. Despite this, we have spent a significant amount of time hooking up in the interim spaces of our adult lives – like in the months before one of us was moving to another city; after a boring party that ended earlier than we had expected; during periods of dating famine; or when either of us felt completely and brutally alone. Our phases of singledom were often oddly and beautifully timed, and the sex was cosmic. 

We met at a party, but as we don’t have mutual friends, one of us has to actively initiate contact each time. This always feels like a painful phlebotomy, except it’s my dignity that the needle draws out. It starts with some ‘liking’ on social media. I know, enchanting. Move over Austen. An Instagram like here, a comment there, and the other would get the signal that the respective life-span regular is unattached. If both of us were available, we’d match this enthusiasm for the other’s content and eventually one of us would slide into the other’s DMs. A drink that week, straight into bed that night, dates for several weeks (sometimes even months), until it felt serious and he’d pull the plug, telling me he wasn’t sure I was the one, and I’d lie and say I wasn’t sure he was either. 

The pursuit of male rejection is something you embedded in me. But unrequited love has its own central nervous system: you pine; you desire; you get; then you regret; you retreat; and then you wait to relapse. The most intoxicating and damaging relationships are often those that transcend us in a frozen state of hope – we can have a small part of that person but never enough to satiate our appetite. They will never give themselves to us so to taste them is to accept a perpetual pang of hunger. That was Freddie. He kept me perpetually starved.

The long and short of it is I’m sleeping with Frederick Malkovich because my heart is broken, and he knows but doesn’t mind. Freddie has always been endlessly pleased by the notion of there being plenty more fish in the sea, which has been matched by an endless list of women interested in him. Outside our hook-ups, Freddie’s sex life is more mesmerising and colourful than the Great Barrier Reef – at least from where I’m swimming. It’s a site of remarkable variety and beauty, bustling with girls – all thinner and significantly sexier than I am – who sit against a backdrop of rich cerise pink sofas, with potent orange drinks. He makes me feel validated and completely empty all at once. The oscillation between those two feelings happens so speedily that it’s taken me some years to decipher the difference. 

He’s the character who appears in every piece of women’s literature ever written – the place where we always wrestle with you – the unobtainable and seemingly immoral character whom the protagonist will eventually realise is her one true love. But in this story, as in real life, we don’t end up with our Mr Bigs or our Mr Darcys. It’s a cruel trick that’s been played on women. Repeatedly promised that therein lies our happy ending, we follow an ill-written script. Those karmic partners who ebb and flow from our lives are sent to teach us a very difficult and painful lesson about ourselves. Not a soul-mate but a plan for the demise of our ego, here to show us what’s holding us back. 

‘There she is.’ He smiles at me as I approach the bar. ‘She’ll have an Old Fashioned,’ he tells the bartender. I sit down on the high stool in front of him, the familiar liquorice and pepperwood smell of expensive aftershave trickling in. ‘God, it’s good to see you,’ he says. 

No, I wasn’t done battering myself with Freddie yet. 

   


The Couples

The following Monday morning Georgia and I get the tube together and sit in comfortable silence as I watch a couple in the carriage soak up every last moment with each other before the daily grind of the working week tears them apart. He uses one large hand to hold the rail and steady himself, the other to encase her. She’s small, petite and girlish. She looks smart in a well-cut trench, but her blonde hair is a little disordered, a classic sign she’s not had access to the necessary hair appliances at his place. She nuzzles into his broad lower chest and from the back, if I squint a little, she looks like his small child, not his lover. 

‘Did you see Freddie this weekend?’ 

I don’t answer.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ whispers Georgia.

‘No, you don’t,’ I say pragmatically.

‘You’re thinking, why is that small woman guzzling greedily from a diminishing fountain, nay dribble, of tall available men in London?’

‘No, I’m not—’

‘Why is she frolicking in the lands of the high and mighty when she could date any five-foot-seven Tom, Dick or Paul?’

‘That wasn’t what I was thinking,’ I say earnestly. 

The man cranes his neck to smell her crown before whispering something in her ear – it must have been good because it leads to a doughy-eyed snog. 

‘Oh, Jesus Christ, they’re touching each other’s faces.’ I scrunch my lips together in distaste.

Georgia laughs. ‘Public displays of affection at this hour are offensive.’ 

‘You too? PDAs feel like a personal attack. I’m glad it’s not just me.’ I scowl at the couple, catching the small woman’s gaze, which flips my sneer into a scrunched-nose smile. ‘Shit, she thinks we’re weird for looking at them now.’

‘I wasn’t looking.’ 

‘Yes, you were, Georgia. You clearly were.’

‘No, it was just you.’

The average single person is forced to get through a dark and dreary Sunday evening alone, but the couples must drink their own dose of reality on a Monday morning when they have to get off at different stops to meet the demands of their day jobs. I glance back at the midget and her Goliath and feel a pang of sadness as they laugh into each other’s faces.

‘Yuck,’ concurs Georgia. 

‘Yuck!’ I repeat. ‘I hate couples.’

