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			There is a moment every writer knows; long before they ever put pen to paper, there is a point of inception, inspiration, imagination—call it what you will—a magic hour of the mind made beautiful, like most things are, by its transience. It won’t last. You can’t keep it. No more than you could keep the spark that lights a flame. But you remember it with every ending; that moment, before it all began, before your perfect creation was made imperfect by logistics and limitations. That moment is what I love most about creating something new: the idea, the spark, the beginning, when what might have been was still what might be.

		

	
		muscle memory
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		“Cup of tea?”

		I’ve asked him this a hundred times before. I ask it now, casually, as though nothing has changed. As though this time is the same as all the others. But before the words have even left my mouth I think, That’s the last time you’ll ever ask him that question.

		I know it’s true too. Because all this “let’s be friends” stuff is bullshit. Theo has no intention of being my friend; that’s just something he’s been saying to make it easier—not for me, of course, but for him.

		He asked if we could have a break but what he meant was a breakup. He moved most of his stuff out of our apartment while I was home in Dublin, crying on my mother’s sofa. He stopped loving me a long time ago but wasn’t brave enough to tell me. And so our relationship kept trundling forward like a wagon down a dirt road, with me tied to the back like a rag doll. I imagine myself bouncing about in the dust, with a stitched-on smile and vacant eyes, just happy the rope is holding. The image is so morbidly funny that I have to conceal a grin.

		“Sure. Thanks,” says Theo.

		Go fuck yourself, I think, in response to his perfectly reasonable answer to my question. This is going to be interesting.

		As I fill the kettle I can sense him start to notice his surroundings.

		“The place looks great,” he says. He’s not being facetious. It does. I redecorated.

		In the two months since he left, I’ve found it increasingly easy to accept that this is no longer our apartment; it is my apartment. The things that once served as comforting reminders of him have now grown alien and unwanted, which is why I want them all gone.

		The first thing I did was dismantle the photo wall—dozens of pictures of us hung from rows of twine with miniature wooden pegs—my first and only attempt at being the kind of woman who is crafty around the house. As I took the pictures down and placed them in a shoebox (I wasn’t quite ready to throw them away), I noted how smug we seemed in each one: big, stupid smiles, cheeks pressed together, arms around waists. Here we were at a music festival. And here, outside the gates of Buckingham Palace. In one photo we were lying half-naked on a beach with the Pacific Ocean stretching out behind us. I remember how Theo splashed me with the icy water, bringing my skin out in goose pimples and making me shriek with laughter.

		None of the photos were recent; most were taken early on in our relationship, when Theo would capture me in random, mundane moments—snuggled up on the sofa or laughing with friends. I used to love how he would take my picture unprompted, and not just on special occasions, like this candid of me, standing on the Ha’penny Bridge in the snow, looking back over my shoulder at him.

		The last photo I took down was a Polaroid Theo took of me just a few days into what would become our five years together. In it, I’m lying in his bed half-asleep, my body tangled in his bedsheets, back exposed, one leg jutting out, and a mass of auburn hair spilling out across the pillow like warm honey.

		He kept those sheets, the ones with the big green, red, and black circles on. They came with us from home to home over the years, and on the night Theo left, as he stuffed some clothes into black plastic bags, he held them in his hands and wondered whether to take those sheets or a different set.

		He was going to stay with a friend, he said. Steve, he said. Who the fuck is Steve? I asked, but that was neither here nor there. He would just stay with Steve for a couple of weeks, he said, get his head straight, he said, take a little break and then maybe we could go on a holiday and reevaluate, he said.

		“But Steve only has a blow-up mattress, so I’ll need to bring sheets.”

		It struck me as odd how, in the midst of what was a seemingly out-of-the-blue breakup, Theo already knew where he was going and what the situation regarding bedsheets would be when he arrived. And as he stood there, like a child asking his mother which towel to bring to swimming practice, it dawned on me what was happening.

		I say that like the information came to me and stayed with me. It didn’t. It was more like a gap in the clouds than a dawning, really. Just a glimmer of clarity that would soon pass, returning at odd intervals and increasing in length until eventually the clouds cleared completely and my brain fully accepted that it was over. The clouds wouldn’t clear for some time, but in that moment, in that gap, I said, “You’re leaving me, Theo, take both fucking sets of sheets.” He said nothing. He packed them both.

		After I’d placed the last photo in the shoebox, I stood, hands on hips, and stared for a while at the blank space I’d created on the wall. The little wooden pegs hung there, gripping onto nothing, but they didn’t stay that way for long; the next day I filled that empty space with pictures of friends and family, covering it in memories independent of Theo, ones that existed in a different part of my mind, a part that didn’t hurt to access.

		When the wall was full, I looked at the remaining stacks of photos I had printed out and decided to keep going. I stuck them all over the fridge, but still there were more. So I stuck them to the kitchen cabinets too. I had to run to the shop to get more Blu Tack and by the end of the evening my entire kitchen was covered in photos. When I finished, I chuckled to myself at the sheer number of pictures, then realized how much like a psychopath I would seem to the casual observer and erupted into a proper belly laugh at my own expense. My laughter sounded odd in the empty apartment.

		I had a cleansing of sorts, boxing up Theo’s things and removing everything that reminded me of him. I bought new bedsheets; crisp white with orange embroidery across the bottom. I sold the leather sofa I’d always hated and got a comfy secondhand one instead, scattering yellow cushions on it and adding a knitted throw and a brightly colored rug. I hung new artwork on the walls. I even lit scented candles every night, so that the smell would be different. Everyone who comes to visit now remarks at how much cozier the place feels, and I wonder why I didn’t do this before.

		I’ve welcomed the onset of winter and the increasingly long evenings, which provide the perfect excuse to settle into my snug new space and read all the books I’d been meaning to get to. I curl up on the sofa with Norah Ephron or Joan Didion or some other former heartbreakee who’s been there and done that and lived to tell the tale. Sometimes I stop to contemplate a particularly relatable passage, relishing the silence as I stare at the bare treetops just outside my window, their skinny black branches quivering in the breeze, blindly searching for something just out of reach.

