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I dedicate this story to anyone who recognises  
themselves in this story. And who got through it. 
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November

‘I’m divorcing you,’ you said. 
‘You can’t divorce me. We’re married,’ I said, not grasping my 

best arguments straight off the bat.
‘I’ve been to see a solicitor, and I’ve started proceedings. There’s 

nothing you can do to stop me.’
I felt something deeper than panic rise from the pit of my stom-

ach. ‘What are you talking about? You can’t just start divorcing 
someone without a conversation.’ I moved to stand between you 
and the door.

‘Get out of my way, I’m going to work.’
‘Are you fucking mad?’ I said, my voice rising. ‘You’re going to 

work? You’ve just told me we’re getting a divorce and now you’re 
going to work?’ 

The calm in your voice was a provocation. I knew it, but just as I 
always did, I responded. Just as you knew I would. 

‘I’m not going to have you scream at me,’ you said, a long-suffering 
parent scolding an errant child. ‘I’ve told you what I’m doing. Now 
it’s up to you to sort yourself out.’

I took a step towards you. You moved away. Here it was, the inev-
itable dance. We’d been here before, me begging, you cold and un-
moved. I hated myself even as I repeated the steps.

‘I’m not screaming,’ I said. ‘I just want to talk. You don’t have to 
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do this. It’s crazy. Things aren’t that bad. I can change, I’ve said that. 
I’ll do whatever you want. I’ve said that too. There’s too much that’s 
good between us for you to just walk out like this.’

I watched you. You didn’t blink. The panic in my chest turned to 
a cold, hard dread. I felt sure that there was something I could say 
to stop you, but I couldn’t think fast enough to come up with the 
words. And there was a darkness creeping in at the corner of my vi-
sion that threatened to block out this entire scene, to render me blind 
and stumbling and alone. 

‘Please,’ I said. ‘Please don’t. I love you. I’ve never loved anyone 
like I love you.’

And it was true. I had jumped head first into our relationship like 
a lovelorn teenager. You had made me feel like a conquering hero; 
you’d told me that what we had was a miracle. And I’d believed you, 
completely seduced by the story of us, by the way you’d constructed 
me as the lover you’d never believed would come along.

The first time I kissed you, we were sitting on our friend’s bed, up-
stairs at a party. I’d gone up to find a drink, or a line, or a packet of 
cigarettes, and there you were, waiting. Smiling. You’d been smiling 
earlier, too, when I noticed you dancing, grinning among our friends 
in the tightly packed living room. I’d been hoping to catch you alone, 
to test the waters. And you’d made it so easy for me, waiting in the 
bedroom with that smile, those eyes. A few playful sentences and 
then you leaned over. One long kiss, then another. You danced up 
and away from me, and we headed downstairs like foolish teenagers. 
I knew you wanted more. I played it cool, and saw you off from the 
party, sneaking into the front garden to sink into another deep kiss 
before you waved goodbye. I was already under your spell. 

On our first date, a warm night in April, I took you to dinner at 
the top of one of London’s towers. We sat with the city at our feet, 
smiling at one another, and ate overpriced food in the company of 
tourists and city folk and media men. I didn’t taste any of it.
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I couldn’t afford that meal, but I was showing off. I wanted to 
show you off. 

You wore a jumpsuit, jet black, with a silver belt across your flat 
stomach. I marvelled at your cheekbones, the chiselled line of your 
jaw: strong and sculptured. Your hair, jet black too, was cut into a 
bob with a sharp fringe. It hadn’t yet lost its sheen. You’d drawn an 
emerald-green line across your upper eyelids, which gave you the 
look of an Egyptian princess. Or so I thought. I used to think those 
things of you then. The pedestal I’d put you on meant it was hard 
to see you clearly.

We left the restaurant and walked along the river hand in hand. 
Already, it felt like you were mine. I threw sideways looks at you, dis-
believing my own good luck. I thought you were beautiful. 

You were beautiful.
As the summer arrived, nights turned into whole weekends. How 

quickly I made my confession of love to you. And you to me. 
I couldn’t stop myself. I was swept up in the romance of us. I saw 

strangers smiling at us as we walked by them, waiters ushered us to 
the best tables, the radio played our songs and the weather stayed 
idyllic, the evenings long and the nights hot.

We slept little. It seemed a waste of time. Your desire for me 
swelled my ego and my libido, and you wouldn’t let me rest, nor I 
you. You clawed me into you as you came, dragging red lines down 
my back, making me cry out. I wore them like a badge of honour, 
grinning idiotically to myself as I lifted my T-shirt in gym changing 
rooms, turning to face the wall to better show off my prize. Your love 
always did hurt.

We started spending every night together. And when we couldn’t 
see each other at the end of the day, you’d come to my flat in the 
early morning, and we’d have sex instead of breakfast and you’d 
leave with tangled hair and a lingering kiss. You were thrilled when 
a colleague told you how well you looked, that you were glowing. 
We laughed about it, conspirators in our story, keeping our secret.

We came out to the friends of ours that were mutual, slowly, one 
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by one. They smiled, and looked awkward as we held hands under 
the table and made excuses to leave early. 

You talked to me of previous lovers, saying you weren’t in touch 
with any of them. I bristled as you described those relationships, 
and how they’d gone wrong. How you’d been wronged. How could 
anyone have hurt you? I wondered. Aloud, I said it was my brilliant 
luck that had kept you for me. I didn’t think to question how you’d 
got to your fourth decade without any ghosts from your past still 
present. I had so many. Mostly they were benign.

