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			The afternoon Barney broke off our engagement I was watching Newsround on CBBC while eating a box of mini raisins. He walked into the living room where I was sitting on the sofa with my post-surgical knee encased in its leg brace and asked, ‘Why are you watching that?’

			He was frowning as he said it and I could tell he disapproved. I told him I was curious to know what was going on in the world but that I was finding the adult News overwhelming and that this was my temporary-slash-potentially-long-term solution.

			‘That’s just called the News,’ he said, sounding embarrassed even though there was no one in the room with us. ‘Not the adult News.’

			I said if we were rating offences then my extra word insertion scored pretty low in comparison to present war crimes, and asked him to pass me my glass of orange squash, which was slightly out of reach.

			As he handed it to me he frowned again and said, ‘I think you need to grow up.’

			This wasn’t the first time he had said this. Ten months earlier he had said the same thing, although that time he had said ‘we’ and referenced the fact we often spoke to each other in a cartoon voice that had begun as ironic and sporadic and at some point had stopped being ironic and sporadic, and that we now had so many bits and skits and in-jokes that it had started to feel as though we were children and maybe we ought to see someone, like a couples therapist.

			I had laughed out loud and said, ‘But that’s what grown-ups do.’ In that moment I felt he had a point, but pointed out that neither one of us had any spare money to pay a professional to essentially teach us to be less fun. I had thought the matter closed, but now here it was, rearing up again.

			I paused putting a raisin into my mouth and asked, ‘In what way specifically do I need to grow up?’

			He looked down, kicking the toe of his sock into the corner of the rug and said, ‘Pretty much all the ways.’

			I muted the television then and turned to look at him because I understood there was something he wasn’t saying.

			‘I don’t think I can marry you,’ he said, still not looking up. ‘Or be with you,’ he added, in case this needed clarifying.

			I suddenly felt light-headed and started putting the raisins into my mouth very quickly. ‘But you asked me to. Why would you ask me to marry you and then not want to marry me?’ My body was churning and panicking but my voice sounded too flat, as if it hadn’t yet caught up with the situation.

			‘I thought it was what you wanted.’

			‘Well, duh. Only if you meant it.’ I actually did say ‘duh’, and felt myself go hot with shame.

			He said he was confused, that he thought it might make things clearer inside his head if we got engaged, but that it hadn’t and how could he join himself to me when he wasn’t even joined up inside himself?

			I shouted at him to stop talking like he was a dot-to-dot and for him to bring me a bowl because I thought I was definitely-maybe about to be sick.

			When he came back from the kitchen holding the bowl, he started saying stuff again about not knowing who he was and needing to figure it out because he was fractured and needed to feel like one complete whole, but I had stopped listening a) because I’d heard all the fractured whole stuff before, and b) because I was trying to remember how to breathe.

			‘I think you might be hyperventilating,’ he said, alarmed.

			He put a hand on my shoulder, and I heaved at his touch, jolting forwards.

			‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You’re all right.’ He held the bowl with one hand and me with the other as I dry-retched over it. ‘You’re going to be all right,’ he said. But I was not all right. I was the absolute opposite of all right. I wasn’t crying just from sadness; I was crying from fear. It was so frightening to suddenly be this alone.

			‘How come it’s all so big for you?’ he asked. I was still crying but by now had transitioned to the juddering hiccupping stage.

			‘But how could it be any smaller?’ I said, amazed.

			He raised his shoulders up, and then dropping them, said, ‘I guess just because it’s not actual life and death.’

			But short of physically dying, being left by the person you loved was the hugest, worst thing I could think of – almost the same amount of bad and terrifying as death.

			I kept crying into his navy fishhook jumper and he said, ‘Yeah, get it all out,’ working on the unlikely assumption that my tears would have an endpoint. But he was right. Eventually I cried myself dry and fell asleep.

			When I woke my throat was sore so that it hurt to swallow. My body felt worn out and crumpled, as though it had been scrunched up and folded out again lots of times. I heard the hum of the fridge and saw the sun through the kitchen window was red and low in the sky. For a tiny moment I couldn’t work out why I was on the sofa and why I had been asleep when the clock above the microwave said it was only eight o’clock. And then I remembered that it was because Barney had broken up with me and all the pain – but also the fear – came back in one big whoosh. Ow. Oh wow, oh ow.