‘Henry and I are a couple. You don’t hate us.’ She turns her head to look at me, breaking London Underground social conduct. 

‘Yes, I hate you. You and your couple community.’ 

‘Ooh, we’re harmless, really.’ She sits back in her seat.

Despite Henry instigating a small handful of breaks over the last decade, the plot dictated that they would always wind back to one another. 

‘No. Don’t give me that.’ I shake my index finger at her. ‘You are the most repulsive of all human specimens and this city is heaving with you,’ I gesticulate, ‘rubbing it in the faces of poor heartbroken people like myself.’

‘The city isn’t divided between the couples and the heartbroken.’ 

‘Yes, it is.’ My eyes widen. ‘Couples writhe into every social situation. There’s nothing worth attending that they’ve not already been invited to. Their smugness smells like moist Sunday-morning sheets sacrificed to too much foreplay.’

‘Gross. Don’t say moist.’

‘Moist,’ I bellow down the carriage. 

‘Is there such a thing as too much foreplay?’ she ponders.

The man sitting next to me coughs. 

‘There’s not,’ I say, turning my head to look at him. ‘But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m forced to sit opposite these couples on the tube when they use each other for headrests. The other day I was subjected to them kissing in front of a Marina Abramovic´ at the Tate. And they don’t just rub against one another in front of seminal feminist art, oh, no! They do it in coffee shops when I’m patiently waiting for my flat white, and in pubs when I’m harmlessly drinking a glass of red, minding my own business.’

‘We’re not so bad. Think of us as talismans – little beams of hope for your future smug self.’ 

‘See? That’s such an optimistic and couple-like thing to say.’

‘No, it isn’t.’

‘It is. A heartbroken person would never say that. The other day, you and Henry swapped out each other’s broccoli for cabbage right in front of my face, without even speaking. It was a horrible thing to witness.’ I fold my arms, my face crumpling at the memory. 

‘Sounds wretched.’

‘Well, it was no talisman, that’s for sure. It was a reminder of the extra portion of delicious red cabbage that I’ll never see again. And that’s not even the worst of it.’

‘Surely it must be,’ she humours me. 

‘Nope. The worst of it is that you stake your claim on one day in the yearly calendar and on that same day, every year, you publicly congratulate yourselves on your togetherness.’

‘Outrageous.’

‘I know. And no one ever questions your conceit.’

‘What ghastly beasts we are.’ Georgia laughs.

‘This is my stop. I’ll see you later?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ she gloats. ‘I’ll be busy doing my coupling.’

‘You disgust me, Georgia Bailey, you really do,’ I kiss her cheek before dashing out of the carriage.

   


Shoes

When I come out of the station, I head down the street towards the studio, impatient to get on the mat. You used to like exercising when I was a young child, but just as with most things you liked, your relationship with exercise became obsessive. As a little girl, I remember sitting on the lawn and watching you through the window of the shed, lifting weights for what felt like hours and hours while I’d thumb through books of sweaty men with glistening olive skin and vacuum-packed muscles decorated with flesh-coloured veins. I was so disturbed by these smiling men with teeth so white they could light a small village. That was the lesser evil in terms of your addictions. The second-hand-shoes obsession sticks out. There were bags, boxes and suitcases filled with them. Endless rows of shoes, all different sizes and styles. Brown leather brogues, black suede loafers with tarnished gold buckles, dusty lace-up workman’s boots, worn-in red bowling shoes and, most unforgettably, a pair of wooden clogs with a hand-painted windmill on them – each pair old and scuffed. You collected them. You’d pick them up from charity shops and car-boot sales or you’d buy them on eBay. Most of this footwear wasn’t even in your size. Did you wonder about the men who’d walked in those shoes? The new jobs they’d strolled into, the wives they’d walked out on, the cigarettes they’d extinguished and the things they’d tripped over?

I follow my own black desert boots down into the warm fitness studio, pulling off my scarf as the heat hits me. A smiley receptionist waits at the bottom of the stairs. I question whether her teeth are also whiter than they should be. And am I the only person left in London who hasn’t had her eyelashes done? She’s sitting behind a vibrant orange desk that’s got a large clashing bouquet of calla lilies and pink roses. Alongside it are rows of protein balls and leaflets advertising new classes. 

‘Hey there!’

‘Hi, I’m here for seven-thirty yoga.’

‘Oh, wonderful,’ she says, through her nose. ‘Here’s a towel, lovely. Have a great class today!’ 

I force a smile and go into the changing room to hang up my coat and scarf. I tuck my gloves into my gym bag, then place it in the locker. There are a few other girls in their underwear with towels around their heads, rosy-cheeked from the class they’ve just done. I observe the detail of their bodies, the smoothness of their curves and the ink on their skin, comparing the width of their thighs to that of my own and taking a mental note of any rolls that appear when they bend over to pick up their shoes. One of the girls is modelesque, a bone structure forged in generations upon generations of good genes. She bends over to retrieve her Gucci mules: not one roll
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