		And when I get cold, I put the heating on, choosing to ignore Theo’s voice in my head telling me to turn it off and put more clothes on instead. If anything, the place is a bit too warm.

		

		•   •   •

		The hardest and most worthwhile change I made was to replace the framed Star Wars posters in what had been our bedroom. I first saw them in Theo’s apartment—the one he lived in when we met—and after that they hung in every home we ever shared. Our mutual love for Star Wars was one of the first things we talked about, and during our honeymoon days, snuggled up in his flat, we binged the original trilogy on a regular basis.

		It wasn’t the emotional attachment that made taking down the posters difficult. The fact is, I was absolutely terrified that somehow this breakup would ruin Star Wars for me; the physical act of removing those pictures from what was now my bedroom felt like a tiny defeat, and while I could accept that there were songs I’d no longer be able to listen to, places I would have to avoid for a while, and even people I would never see again, the idea that it might now be difficult for me to watch Star Wars—that I would forever associate those films with this shit show of a relationship—that stung.

		But I did take them down and I immediately replaced them with three new posters of three powerful women; now Ellen Ripley, Sarah Connor, and the Bride hang side by side above my bed and I sleep a little better with them there. By the way, I’ve since watched all three Star Wars films and I’m happy to report that I still felt a childlike glee throughout.

		

		•   •   •

		Theo’s here today to collect the rest of his stuff—the stuff he didn’t shove in a black bag that first night or sneak out of the apartment when I wasn’t home—but he hasn’t seen the bedroom yet. I’m looking forward to that. In fact, I had to resist the urge to laugh out loud when he walked in and was met by the unmissable display of photos in the kitchen. I could see the cogs turning, his brain offering up to him the possibility that I had entirely lost it, and this, coupled with my chirpy demeanor in what I’m sure he was expecting would be an altogether more somber scene, must be confusing him greatly. It wasn’t my intention to confuse him, only to show him that I’m just fine without him. Any other negative feelings on his part are a bonus.

		I flick the switch on the kettle while Theo grapples with the new decor. I see him spot a pair of red heels by the sofa—the pair I kicked off after a night out and chose not to put away in the hopes that he’d notice them. It’s not pretty, but it’s true; I wanted him to see them. I wanted him to wonder where I’d been. What kind of night I’d had. If I got drunk. Or flirted with anyone. Maybe brought someone back here. Had sex with that someone in our bed. I wanted those heels to remind him of the time I wore them for him with red lingerie. And now I want him to imagine me wearing them for someone else. And I want that thought to cut him.

		I haven’t been with anyone else, as it happens. That night—like most nights lately—I got into bed and cried, partly from loneliness, and partly from a sense of relief at having made it through another day. Truth be told, the thought of anyone touching me right now feels deeply wrong. I did go on a date, but that was just an attempt to convince myself that I’m okay, which is ironic, really, because it only served to prove that I’m very much not.

		The date wasn’t planned as such. Last week I was having tapas with a friend when I spotted a very attractive guy at the table behind us. I was genuinely taken aback by how good-looking this man was. I say man—I mean boy; he was a boy. At least to me he was; I’m thirty and I guessed he was about twenty-three. He was having dinner with his parents, so to avoid feeling entirely predatory, I wrote my number on a napkin and asked the waiter to give it to him when I left.

		It was one of those “fuck it” moments you get in the throes of grief.

		An hour later I got a text. I saved him in my phone as “The Guy from the Tapas Place.” We chatted for a few days. Then we went on a date. It was awful.

		Now, I’m sure people have been on much worse dates than this one. The Guy from the Tapas Place wasn’t sleazy or obnoxious or mean. He was just vapid; a beautiful, empty vessel of a man who taught me that making conversation with someone who has no ambitions in life and no real interest in anything can be quite difficult.

		We went to a cocktail bar in Shoreditch with a sort of eighties nostalgia vibe—the wallpaper looks like hundreds of little cassette tapes and the menus come in flimsy cassette-tape holders. Novelty menus become decidedly less novel when your world is falling apart, though, so all of this was lost on me. Still, we ordered cocktails and chatted as best we could for a few short, endless hours.

		He’s a model—of course he’s a model—but he’s “not actually that interested in modeling”; he was just eager to earn some extra cash because, as it turns out, working at his mate’s brewery didn’t pay very well. He was approached on the street one day and offered a modeling gig by an attractive older woman.

		“Not unlike you,” he said.

		I’ll take that.

		When it felt like an appropriate amount of time had passed, I suggested we call it a night. The waiter came over with a bill for sixty pounds and the Guy from the Tapas Place made no move to get his wallet out. I’m usually happy to split the bill—I don’t expect a man to pay the whole thing—but I definitely do expect him to not expect me to pay it just because he’s gorgeous, which is what I began to suspect was happening here. Also, the cocktails were ten pounds each, and he’d had four; I’d had two. So we kept talking, but now there was an elephant in the form of a bill, sitting on the table in front of us.

		The tension was finally broken when the waiter, half-bent forward in an apologetic fashion, announced that the bar would soon be closing. At this point, my date, having definitely already seen the amount we owed, leaned over, looked at the bill, and inhaled sharply through his teeth.

		“That’s a lot!”

		“Yeah,” I said, resisting the urge to explain basic math.

		He kept looking at it in puzzlement until finally I caved and we split the bill fifty-fifty.

		As we walked toward the train station, he took my hand in his. An oddly tender move for a first date, I thought. When he put his arm around my waist I broke, giggling uncontrollably. I assured him that everything was fine—I was just a bit tipsy, you know, from the two cocktails—but the truth is I found this all incredibly awkward, and I find awkward situations incredibly funny. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s a physical reaction, like how people laugh on roller coasters. Either way, I was done.

		I stopped and announced that I’d rather get a taxi. I said good night and told him I’d had fun, and I really felt like I was doing a good job of ending things there, but somehow he managed to mooch about until a cab arrived and the next thing I knew he was in it with me. Since we both lived in the same direction, he said, we might as well share a cab. I made a big point of telling the driver there’d be two stops.