			I moved out three days later back to my mother’s house in Brighton. I took all the house plants and left him our four-month-old bed we hadn’t yet had sex in. We had been together eight years and nine days.

		
	
		
			A week into living with my mother I got a call from my friend Erica who announced that by sheer miracle both her twins were napping – warning me that at any moment either one of them might wake – before offering her shocked and aggrieved condolences.

			I brought my shoulder up to my ear to hold my phone in place as I hobbled into a patch of shade on the patio, out of earshot from my mother, who was kneeling on the lawn breaking up a bed of soil with a trowel. ‘I know he hasn’t died,’ I said. ‘Logically my brain knows that. But as far as my body’s concerned, he might as well have done.’

			‘Well, yeah, of course.’

			‘And I’m still wondering whether there’s been a kind of weird mix-up with reality and I’ve entered some form of alternate universe that I’m going to eventually pop out of and get back to my old life.’

			‘Again, of course.’

			Listening to Erica affirming each of my statements – even the infeasible ones – made me feel fractionally less awful and alone. I told her it was mildly comforting to hear her confirm that along with my world imploding, I wasn’t also going insane.

			‘You’re definitely not. Do you know what is insane? My dentist, who’s married to another dentist, told me that three out of their four children are professional clowns.’

			‘What’s the fourth one?’

			‘Obviously a dentist.’

			I harped on some more about my shattered life until after nearly an hour she informed me with regret that she ought to wake the twins.

			‘It feels like such a masochistic act but otherwise they won’t want to sleep tonight and losing my evening isn’t worth staying on the phone to you now, no offence.’

			I assured her none was taken and asked if I should stay on the call to briefly say hello to them. She said that while that was a sweet offer, I would likely get embroiled in the retelling of their dreams, which would be long and tedious for me, and difficult to extract myself from.

			‘They have no innate sense of storytelling at this age; they don’t know how to set things up or get to the good bit. It’s just and then and then and then.’

			‘You’re looking for causality from a dream?’ I asked.

			‘At least a build and then a climax.’

			Erica’s high conversational standards meant she prioritized telling the best version of a story, rather than its factual accuracy. Just before she hung up I reminded her of the time she had told me about a woman she vaguely knew who had been diagnosed with colon cancer and whose partner had been planning to leave her but then had stayed nursing her until she died, only later admitting that the woman hadn’t actually died, but that ‘until she lived’ just didn’t have the same ring to it.

			‘I still maintain it doesn’t,’ she said, putting the phone down.

			‘Who was that?’ asked my mother, looking up from the flower bed, her trowel still in motion.

			‘Erica.’

			She frowned and said, ‘I hope you’re not being too sad with her. You don’t want to exhaust her goodwill entirely.’ She stressed ‘entirely’, as if to confirm I was already on the cusp of this.

			I reached my nose up to the magnolia tree to sniff its giant vanilla horn and told her, ‘That’s precisely what friends are for. If they were only there for the good times they would have checked out years ago.’

			‘I’m just warning you, her tolerance is going to have a cut-off point.’

			‘What do you suggest I do? Pretend to be OK even though some hours it physically hurts to breathe?’ What alarmed me about this statement was that I was not exaggerating.

			‘Use me instead,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘My capacity to listen to you is limitless.’

			I felt my eyes start to sting and began to blink quickly, but it was too late. She had caught me off guard with her tender pragmatism. I hobbled to hug her but she had already turned back to the flower bed, pressing down on the earth with vigour.

			I had torn one of the major ligaments in my knee the previous Easter, preparing my annual chocolate egg hunt for Barney. He claimed to partake in this ritual solely for my sake and was always dismissive when I told him to close his eyes so I could hide the eggs, but when he opened them again I’d see the glint of relief and excitement at the prospect of some tangible gratification, after hours spent toiling away at his desk rearranging the word order of a sentence, only to wonder if it was better the original way around. Only that year, we never got to the hunt part because when I jumped up to position the final egg on top of the bookcase, I landed weirdly and heard my knee make a loud popping sound as it buckled. When I tried to stand up I found I couldn’t put any weight on it and so lay on the sofa whimpering while Barney got a bag of frozen berries out of the freezer. But even after icing it, it swelled and went so bulbous that it looked like an elephant leg and so we took an Uber to A&E.