		When we pulled up outside his house, the Guy from the Tapas Place leaned across the back seat for what I thought was going to be a hug. It wasn’t. As I put my arms halfheartedly around him he kissed me, but given my assumption that we were hugging, the trajectory was off and his mouth caught the corner of mine. My entire body cringed. He probably felt it. But not one to be discouraged, he looked at me and in the most dramatically Hollywood fashion said, “I can do better than that.”

		That was it. There was no way I was getting away without kissing this fool. So I let him kiss me. I even kind of kissed him back—nobody wants to be remembered as a bad kisser—and then it was over and he gazed adoringly at me for a moment before finally pissing off into the night, never to be seen again. Incidentally, he didn’t offer me any money for the cab.

		I looked him up when I got home and found photos of him in Calvin Klein underwear. I imagined waking up next to him, shafts of sunlight pouring across a body that shouldn’t rightly exist in nature, carved specifically with moments like this in mind. Then I imagined him smiling up at me, and I shuddered.

		I texted him a few days later to tell him the truth: that I thought I was ready to date again but it turns out I wasn’t. I left out the part about him being a beautiful, empty vessel of a man, even though he probably would have taken it as a compliment.

		

		•   •   •

		Theo looks at the high heels, then at me, then immediately averts his gaze. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, but his face seems to be locked in a permanent state of semi-anguish. He looks terrible. His longish almond hair, which he always styles into a messy quiff, now lies limp and frizzy on his forehead. His whole body, usually poised in an athletic stance, seems sort of sunken somehow, and his skin is paler than usual, with dark puffy circles under his eyes.

		I wonder if he’s been crying. If he regrets leaving. Part of me hopes he does. Part of me hopes that being back here reminds him how good he had it, and that seeing me looking intentionally, effortlessly gorgeous will make him realize he made a mistake. I want him to drop to his knees and beg to be allowed back into my life. Not because I want him back, mind you—I’m through the worst of it now and I know that getting back together would be an insult to all I’ve been through—I just want to know that he knows he won’t survive without me. I think that would make me feel better.

		“How’s your mother?” he asks. I make a mental note that we’ve arrived at chitchat.

		“Great.”

		“Yeah?”

		“No, Theo. She’s upset, obviously.”

		“Oh.”

		The kettle begins to boil, its steady crescendo adding some much-needed tension to the situation.

		“So, are we going to talk about all the women you’ve been seeing?” I ask.

		“Fucking hell!”

		That’s not a denial.

		“Because one of the main reasons you cited for ending our relationship,” I go on, “was a desperate need to ‘focus on yourself’ and ‘spend some time alone,’ and now I hear you’re making every effort to avoid being alone.”

		“How did you find out?” he asks, and his nonchalance actually hurts a little, but I don’t let that show.

		“Oh please,” I say. “You’ve spent weeks coming on to every woman in every bar this side of the Thames. We have a lot of mutual friends, Theo. Word gets around.”

		That’s not entirely true; I read his text messages using an old phone he left behind. But I can’t tell him that.

		“Well, I’ve been grieving,” says Theo. “I’m a fucking mess. It doesn’t mean anything, I just needed an outlet.”

		“I hope you opened with that.”

		“Piss off.”

		“No, really, did you tell them they meant nothing up front or as they were collecting their knickers off your floor?” I ask.

		“Oh God,” I say, suddenly realizing, “have you been fucking women on a blow-up mattress?”

		“I’ve got a real bed now,” he retorts, and I exhale involuntarily as his words land like a punch to the gut.

		“Well,” I say, “who’s a big boy, then?”

		He regrets saying that. I can tell. But he won’t say so.

		“Look, can we not do this please?” he says. “I’m not feeling great.”

		“Not do what, Theo? Argue or break up or move your things out? Because the first is optional but the latter two are definitely happening.”

		“Well, I’m not the one who’s been lording it about all over the internet!”

		Two things strike me about this sentence. Firstly, yes, I have dramatically increased both the quality and quantity of my Instagram posts. They have followed the exact same pattern as that of every other recently dumped woman: beginning with inspirational quotes and pictures of sunsets, shortly followed by photos of the family pet, and then graduating to nights out with friends and overly filtered, uncharacteristically hot selfies. I’ve been taking a lot of gratuitous selfies lately, because I’ve dropped more than a stone and I look fucking great. That said, I can’t eat when I’m upset and I’d do anything to have my appetite back. But silver linings, eh?

		Secondly, did he just say “lording it about”? I should really be focusing on the matter at hand but my brain can’t seem to get past this hilarious choice of phrasing.

		“Lording it about?” I repeat, but saying the words out loud makes me laugh. Theo looks on, incredulous.

		I’m not doing well to dispel the notion that I’ve lost it.

		“I’m sorry,” I say, composing myself, “I should have been more considerate. I should have thought about how my actions might affect you. I should have had more respect for you.” His eyes narrow at me.

		“You’re not talking about Instagram, are you?” he asks.

		“No.”

		“You’re talking about me getting with other women.”

		“I am, yes.”

		“Great!” he says. “When am I gonna hear the end of this?”

		I sometimes wish I could record these gems to play back for him.

		“Well, I brought it up twenty seconds ago, so . . .”

		“Christ, what do you want to know?” he asks indignantly, like he hasn’t been behaving like an utter prick. I pull back my shoulders and lift my chin and without a hint of emotion I ask the question I’ve wanted to ask for months.

		“Did you cheat on me?”

		“No,” he says, a little too quickly.

		“I don’t believe you.”

		“Then why ask?”

		“You might have said yes,” I say. “Or not answered at all, which counts as a yes.”

		“I didn’t cheat on you.”

		“But you did start hitting on women a few days after you walked out on me,” I say.

		He doesn’t answer.

		The kettle reaches its climax and switches itself off. Theo turns and walks back down the hallway toward the bedroom.

		Interestingly, I didn’t look through Theo’s messages to find out if he’d cheated on me; I just wanted to know who’d written the last email I received from him, because I could tell that he hadn’t.

		Three weeks into our “break” we met for dinner, as planned, to discuss the future of our relationship. I was aware, far back in some shadowy corner of my mind, that said future did not exist, but I wanted to see him. He hadn’t spoken to me since he walked out; I had only received emails from him, all purely logistical. One asked if he could swing by the apartment to “pick up a few things,” so in an effort to be accommodating, I told him I was in Ireland with my mother but he could of course let himself in to get them. When I returned to London, I asked my friend Maya to meet me at my apartment because I knew, without knowing, what I would find.

		Theo’s half of the wardrobe was empty save for a bunch of clothes hangers, which jangled together noisily when I opened the door; his underwear and sock drawers had been emptied too, and in the bathroom, my shelf remained untouched—full of jauntily colored nail varnishes, shampoos, and face creams—while beneath it, his shelf was completely bare save for a few rings of dust around vacant circular spots, which at least confirmed that I hadn’t just imagined him.

		I pictured Theo stuffing his belongings into a suitcase, frantically and unceremoniously, and now—the counterpoint to his frenzied evacuation—I moved through each room as though through tar, tentatively opening doors and pulling out drawers, conducting my morbid inventory. Maya stayed a step behind me. She said nothing. Sometimes our eyes met and we shook our heads in disbelief.

		I had moments of panic about random missing items.

		“Where’s the iron? Did he take the iron? Check that cupboard.”

		Maya did so, dutifully.

		“It’s not in here.”

		“Right,” I said. “Okay. I can get a new iron.”

		“You can get a new iron,” she echoed.

		“I don’t really iron things anyway. I suppose it was more his iron.”

		“Yeah. It’s fine,” she agreed. “It’s just an iron.” I was nodding constantly and involuntarily.

		“It’s just an iron.”

		It’s just an iron. It’s just stuff. I’m just heartbroken. It’s just my heart.

		I sat down on the bed and called my mother. Maya sat next to me and heard only my side of the conversation:

		“Hey. I got back okay . . . Fine. Bit of turbulence, but fine . . . Listen, I think he’s gone for good . . . Well, he took his stuff . . . No, not all of it, but, more than ‘a few fucking things,’ anyway . . . Clothes and toiletries . . . And the iron . . . Yeah, I can get a new one . . . I know I don’t, that’s what I said . . . No, Maya’s here . . . My mam says hi, Maya . . . She’s gonna stay the night, Mam . . . Yeah, I’m okay . . . No, of course I’m not . . . He took his shirts . . .”

		I will never know why, but it was the shirts that broke me. It’s the shirts that have become an in-joke among my friends, one of whom even suggested that I write a novel about him and call it He Took His Shirts. It’s a good title, but I feel it somewhat undersells the depth of the subject matter.

		Tears came then and my voice failed me. I held out the phone to Maya and she took it, rubbing my back as she talked to my mother, reiterating what I’d already said and adding her own opinion of Theo to the mix. Maya is a soft soul who hates no one, and while she’s prone to a good rant—usually about everyday injustices like people skipping queues or refusing to recycle—I have never seen her as angry as she was that night. It was a muted, determined sort of anger, far more conservative than the one I knew would soon consume me. While Maya assured my mother she’d stay with me, and, yes, she’d be sure to make me eat something, I went to the wardrobe and slid my clothes along the rail to fill the gap.

		Straight after the call, she ordered pizza and watched me eat two slices of it. Then she called her husband, Darren, to let him know she wouldn’t be home and to say good night to their daughter for her. Maya and Darren had been our friends for years and had seen us at our best, before things started to fall apart. I could tell they were genuinely disappointed that Theo and I were breaking up, and I knew it would change the dynamic between us all forever.

		That’s the problem with breakups, though. It’s not just two people saying good-bye and going their separate ways; it’s the excruciating process of untangling two lives, picking them apart like some sad surgical procedure, trying to detach this thing from that while causing as little lasting damage as possible.

		I heard Maya tell Darren what Theo had done, and I heard the long silence on the other end of the line before he finally said, “Fuck’s sake, Theo.”

		That was all he said. That was all he needed to say.

		Finally, Maya put me to bed and crawled in beside me. I asked her to tell me stories, silly ones, fairy tales, like “Goldilocks.” I knew it sounded childish but I was desperate for simple, familiar things. She happily obliged and even kept talking until she was sure I’d fallen asleep.

		

		•   •   •

		So this is how I knew, when I met Theo for dinner, that it was already over. Not only had he taken enough essentials for a new life without me; he hadn’t even prepared me for it. My mother had flown to London to be there for me when I got home from seeing him that evening, because—although she wouldn’t explicitly say it—she knew it was over too.

		While I was getting ready, she asked what I would do if Theo wanted to work things out, and I told her I’d be open to it, because there was a part of me that still hoped we could. But the thought of getting back together also created a quiet unease within me, which I realize now is why she asked; it forced me to imagine both possible outcomes instead of feeling—as I did—that I had no choice in the matter. I began to hope and fear in equal amounts that he would officially end it; I didn’t want to have to make a decision and I was terrified that, given the chance, I’d make the wrong one. So I went in accepting my fate, but still I agonized over what to wear and what to say. I almost didn’t go. I almost called to cancel. I almost wish I had.

		When I arrived too early at the restaurant, in the pretty orange dress and navy coat I’d eventually picked out, I sat outside and waited. It was a mild October evening. Autumn leaves swirled idly around my feet and on the street in front of me, a foot-wide shaft of light thinned to a sliver as the sun moved behind a building. The air cooled and I breathed, conscious of each breath.

		My anxiety had flared up since Theo left, and I’d been seeing my therapist twice a week just to manage the almost daily panic attacks I was having. But on that night, I remember feeling oddly calm. Truth be told, I was excited to see Theo; throughout our weeks of forced separation the prospect of even a few hours with him was all that had kept me going. The part of me that still held hope of reconciliation swelled in size, and I decided, then and there, that if he wanted to try again, I would. Even if that meant taking things slow, living apart a little longer, having more space, more time. Whatever he needed, I would give it to him. Because I loved him. And I wanted to make this work.

		He turned up in his gym gear.