			The consultant who looked at my X-rays was initially confident the injury would heal without surgery, but after two months of crutches and wearing a leg brace, followed by half a year of physio, my knee still wasn’t working properly and so this same consultant decided I did in fact need to be operated on. To her regret (I assured her it was even more so to mine), there had been a further complication when the material she’d used to stitch me up had caused some sort of allergic reaction and so she’d recently gone back in to retrieve it, meaning for the last couple of months I had been back on crutches and inside a leg brace for the third time in two years. She had referred to it as ‘just a quick little op this time around’, making me wonder if she herself had ever been operated on. Arguably, I now had more first-hand experience of the procedure than she did. But I liked her because she seemed genuinely invested in the outcome of my knee, and I found the way her trainers always looked brand new very endearing.

			Thanks to the cocktail of drugs I was on, low-level nausea became my new norm. Hobbling around the garden in a stupor, I’d do three laps of the lawn before queasiness would take over and I’d have to change direction. My mother said she didn’t think that was a thing – getting sick when the circle was as large as a lawn – but I said, ‘Trust me, when you’re on Cipro it’s a thing.’ I thought the fact I was now abbreviating drug names made me sound either like a doctor or like one of those perpetually ill people who are always in and out of hospital, and since I didn’t have a medical degree only one of these categories was available to me.

			I wore a rucksack around the house to transport my things because the crutches had taken away the use of my hands. For some reason the rucksack made me extra sad and protective over myself and so I stopped wearing it and took to carrying things in the pockets of my pyjama shorts or underneath my armpits, but they often slipped out because I was sweating so much from the drugs and the heat. (It was unseasonably hot for June and my mother classified fans in the northern hemisphere as an unnecessary use of the world’s resources.) She had given me a small brass bell and told me I could ring it if I needed something pressingly but took it back after two days, saying my ringing was too liberal and that she felt she was living with a town crier.

			In the evenings after dinner – normally a proteinous salad, as my mother deemed cooking ‘frivolous’ – the two of us would watch an episode of a documentary series about the lost railway lines of Great Britain. I got tired of this show halfway through the first episode and would gladly have stopped watching it, but saw the uncustomary morsel of pleasure my mother got from it and this gave me a morsel of pleasure, and as I was not in a position to turn down morsels … on we ploughed with those branch lines. Sometimes pleasure can feel a bit teeth-gritty.

			Often my grandfather would call while we were watching the show and my mother would reluctantly pause it so he and I could compare notes on our ailments, while she caught up on her WhatsApp correspondence. I told my grandfather that my thigh had shrunk so much from inactivity that I could now reach both my hands around the widest part of it and my fingers would touch but that I didn’t like to do this because it made me squeamish. He said to make sure I did my physio exercises so that the skin didn’t get saggy or else I would end up like him, looking like a turkey that nobody wanted, not even really at Christmas. I adored my grandfather and said of all the people I might resemble I would be honoured to resemble him. He put the phone down shortly after this because he mostly disliked sincerity without wit and I hadn’t managed to think of a joke in time.

			‘It’d be nice to get through an evening without that man interrupting us,’ said my mother, tersely, picking up the remote.

			‘Why are you so anti Grandpa? I like talking to him.’

			‘I’m not anti him, I just find his attentiveness ironic.’

			‘Why? It’s not like he abandoned you. He just worked a lot to earn money so you could have a nice life.’

			‘Oh, so you’re the authority on my upbringing now, are you?’

			‘Well, didn’t he?’ I was impatient with her cryptic and dismissive remarks about my grandfather that had peppered my childhood. Either she could be specific about her grudge or she could get off her hate train. But she just hovered her finger over the play button and said, ‘From now on, you two can play happy families on your own time.’

		
	
		
			My mother is a retired GP who administers injections casually and owns a toolbox. I am the least hardy person I know and wept when my patients died playing Theme Hospital. ‘Your suffering is not unique’ is my mother’s favourite aphorism, of which I am the primary recipient.

			A few years ago, I read an article about Love Languages and understood that all my life my mother has been giving me acts of service while what I’ve wanted is physical touch and verbal affirmation. When I told her this discovery, she said, ‘So I should have spent less time bleeding the radiators and more time stroking you, is that right?’

			‘Maybe tried splitting the difference?’ I said, and then felt thick with guilt.