		I tell people that and they need to pause to process the information. Then I repeat myself and, as their faces change from shock to pity, I am humiliated all over again. I feel as foolish now, telling it, as I did then. In fact, of all the things that happened that night and in the weeks and months surrounding it, of all the unimaginably low moments I’ve endured, the thing I’m most ashamed of is that I sat in a fancy restaurant opposite a man who until recently I thought might one day father my children, while he ended our relationship in a pair of trainers and grass-stained shorts. He said he’d come straight from training, and he hadn’t had time to shower or change, but I’d spent three weeks waiting for this. I had lived those weeks. I had sat inside each minute and felt the weight of it pressing in on me. And he didn’t even bother to wash himself, or put some fucking trousers on.

		

		•   •   •

		Theo told me it was over before the food even arrived; two servings of some sort of chicken in some sort of sauce. He devoured his meal, then asked if I was going to eat mine. I said no, I felt a bit sick, so he ate mine too.

		A lot was said and all of it seemed of the utmost significance then, but I struggle to remember it now. Bits stand out. At one point he cried into a napkin. This was after I told him that I’d taken a pregnancy test on the morning he broke up with me and that it was positive.

		“I wanted to tell you that night, when you got home,” I said, “but I guess on some level I knew you were going to leave me and I didn’t want you sticking around out of some misguided sense of obligation.”

		“Okay.”

		I can see him trying to compute all this.

		“So that’s why I didn’t tell you. And then you just happened to break up with me. And leave. And the next day I took another two tests and they were both negative.”

		“Right,” he said, staring down at his plate.

		“Maybe the first test was broken,” I offered.

		“So, you’re saying it was my fault?” he asked, tears filling his eyes.

		“What?”

		“That you lost the baby because I broke up with you.”

		“No! That’s not . . .”

		I couldn’t think straight. Did he honestly think I was accusing him of causing a miscarriage by leaving me?

		“I didn’t ‘lose a baby,’ Theo. Like I said, the test was probably broken or something. I just wanted to explain why I was acting weird that day. Why I was so out of it when you were leaving. Why I didn’t fight to figure it out. I should have fought harder. But I was scared. And exhausted. And I don’t think I was coping very well.”

		Theo wasn’t listening anymore. He had pushed back his chair and dropped his head into a napkin and was now crying heavy, globular tears.

		Initially, almost a reflex, I put a hand on his arm and tried to comfort him. I apologized for telling him about the pregnancy test, for burdening him with this information. Then I looked around at the other diners, who were glancing at us over forkfuls of food, and I saw myself as they must see me: a pretty girl in a pretty dress, consoling this man in a pair of shorts.

		Something inside me changed in that moment. I’d spent most of the night listening to Theo tell me what I did wrong in our relationship. How me quitting my job to pursue writing had been stressful for him. How my anxiety and depression were bringing him down. How he’d been “miserable” with me. Miserable. I remember that word distinctly. It’s quite a severe word. Theo basically made it clear that I was the cause of all his unhappiness; his floundering career, his turbulent relationship with his mother, even his own emotional instability could be traced back to me. As though his life before me had been completely pain-free.

		And I had just sat there, so weak and dejected that I believed him when he said I was the only thing holding him back. That if he could just be alone, to focus on himself and his career, he would finally be happy.

		Here I was, keeping it together despite feeling like I might at any minute fall apart. Supporting him when I needed support. Being made to feel responsible for all his problems. It was a microcosm of our entire relationship. And seeing him there, with his head between his knees, sobbing, I felt something shift.

		

		•   •   •

		I let go, withdrew my hand, pulled my shoulders back, and took a long, deep breath. That’s enough now, I thought. That’s enough.

		I spent the rest of our time together in a strange, detached state, as we dealt with the peculiar logistics of a breakup. Theo said he’d be in touch about collecting the rest of his stuff. He offered to pay his half of the rent for a couple of months until I figured things out. And he assured me he was not seeing anyone else, that he couldn’t even think about that right now. This brought me some comfort, I’ll admit.

		He also said he wanted to remain friends. That, in particular, stands out, because even though I was hurt and angry, and had just now decided that I didn’t want to try again, I still loved him, and I didn’t want him to be gone from my life completely.

		Afterward, he saw me to a taxi, and just before I got in the car, he took my hands in his and told me to call him if I needed anything. “Anything at all,” he said.

		We kissed. And I left. And that was it. I felt at once lighter and infinitely heavier.

		

		•   •   •

		A few days later, my mother flew home to Ireland and I picked my life up where I’d left off. First item on my agenda was coffee with my boss, Ciara.

		I used to work for Ciara when I still lived in Dublin, writing mostly made-up holiday reviews for a magazine called Taisteal, which is Gaelic for “travel.” She called me early last year, completely out of the blue, to say she was launching her own health-and-wellness magazine here in London and she wanted to give me my own column on mental health. I immediately quit my shit-but-stable full-time job to work for her, because she is a formidable woman who I had no doubt would be successful. And I was right.

		Once the magazine took off, Ciara launched a website too, and now I supplement my column with a weekly agony-aunt-style blog. I’m increasingly unsure what qualifies me to give life advice, but people seem to like it.

		Ciara always insists on meeting at one of those shabby-chic cafés in Mayfair, where a coffee costs upwards of eight pounds. But she also insists on paying for it, so I can’t really complain.

		I found her at a table outside, wrapped in a camel-colored coat and a massive cashmere scarf. I was wearing all black—not because I was mourning but because I found any amount of color coordination too exhausting at the time.

		“You’re looking well,” she said when I sat down.

		“Thanks. It’s this new thing I’m trying where I don’t eat or sleep or think about anything other than the fact that I’m a struggling writer on the cusp of thirty with no partner, no kids, and no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

		“Well, I must say, it suits you.”

		Ciara’s humor is as dry as a bone on a hot day. I imagine you either learn this the first time you meet her or you come away from every interaction feeling deeply offended.

		“Besides,” she went on, “kids are overrated. As are partners, for that matter.”

		“How are you and Kate?”

		“Oh, you know,” she said, with a wave of one hand, “every day with me is like a waking nightmare. But she’s too fond of my money. And too tired to divorce me.”

		“Fair enough.”

		Suddenly, Ciara’s brow furrowed.

		“Stop calling yourself a struggling fucking writer, by the way. It’s a very romantic notion, darling, but in actual fact you’ve got a monthly column, a weekly blog, and an as-yet-unwritten bestseller in you.”

		Her face lit up at this. “Which you’ve got time for now that what’s his face has fucked off!”

		“I know you know his name is Theo,” I said.

		“Whatever. He’s an idiot, darling. I’ve always said so.”

		“You have.”

		“And now he’s gone and proved me right!” she said with her signature Cheshire grin. The waiter arrived then with two lattes, which Ciara presumably ordered before I got there. She flashed him a sweet smile, then subtly checked out his ass as he left.

		“Lovely,” she said to herself. “Now, dare I ask how the writing’s going?”

		“Best not.”

		“I see.”

		I had fallen behind on a few deadlines and was expecting a grade-A bollocking. But Ciara just nodded thoughtfully and stirred sugar into her coffee.

		“And work aside,” she said, “how are you holding up?”

		“Well,” I said, “I made two cups of tea this morning.”

		She just stared at me, confused.

		“As in, Theo’s been gone over a month,” I went on, “but this morning I got up, went to the kitchen, made myself a cup of tea, left it brewing, and then came back to find I had in fact poured two cups of tea.”

		Ciara winced at this.

		“Ow,” she said.

		“Ow,” I agreed.

		“Some habits are hard to break,” she said, and with that she produced a pack of cigarettes from her ridiculously large leather handbag. “Speaking of which . . .”

		She offered one to me and I shook my head.

		“I don’t smoke,” I said.

		“Neither do I,” said Ciara, smirking as she lit one up.

		She then took what looked like a very satisfying drag.

		“So, you’re not doing very well, then?”

		“Not really.” I sighed. “I just sort of float about the apartment like a banshee, sniffing his old Christmas jumpers and wailing at the walls.”

		Ciara laughed as she tapped her cigarette on an ashtray.

		“It’s not funny,” I said.

		“It is, actually. It’s very funny . . .” And then, as if an idea had just come to her: “In fact—”

		“Don’t you dare!” I said, cutting her off, “don’t you dare tell me to ‘use it,’ Ciara, or so help me God . . .”

		Ciara raised her hands in the air and with mock innocence said, “I wouldn’t dream of it, darling.”

		“Good,” I said, sipping my coffee.

		“All I’m saying,” she said, and I rolled my eyes, knowing she had no intention of dropping it, “is that you write constantly, and very well I might add, about how to cope with all the shite life throws at you. And, as it would happen, life has just thrown you a rather large piece of shite, darling. I mean, call me crazy, but it’s almost like you should be smearing your bleeding heart all over the fucking page instead of sitting here whining at me about it.”

		Well. There it was. The bollocking had come, just in a slightly different package than I was expecting. I sat there, gobsmacked, as Ciara pointedly stubbed out her cigarette.

		“What was it Nora Ephron used to say?” she asked.

		“Everything is copy.”

		“Exactly!” she said. “That’s basically what I’m saying.”

		“Though admittedly Nora did put it a bit more succinctly than you.”

		Ciara glared at me and I suppressed a smile.

		“Point is,” she said, “you should thank Theo for the copy and tell him to go fuck himself.”

		

		•   •   •

		She wasn’t wrong. She rarely is. I went straight home, cleared all the crap off my desk, and got to work. For weeks I did nothing but eat and sleep and write. And see my therapist. She insisted that I add some exercise to my routine, which I did, in the form of a yoga class I’d stopped attending when Theo left. In hindsight, I can see that most healthy aspects of my life stopped when Theo left.

		A few days after our coffee, I got a text from Ciara asking how I was doing. I didn’t reply. I was too caught up in writing to reply to anyone, except for Maya and my mother, who checked on me almost daily and only ever got a thumbs-up in response.

		By the end of the first week of radio silence, Ciara messaged again: “Just making sure you haven’t gone full Plath on me,” she said. An hour later she asked what kind of oven I had, at which point I let her know I was just busy writing and would have something for her soon. The next day I handed in the first of many raw, honest articles about coping with heartbreak.

		I kept the details of the breakup vague and focused mainly on my grieving process, something I’d never really done before; I’d written countless pieces on mental health but never my mental health. As soon as the first blog went live, I panicked. I had that same sinking dread you get after drunk-texting your ex, or sleeping with someone you shouldn’t have. What was I thinking!? Vulnerability is the one thing I fear most, yet here I was, exposing my soft underbelly to the internet! The cruel, hateful, horrible internet.

		And then, a miracle. Instead of cruelty and hatred I received hundreds of comments and emails and even handwritten letters from people who had been through what I’d been through in some form or other, people who’d been to the depths of grief and back and who could tell you exactly what the bottom looked like. They said they found comfort in my words, that I’d made them feel less alone, but the truth was they did exactly the same for me; I can’t count how many boxes of tissues I went through as I read their messages of hope and support. With each new post, the comments flooded in faster, and week after week my little community grew.

		Ciara was delighted, of course; she’s offered to help me adapt the articles into a book and has even promised to find me a publisher.

		“I told you there was a bestseller in there,” she said when we next met for coffee. She clinked her coffee cup with mine in celebration and added, “Sad sells.”

		This might sound sadistic but it’s true; people want to see their sadness reflected back at them because it makes them feel connected to something and connection is the best salve for sadness. The irony is we’re usually at our most disconnected when we’re grieving, either because we’ve lost the person we felt closest to or because we’ve withdrawn from others in order to protect ourselves from future pain, or to protect them from our “brokenness.” Sometimes, we even disconnect from ourselves, our bodies becoming battlegrounds as we wage silent wars upon ourselves. That’s the hardest thing to come back from and the main thing I’ve been working on with my therapist lately. Coming back to myself, to my body, feels like coming home, only to no home I’ve ever known.

		That day in the café, I was happy. More than that, I was content. Beginning inside me and radiating outward was an overwhelming sense of wholeness, and fullness, and joy. It was as if I could feel my heart knitting back together, strand by strand, and the sensation was at once odd and painful and deeply satisfying; a healing pain.

		

		•   •   •

		Then came Theo’s birthday. It had been well over a month since our dinner, and I was feeling ready to speak and eager to sort out the last of the logistics. I decided to extend an olive branch and send a text to wish him happy birthday.