			She was forty-one when I was born. She had been working for Voluntary Service Overseas, training local doctors in a town outside Java, where she had met my father – a VSO employee and Glaswegian engineer – and had by her own admission tricked him into impregnating her, telling him she was on the pill when she wasn’t. What with her specializing in sexual health and family planning, I imagine from his point of view it seemed reasonable to have believed her.

			On learning she was pregnant she moved back to Sussex and installed herself in a three-bedroom end-of-terrace house in Preston Park – the same house where I grew up and where I was now currently living again.

			She had written my father a letter on her arrival back in the UK explaining the situation and that she had no expectation or wish for any financial or emotional involvement on his part, that she understood the importance of his fieldwork and didn’t wish to disrupt it in any way, and that the greatest service he could do would be to allow her to raise their child alone with the knowledge that his efforts were being more effectively used overseas. She has been open about this narrative with me since birth.

			I met my father only once, when I was seven, inside the café of BHS in Glasgow. He brought me a shadow puppet which I had pretended to play with while watching him and my mother sip black tea and reminisce about old colleagues. They had started speaking Bahasa Indonesia at one point and my mother had become animated and uncharacteristically soft. It is the only time I have ever seen her do what I think was a version of flirting.

			He had elderly parents he visited every couple of years but otherwise didn’t come back to the UK. I had never met these grandparents and my mother told me she had no intention of us meeting them as they were evangelists. My mother distrusts anyone with devout faith, believing they lack autonomy and self-sufficiency. I hoped we might see my father again on his next visit but this coincided with a Eurocamp holiday to Brittany my mother had already booked for us and would lose the deposit on if we didn’t go.

			The next year she received a letter from an old VSO colleague telling her that he had died in a moped accident, that because of the state the body was in, his parents had been persuaded not to fly it back to Scotland. We didn’t go to the memorial, which was held at a Reformed Presbyterian church in Glasgow. Apparently he hadn’t left behind a will and we were not short of money anyway, thanks to my mother’s salary and the fortuitously timed sale of my grandfather’s photographic business which he had worked in since the age of fifteen as an apprentice, before later inheriting it from the owner.

			My mother let me cry as she told me the news. I said to her, ‘You can cry too.’ She said, ‘I have no need to do that.’ She has never once let the wall between parent and child slip. No, that’s not true. She did cry one time, when she read me The Railway Children. When we got to the end bit where Bobbie is reunited with her father at the train station my mother shook the bed with her tears and I said, ‘Mummy, stop it, you’re scaring me.’ ‘Sorry,’ she said, tipping back her head and shaking her hands. ‘I’m sorry.’ At the time I interpreted her sorry as an apology for frightening me, but I’ve since wondered if it might have been her saying sorry for not giving me a dad whose arms I could run into. She tells me my father’s ashes are scattered in a paddy field in Java, the precise location of which she is unaware of.

		
	
		
			The middle Saturday in July my old school friend Beth and her husband Jon visited. They lived in Bristol but were spending the weekend in Hove with Beth’s parents, who were celebrating their wedding anniversary. It wasn’t a big one but Beth’s mother liked to mark any kind of holiday or festival or celebration – even Bastille Day, despite their lack of any French heritage.

			Beth and Jon were both doctors. Whenever anyone asked Beth how she got into medicine, she always said, casually, ‘Oh, I just fell into it.’ When I told this to Erica, she rolled her eyes and said, ‘Please. People fall into accountancy or someone else’s vomit, not saving lives in exchange for respect and a six-figure salary.’ I thought dermatology was pretty low on the life-saving scale and I knew for a fact that Beth didn’t earn six figures because I had asked her this outright, but didn’t say this to Erica because I got the point she was making and didn’t want to be pernickety.

			I led the two of them into the living room, where the curtains were still drawn from my sitting in the dark.

			‘Let’s let some light in, shall we?’ said Beth, enthusiastically moving to pull the curtain cord.

			I asked if they wanted anything to eat or drink and added if they did they would have to get it themselves because I was presently incapacitated, gesturing to my crutches. They said they were fine, that they had each just drunk a full glass of water before leaving the house. They were both keen cyclists and fanatical about their health. Ordinarily they wore Lycra as their everyday look, although today Beth was wearing a floaty dress that looked very tent-like and swamped her lithe frame.

			They sat next to each other on the sofa opposite me and I felt their nervousness at not knowing what to say. Beth’s engagement ring seemed particularly glinty in the sunlight, as if it was doing a little dance for me that I hadn’t asked for or wanted to sit through. She must have seen the way I was looking at it because she suddenly reached with her other hand to cover it, which I thought was a gracious, albeit irrelevant, gesture since her husband was sitting live on the sofa in front of me.

			‘I like your plait,’ she said, and asked if I had done it myself. I confirmed I had, and she said, ‘That’s clever. They always look rubbish whenever I do them.’

			‘Yeah, I could never do a plait,’ Jon added.

			Yikes, I thought. We really are scraping the barrel in terms of my accomplishments, but I thanked them, because I knew how hard they were trying and I wanted to see if I could be stoic and dignified – traits that felt perpetually out of my reach.

			‘How long does it take?’ asked Jon. ‘To do a plait.’

			‘That depends,’ I said. ‘Normally about a minute and a half but this one took longer.’ And I went on to explain that I had intentionally spent thirteen minutes doing this particular plait that morning because I had nothing else to do, adding that this appalled me because given the minuscule odds of any of us even being born at all, surely it was a waste of this one life to be spending time deliberately making plaits look more bad in order to justify doing them again?

			Jon laughed uncomfortably and said, ‘Whoa. Quite deep for eleven a.m.’

			I said that my other skill, in addition to plaiting my own hair, was my ability to be deep before midday, actually at any time of day. Arguably more of a flaw than a skill, chirped the snide voice inside my head.

			‘So, how are you?’ Beth asked. She had evidently decided to face the question head-on, and I admired her for this.

			‘Well, I’ve been better,’ I told her. ‘And I don’t think I’ve ever been worse.’ I said this objectively, without emotion, which was rare for me, and went on to explain that it wasn’t just the time I’d spent with Barney up until now that I was grieving for, it was also the time that hadn’t happened yet that I had banked on sharing with him. How could you factor someone so entirely into your life and then be OK with the fact that they were no longer in it – present or future? This was surely such a hard and unreasonable demand that we made for ourselves by falling in love. Beth chewed the side of her mouth as she presumably tried to think of a suitable reply. Jon nodded and said, ‘Yeah, tricky one.’

			‘Anyway, what’s new with you guys?’

			I hoped this would take us into more stabilizing territory, as somehow their lives always remained steady while everyone else’s around them went in and out of flux, but Beth looked excited and said, ‘We’ve actually got some news.’ She paused and I braced myself for whatever was coming. ‘We’re pregnant.’

			‘Congratulations,’ I said, hearing a strange break in my voice which I really didn’t want to be there.

			‘Thanks. We’re twenty-four weeks already but I was waiting to tell you in person.’

			I said congratulations again but this time the break in my voice sounded even more broken.

			‘I didn’t even know you were trying.’

			‘We weren’t really. It just kind of happened.’

			I imagined Erica rolling her eyes once again and saying, ‘Sure, you just happened to accidentally not be using contraception during your six-day ovulation window, did you?’

			It wasn’t that I even wanted a baby. I just didn’t want Beth to be having one, which I knew was petty and made me dislike myself, but this still didn’t eradicate the feeling.

			Watching them both, how sorted and settled their lives were, I felt so unbearably lost. But I didn’t just feel lost, I was lost. I had no idea what my future looked like. I had never known in terms of my work, but now I also had no flat and no Barney to go back to in London, and this was terrifying.

			‘I need to go to the loo,’ I said, getting up from the sofa and hopping towards the door on my crutches. ‘I’ll leave you to discuss my sad little life while I’m gone.’ I’d meant it to sound like a joke but it came out wrong; I think because there was too much truth in it.

			‘Oh, Misty, please don’t say that,’ said Beth, looking pained and embarrassed. ‘You’re just going through a rough patch right now.’

			This made me even more ashamed – the implication that I was making things worse than they had to be or actually were. For a moment I wished I was going through a death or a divorce and not just a break-up and an injury, because it often wasn’t appropriate to add the parenthesis (but I was planning to spend my life with him and I’ve started to doubt if I’ll ever walk again without apparatus).