		He didn’t reply.

		A few days later I texted again to ask if he was okay.

		No reply.

		When another day passed with no word from Theo, I sent him an email asking where we stood. I told him I’d accepted it was over and I didn’t want to try again, but after five years together it would be a shame to just cut one another out completely. I also reminded him how keen he’d seemed to stay friends and expressed how hurtful and confusing it was to just be ignored after that. Finally, I asked if he could at least come and get the rest of his things.

		Two days later I received an email so bizarre that it’s difficult to describe without quoting the whole thing directly. Suffice to say it sounded like a canned response, the likes of which you would expect to receive in reply to a complaint about a faulty refrigerator, not a heartfelt message to your former partner.

		There is an unmistakably “almost human” tone to such emails, a sort of faux-empathetic sentiment with a cold, corporate undertone; the uncanny valley of language. It began with a decidedly formal greeting, included something about him “appreciating my patience in these difficult circumstances,” and ended with the line, “I do hope this correspondence has not caused you any further concern.”

		Another mini revelation. Another gap in the clouds. This time I realized two things: one, he lied about wanting to be friends and was continuing to lie because he was too cowardly to just tell me he never wanted to see me again, and two, he did not write that email.

		

		•   •   •

		Among the belongings Theo left behind was his old mobile phone. He had only recently upgraded and left the old one in his desk drawer—now my desk drawer—and for weeks I had resisted the urge to turn it on and find out what he’d been saying about me to his friends; that would, of course, be a massive breach of privacy and no good would come of it. But at four a.m. on this particular night his right to privacy seemed suddenly unimportant. I had to know who wrote that email. So I charged his phone, switched it on, and typed in his PIN; there had been no secrets between us, after all.

		I found a conversation between him and two of his female coworkers, Lesley and Victoria, in which he had sent them my email and asked them to draft a reply. I should mention at this point that I used to work at the same company as Theo—he in the accounting department and I writing press releases—so I had met these two women quite a few times at conferences and Christmas parties and such. We weren’t exactly close friends, but I knew them well enough to be absolutely mortified by this. Not to mention I’d been aware for some time of a flirtation between Theo and Lesley.

		There was a lot to take in, but one part that stood out was Victoria suggesting that Theo avoid the phrase “I’ve moved on.”

		“It sounds too much like you’re seeing another person,” she said.

		“Oh really, Vicky?” he asked. “Then how do I make it clear I’m seeing multiple people!?”

		He then wrote the word LOL, in all caps, several times. “I’m moving in several different directions?” she suggested.

		An excessive number of LOLs followed.

		After this they spoke at length about what a crazy bitch I am. He said that I’d been messaging him, acting weird, and that he was “terrified” I would show up at his office unannounced. For the record, I had no intention of doing anything of the sort, but I took some joy in the fact that he was afraid I might. Theo said he needed to send this ASAP to “get me off his back”; then they joked about my email to him, and I crumbled.

		Suddenly, the faces of every one of his exes flashed through my mind; women I’d met at parties or weddings or school reunions, each one of them a “crazy bitch,” according to him. He never spoke to any of them; he had cut them out immediately following their breakups. He confided this to me, joked with me about it, just as he was now joking with these other women about me. I got angry then, not at him but at myself. I had known he was capable of doing this. I was just too naive and too arrogant to believe he would do it to me. We all think we’ll be different, don’t we?

		I opened his messages and the first conversation I found was with Darren. Scrolling back to the date of the breakup, I found the usual supportive messages you’d expect from a friend: Darren saying it was the right thing to do, assuring him we’d both be okay, suggesting they go out for a pint to talk it over. Theo never seemed to take him up on this offer, though, and instead struck up a conversation with an old uni mate named Isaac.

		Just four days into what Theo was then calling our “break,” Theo started telling Isaac about the women he’d been pursuing. He said he’d “gone back to that club last night and got another girl’s number.” He talked about a woman he’d met online who he was going on a date with (he took her out for breakfast on his birthday, as it transpires). And he seemed particularly keen on a girl named Natalie, whom he’d been introduced to at a friend’s party.

		Isaac and I had never really got along—his sole purpose in life was to get laid—so I was surprised when he suggested that Theo slow down a bit and process what he was going through. He also pointed out that Natalie had just gone through a breakup too and might need to be alone for a while, something Theo should maybe consider himself. It had been a long time since I’d seen Isaac. Apparently he’d gone and done some growing up. But Theo was having none of it. He said that Natalie being unavailable only made her more appealing, and then he went on to describe in great detail the kinds of things he’d “like to do to her.”

		Through a deluge of tears and with shaking hands I continued. I wasn’t proud of myself, nor did I feel one iota of guilt. Perhaps I should have—these were his private messages, after all—but I didn’t have the capacity to care.

		What followed was a blurry montage of conversations with other male friends—some lewder than others—as well as messages to the women themselves. Each time, Theo opened with a similar comment about how he’d enjoyed meeting the girl in question, then followed up with a funny quip specific to their interaction (the tailored touch, nice) and ended with an invitation to grab a coffee or go for a drink, or a run, depending on her interests. It was all so measured, so strategic, that it gave me chills. One conversation got pretty filthy pretty quickly, including pictures from both parties, and I couldn’t close it fast enough.

		By five a.m. I had come undone. All the wholeness and fullness I felt were gone, replaced by a feeling of desolation.

		I called Maya. She answered the phone and was met with the sound of my raspy breaths.

		“All right,” she said. “Are you choking?” I managed to croak a “no” at her.

		“Have you hurt yourself?”

		“No.”

		“Do you need me to call an ambulance?”

		“No.”

		“Do you need me to call the police?”

		“No.”

		“Are you just having a mental breakdown relating to your recent breakup?”

		“Yes. That one.”

		“Well, I’m here. And I’ll stay on the line. And you can just talk when you’re ready.”

		God bless this woman.

		Once I’d regained something akin to normal breathing, I told her what I’d found. She listened quietly for a long time, and then, finally, she spoke. “Right. Well. He’s a cunt,” she said.

		Maya never used that word.