			I made a mental note to make a jovial remark when I came back from the loo in order to make things less uncomfortable for everyone. I don’t remember exactly what I said now but it was in reference to the latest health advice concerning antioxidants that my mother had ripped out of the newspaper and stuck on the wall so we could all be informed about the benefits of blueberries while we urinated.

			Shortly after Beth and Jon left my mother came into the living room carrying my lunch on a tray – a plate of carrot batons and a ramekin of peanut butter.

			‘Beth’s pregnant,’ I said.

			My mother winced. ‘You know—’

			‘I know. My suffering is not unique.’

			‘I was actually going to say, I think this is all rather shitty for you.’

			She placed her hands, which were always cool, on the back of my neck and held them there.

			‘The thing is …’ I said. And I told her how it wasn’t just Barney and my home that I’d lost, but it was something more abstract too – where I thought I’d be at this point in my life. ‘And if that wasn’t enough,’ I added, ‘I don’t even have a career.’

			‘Well, that’s hardly new; you’ve never had one of those,’ my mother accurately pointed out as she frowned at her spider plant, drooping under the weight of its offspring. ‘I’ll have to cut off those plantlets. They’re sapping the mother’s energy.’ Her metaphor was not lost on me.

		
	
		
			The day Barney and I moved in to our flat, I was working part time in telesales and trying to write a publishable book. The day I moved out of our flat and back in with my mother, I was working part time in telesales and still trying to write a publishable book.

			When my first manuscript got rejected, my mother sent me an email with the subject heading, Of interest to you? The body of the email was empty aside from a link to an article titled, What Can I Do with an English Degree Other Than Become a Writer? I replied, I’m struggling to see the link! She resent it and I replied again, I mean the link between me and this article. This time she did not reply.

			‘Some people have to succeed at writing. I mean, look around you,’ I said to her the following Christmas, gesturing to the bookshelf in the kitchen. ‘Published books are definitely a thing.’

			‘They are a thing,’ said my mother, reaching in her rubber glove to unclog the sink. ‘But so are unpublished books, and there’s a hell of a lot more of those you can’t see.’ But this I knew and had no time for as an argument. In the end I stopped talking to her about writing and she stopped sending me job links. It seemed we had reached a truce, or at least an impasse.

			When my second manuscript got rejected on the grounds that it wasn’t very thrilling (a judgement I agreed with and thought to be a reasonable requirement of a thriller), I told Erica that my taste and ambition continued to outweigh my skill. ‘But that’s just imposter syndrome,’ she said. I asked how I was meant to tell the difference between imposter syndrome and genuinely being unqualified.

			‘Fail again, fail better,’ she replied, swerving the question. I pointed out that there was a paradox to this line because surely to fail better meant to get even further away from succeeding. Erica told me I needed to stop pulling apart established sayings that were designed to offer encouragement, and then added, ‘But lol if you’re right. I know a theatre director with that Beckett quote tattooed up his arm.’

			Erica and I had met during our first week at Leeds University, where I had gone to study English, and Erica, Drama. We had been put on the same corridor of our halls, at opposite ends, bracketing a row of Millies and Lotties and Indias who wore pearls and pashminas and had turned their bedrooms into shrines to their gap years with drapes of batik fabric hanging from the walls, tie-dye cushions and poufs. During Freshers’ Week, Erica had walked past the open door of my room, which was sparse aside from two framed photographs – one of my mother and grandfather, and another of me and Beth on our last day of primary school.

			‘Have you finished unpacking already?’ Erica asked, not yet bothering to introduce herself. ‘I mean, including decorating.’

			‘Yes.’ I nodded.

			‘Based solely on the fact that your room doesn’t look like a shisha lounge, do you want to come with me to the SU bar?’

			We were already halfway there by the time we asked each other our names. Erica said it was a good job she hadn’t found out any sooner that I was called Misty, or else she would have immediately rescinded the invitation.

			She told me as we watched a group of hockey boys downing snakebites that it hadn’t ever occurred to her to be attracted to men, that women were so clearly the superior species she felt fortunate to have never had the affliction of desiring the male anatomy. I told her that with lines like this she could become a modern-day Jane Austen, to which she replied, ‘I probably could, if I had even the remotest interest in being anyone other than myself.’

			After my third failed attempt to write a book, I stopped telling people I was writing, and would say if anyone asked, ‘Oh, just bits and bobs, the odd line, nothing in particular,’ but quietly and doggedly I was going at it again. ‘Like Bertha up in her attic,’ said Erica, who was big into Gothic literature.

			Each time the novel I was working on got rejected and I would open it back up and try to diagnose the problem, I would hear myself asking: Misty, is there no end to your resolve? The snide voice inside my head would counter, Is there no end to your delusion? I didn’t really resent the voice for this. I thought it sounded reasonable and offered objectivity – which I wanted because I shuddered at the thought of becoming one of those really confident pumped-up people who had either forgotten how to doubt themselves or chose not to in order to manifest success – but I did think it was a shame the snide voice always got the last word.

			Aside from Barney, Erica was the only person who I told about my writing in any granular detail. I think partly it was because she was so unshockable. I could have revealed I had half a dozen unwanted manuscripts in my drawer, and she would have reacted in the same manner as if I’d referred to half a dozen unwanted moths.

			On days my writing went well, I felt completely sustained by it, as though I didn’t need anything else. But on days it went badly, I was so grateful for other things: trees, buildings, light, but mostly other humans. When I said this to Erica her sole response was, ‘Gross.’

		
	
		
			‘Jennifer’s daughter met her fiancé on an app,’ said my mother, apropos of nothing as she took her blood pressure at the kitchen table.

			It was the end of August and the morning of my thirty-second birthday. We had been living together for almost three months. By now, the shock of my grief had been replaced by the daily grind of functioning without Barney, which in many ways I found more tedious than the raw pain of missing him.

			‘Isn’t she a bit young to be getting married?’ I asked, alarmed I’d once babysat her.

			‘She’s twenty-seven. Hardly a child bride.’

			I turned away from my mother’s compressed bicep to admire the small row of birthday cards I had been sent. That four people cared enough to sit and write a card and find a stamp and post it in advance, that moved me. In fairness, what doesn’t move you? said the voice.

			‘Apparently it’s less hook-upy than Tinder,’ my mother continued. ‘This Hinge app. More self-respecting.’ She spat those last words out, along with her evident judgement.

			It was surprising to hear her talk about dating apps, or dating altogether. She had never fed me the narrative of needing a partner, or even allowed me to watch Disney films growing up, although a VHS of Cinderella had somehow evaded her ban which I had watched and rewound so many times that the tape had gone static until the ending had eventually cut out. When I’d asked as an adult, ‘Why Cinderella, though? It’s, like, the least feminist one,’ she had simply said, ‘I was too tired that day in Woolworths to fight you.’ ‘No greater relevance?’ I’d asked. ‘Nothing greater than my great exhaustion,’ she’d said.

			‘It’s weird you trying to matchmake me. It’s very off-brand for you,’ I said, picking up a raspberry and sucking on it.

			‘I’m not trying to matchmake you. I’m just saying you might as well get on with meeting someone if that’s what you want.’

			I stroked the orange-shaped pimpled candle Erica had sent me (along with the note, Happy birthday, dear one. I’m obsessed with how ugly this is) and said that what I presently wanted was not to talk about this.

			‘Look at me, I’m living proof you don’t need a partner to have a fulfilling life, but if you do want one then you ought to crack on with it. Time waits for no woman.’

			I knew my mother was right, but I didn’t want to crack on. I wanted to stop time like the boy in the children’s television show I used to watch. Except that I wanted his gold stopwatch so I wouldn’t have to end up alone, rather than to score a goal or reposition a bucket of water to stop it falling on someone’s head.

			That afternoon I tested my newly mobile knee by venturing to Waterstones opposite the clock tower to spend the gift voucher my grandfather had given me. Inside the shop I noticed engagement and wedding rings everywhere, like a computer game full of sparkling little nuggets to collect. Some of their owners looked offensively young and so I left and went to the Amnesty bookshop in the Lanes where the woman who served me had a wooden ring on her wedding finger, which partially consoled me.

			At least you aren’t worth gold or diamond either, I thought.

			You aren’t even worth oak, I heard her silently reply.

			As I walked home, I felt ashamed to admit that I didn’t want my mother’s life, that as much as I admired her integrity and independence, I didn’t want these attributes myself. I wanted a partner to look after me and grow old with me and find me lovable enough not to leave; and I couldn’t even really blame Disney for this. I was frightened of getting hurt again but more frightened of being left single and alone for ever. It was like laying an ace card on top of a king that ordinarily would have trumped the rest of the deck.