		“I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be, because what you’ve just seen is both disgusting and heartbreaking. But I think we can all agree that you are better off without that sociopathic twat in your life. Also, for what it’s worth, he’s not okay. This is him acting out because he’s incapable of processing his emotions. You’ll deal with this. You’ll bounce back. He won’t.”

		How does she always know exactly what to say?

		“Also he has stupid hair. It’s very generic.”

		“That’s fair,” I said.

		“And his family are all racists.”

		As a woman of color, Maya had long since struggled with Theo’s far-right family, and she wasn’t the only one.

		“It’s a miracle he’s just a cunt, really,” I said, “and not a racist, homophobic misogynist as well.”

		“I suppose it is,” she said, then: “That mother of his always had her claws in too deep. You should be glad to be rid of her.”

		“Don’t get me started on his fucking mother, Maya.”

		We laughed at this but the laughter didn’t feel right. There was a hollow sort of ache in my chest.

		“I failed,” I said finally.

		“At what?”

		“The relationship.”

		“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Maya. “You can’t fail at a relationship. That’s like getting off a roller coaster and saying you failed because the ride is over. Things end. That doesn’t mean the experience wasn’t worth it.”

		“I’m not sure it was worth it, Maya. What did I get out of it?”

		“You got what you needed,” she said. “And then one day it wasn’t what you needed anymore.”

		“I don’t even know when that day was.”

		“I think it was a while ago, my love,” said Maya, sadly.

		“Were we ever happy? I’m not being dramatic—I genuinely can’t remember.”

		“You were happy,” Maya assured me. “You were fucking delirious. I saw it with my own two eyes. And things being shit now doesn’t erase all the good stuff. It still happened. Pain is just an inevitable part of life.”

		“It feels like I’m getting more than my fair share of it sometimes, that’s all.”

		“You’ve not exactly been lucky, no,” said Maya, “but everyone has their shit. And I know there’ll be more shit for me down the line. Even if Darren and I don’t get divorced, one of us will get sick and die and I’ll feel my pain then. It’s just a matter of when.”

		“This isn’t your best pep talk ever.”

		Maya laughed. “My point is, the only way not to feel pain is to never love anyone.”

		“That’s beginning to feel like a real option,” I said.

		By six a.m., Maya needed to get up and make breakfast for her baby, and I apologized profusely for making her day that bit harder. She of course told me it was fine, but as soon as I hung up, I ordered her a bunch of flowers anyway. Then I went to the shop to buy some boxes because I had decided during our phone call that today was the day I would pack Theo’s things.

		

		•   •   •

		I had a video call with my mam that lasted roughly eight hours; she went about her business in the background, tidying the house and making phone calls and cooking dinner, while I separated our record and DVD collections, stuffed Theo’s clothes into bags, packed boxes full of books, and stacked all of our framed pictures up against one wall. I sifted through our “memory box,” the general detritus of a five-year relationship, which I had collected from the start. There were hundreds of photographs and postcards and ticket stubs, but the birthday cards were the worst part; his handwriting, his promises of loyalty and love, even our silly little in-jokes. My mother told me to rip them up, but I couldn’t. I felt sorry for myself then. It wasn’t fair. Why should I have to do this alone? How come he got to just move out and move on? He would never have to look at this stuff again or sit, like I am now, sorting through it all. I was sinking, fast, when my delightfully dark mind offered me a solution.

		I took a drawer full of important documents and files—his bank statements, tax records, letters pertaining to stocks and shares, even his birth certificate—and I emptied it into a massive cardboard box. On top of all these things he would absolutely need to find at some point, I poured the contents of our memory box and a bunch of funny-looking stuffed animals we’d collected from zoos around the world. I added his collection of 1977 mint-condition stormtrooper figurines for good measure. Then I picked it up, shook it really hard for about thirty seconds, put it down, and sealed it. There, I thought, if he wanted the things that mattered to him, he’d have to go through the things that mattered to me first. I called it “The Box of Doom.” Maya suggested I cover all his clothes in glitter too, but I felt that was a step too far.

		By that evening, one half of my bedroom was stacked full of boxes and I had officially moved from sadness into anger, a far more productive phase of the grieving process.

		I didn’t reply to the email Theo didn’t write. Nor did I contact him about the messages I shouldn’t have seen. I spent the following week writing, exercising, seeing friends, and redecorating the apartment. Then, when I was ready, I called him to say I had boxed up his stuff and would appreciate if he could come collect it as soon as possible. He seemed thrown by my matter-of-fact tone. I enjoyed that. But much more than that, I enjoyed his suggestion that he “drop by in a cab” to pick it all up; he seemed genuinely taken aback when I explained that he had actually been living with me for quite some time and during that time he had amassed a lot of belongings. When I told him to hire a removal van, he let out a long, unnecessarily loud sigh to indicate just how much of an inconvenience this was. I pictured him there, phone in one hand, rubbing his forehead with the other, eyes scrunched up, and in that moment I was glad to be rid of him and his stupid, stressed-out face.

		

		•   •   •

		He’s standing in the hallway now, looking into the bedroom, processing the new decor and the number of boxes I’ve stacked from floor to ceiling.

		“There’s so many.”

		“I did say,” I call back from the kitchen. As I reach into the cupboard for some mugs, he speaks again, quieter this time.

		“Thanks for packing it all for me.”

		He glances toward me, all doe eyes and guilt, and for a moment he is my Theo again.

		“You’re welcome,” I say.

		Theo goes into the bedroom, and as I pour hot water over a tea bag, I’m distracted. I look back at the spot where he stood and remember the night he left. Just before he walked out the door I stopped him and grabbed him, and we stood holding one another for what felt like far too long and not nearly long enough. I tried, right there on that very spot, to commit the feel of him to my memory: the weight of his arms, the exact pressure they exerted on my body, the concave dip of his chest where my head rested neatly, how my right hipbone pressed against his left, and how my shoulders folded, birdlike, as he pulled me into him. When he took a step back I remained motionless. He kissed me. Said he loved me. And with that he was gone.

		There was a silence then. More than a silence: a vacuum. I felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room and I now stood inside a void so dense that my skull might implode from the pressure.
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