			Fuelled by my overriding fear, I downloaded Hinge as soon as I got back, dismayed by the number of people who worked in tech and finance and were dressed in ski or snorkel gear. It wasn’t that these weren’t excellent people for other people, but I felt very strongly that these were not people for me.

			After seven profiles that listed the words bucket list and Japan, I was extremely disillusioned and wanted to give up, but persuaded myself that if I persisted, the app would start to learn my preferences and find me someone who wasn’t passionate about street food and powder snow. I didn’t really understand technology, but was pretty sure this was how algorithms worked, and because I wasn’t on social media, I reasoned my profile was having to start from scratch. Once I’d accepted this, it became easier to emotionally detach from the task, and for the next six minutes I simply scrolled left, flicking through photos of ramen and snowy peaks as though I was looking at Tripadvisor reviews.

			In the evening, I went with my mother and grandfather to a Catalan restaurant on the outskirts of town. There was a young girl with thick dark hair on her arms dancing fervently next to the speaker which was playing lively guitar music. She was frowning with focus and making lots of strong and committed shapes with her small thin body. I looked at her with complete admiration and thought, My wish for you is that you keep dancing this way.

			‘I’ve been watching the way you chew,’ said my mother, interrupting my private moment. ‘It’s quite bovine-like. I think you ought to be doing more of a vertical movement rather than a sideways one.’

			‘Thanks for the feedback,’ I said. ‘But in case you hadn’t noticed I’ve been prioritizing fixing my broken heart and knee.’ After that, I tried to deliberately eat as much like a cow as possible, even inserting the occasional moo.

			Shortly after we had finished our main courses, the waiter brought out a cake and started to sing ‘Happy Birthday’. People joined in and I did too, even though I thought it was a bit weird to sing to myself. As the waiter walked towards us and placed the cake at the table next to us, I felt really pleased I’d made the decision to sing because at least it looked like I hadn’t assumed the cake was for me, especially now it had been confirmed that it wasn’t.

			‘I didn’t think you’d want one,’ my mother said, defensively.

			‘I don’t,’ I said, and I didn’t, but I still wanted her to have got me one. Such contradictory wants, said the voice. Me and the rest of the human species, I silently replied.

			My grandfather broke the awkwardness by telling us that the son of his friend Kevin had just left his wife and two children as well as his job as a Chief Marketing Officer, all on his forty-fifth birthday, and moved to a new city to start all over again.

			‘But why?’ I asked, incredulous.

			‘That’s what Kevin asked. And all his son kept saying was, “I did it to slow down time.”’ This was wild to me, that this man had actively chosen to erupt his life, to go through the process I was currently embarking on out of choice. Or was that the crucial difference – that because he had chosen it he felt empowered by its eruption rather than exhausted and broken by it?

			‘Couldn’t he have just had an affair or bought a sports car?’ asked my mother, disapprovingly. My grandfather disregarded her remark and looked admiringly at his glass.

			‘Kevin can take a sip of Guinness and land just below the harp and above the G of the pint lettering every time. I’ve never once seen him even a millimetre off.’

			‘And we’re meant to be impressed by that, are we?’ Here she went again, quashing my grandfather at every opportunity.

			I smiled encouragingly at him but he ignored her provocation and said calmly, ‘You’re not meant to be anything. But I’m allowed to be, yes.’

			Along with my mother, I didn’t find this particularly impressive but thought it was interesting how much it interested my grandfather. It was curious, the things that made some people tick and left others cold, or tepid at best.

			After we had dropped my grandfather home and got back to the house, my mother went straight into the kitchen to fix her pot of chamomile tea – her routine refreshment for our nightly episode of branch lines. I slumped down onto the sofa inside the living room, rearranging the cushions to prop up my leg, which still benefited from elevation if I’d been vertical for several hours. When she entered the room minutes later, she was pursing her lips and holding a cupcake with a lighted candle in it. ‘I thought you might find a whole cake a bit overwhelming,’ she said gruffly. And she was right, but what she’d underestimated was how overwhelming I would find this cupcake. But I didn’t cry. I thought, Nope. Let’s have a day without tears, Misty. We split the cupcake in half and shared it like two annoying skinny women I had once seen inside a café trying to push the bigger half of a brownie onto each other.
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