You told me about your work as a counsellor, your specialist work 
with the dying. I thought you were an angel. Comforting frightened 
souls as they approached the end. It was an impression you were 
happy to cultivate. You demurred as I praised you, so brave in ready-
ing them for an ending. I didn’t know then that endings meant so 
little to you.

I swooned at this kind, open-hearted ideal, picturing you tending 
to the desperate before coming home to tend to me. I hadn’t realised 
how desperate I was for some attention. I had been on my own for a 
long time, and while I’d told myself I was having fun – I was having 
fun – being single was also brutalising in small, specific ways. The dat-
ing scene bruised me: I was always too hurt when women didn’t call 
back. I felt selfish and mean when I didn’t call them. And I missed be-
ing sure: that I was wanted, that I was thought of. Sure that I wouldn’t 
be on my own for another weekend, the single funster in a group of 
coupled-up committeds. It was so nice to be part of that comfortable 
structure of two once again. I felt safer, and calmer, and happy. 

I was happy. 

The summer months flew by. As autumn arrived, I started teaching. 
I was finding my way into an academic career, nosing a route into a 
part-time post on the very bottom rung of the ladder. I was excited; 
it felt like the start of something. Everything was coming together at 
once. I had my friends, my flat, my work. And I had you. 
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You came to meet me at the end of my first week, and I could 
barely keep my hands off you as we walked away from campus. I 
must have looked like a horny student rather than a member of the 
faculty. Do you remember how stupidly in love we were? You told me 
I made you think of the first time you’d tasted cherryade: a delicious-
ness you didn’t expect, the surprise of the new. Sweet and bright and 
just enough sour to keep you interested. I’d loved that. I bought you 
a bottle of it from the corner shop. You never drank it. We kept it 
in the fridge door. Do you remember that? It was still there, the day 
you walked out. 

By Christmas that first year, things stepped up a gear. You said your 
flat was up for sale: the council wanted to purchase it compulsorily, 
part of a grand redevelopment plan. The beginning of the end of 
Hackney. You’d lived in the flat for years, first of all with a friend 
and then on your own when he moved out of the city. He’d handed 
the tenancy over to you – an agreement that had somehow turned 
sour although you didn’t go into details – and you’d quickly bought 
the flat off the council for a steal, your first step onto the property 
ladder. You’d lost contact with the friend, you said. He’d misunder-
stood the terms of the arrangement. 

So when the council moved to buy the place back later on, at 
market value, you got all the money from the sale. A couple of hun-
dred thousand – enough to fall out with somebody. You wanted to 
buy another place, but you knew it would take time. You were over-
whelmed, you said. It was such a big decision. Of course, I offered 
to help. I always did.

We talked through your options, and the more we talked, the 
more an idea took shape in the spaces between our conversations. 
An unspoken suggestion. I could feel it growing, becoming more 
solid. Harder to ignore. But I kept my eyes away from it for a while, 
measuring it up, feeling the weight of it. I wasn’t sure I was ready. 

We were eating dinner at my place when we finally said it out 
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loud. What if we moved in together? What about we buy a place: you 
put down the deposit and I do it up? We could design it just how we 
wanted it. A place for our future. 

It felt right. Being in one place all the time, rather than sharing 
ourselves across two flats. Being a homeowner, something that had 
always felt out of reach to me. Being settled. Being with you. I want-
ed it. I wanted all of it.

We talked for a long time about how we might make it work. I 
was uncomfortable about the money. It was too uneven. You offered 
to make the whole of the downpayment, knowing I had nothing in 
reserve to contribute. But you reassured me. I’d do all the work. I’d 
find us a project, a doer-upper. You’d bring in the money, but I’d exe-
cute the design. So we made an agreement: I’d work out my teaching 
contract, and then I’d be a builder for a while. I had some experi-
ence; I’d helped a decorator friend out on a few odd jobs when money 
had been tight. And I could learn new skills. You had faith in me. 
We’d be a dream team. I was so good with my hands…

I was seduced all over again. I could never say no to you. 

By the time we’d settled on a plan, the end of the year had arrived. 
We spent our first Christmas together at your place. You loved the 
holidays. It was all about family, you said. Following traditions, and 
making new ones of our own. I’d never really been a fan, so I was 
happy to just make you happy. We’d have your parents over. I would 
visit my family the week before, and try to ignore my mum’s disap-
pointment. A pattern set, so early on.

You were like a kid, decking the house out, delighting in hanging 
lights in every room. We bought a neon reindeer and suspended it in 
the window. You said it was our first tradition. One just for us. The 
first of many to come.

I spent every penny I had on a shiny red blender. A Kitche-
nAid. The ultimate middle-class status symbol. Ironic, since you 
professed to despise the bourgeoisie. I offset the panic I felt when 
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I paid for it with the anticipation of seeing your face when you 
opened it. We had Christmas Eve on our own, so I gave it to you 
then, watching as you unwrapped it and then falling back on the 
sofa as you unwrapped me. You made everything feel magical and 
exciting; how Christmas was supposed to be. I almost changed my 
mind about it all.

Almost. Christmas Day itself was different. Your parents and 
your sister arrived, and suddenly everything was too loud, too stress-
ful. Your father sat in a chair banging his walking stick on the floor, 
rapping out a maddening staccato that set my teeth on edge. Your 
sister and her children spread out across the flat, while her husband 
sank into the sofa drinking can after can of beer, popping ring pulls 
with a quiet determination. Your mum hovered in the kitchen, fuss-
ing over the vegetables, making you feel under scrutiny, undermined. 
You chose the menu, chose the timings, chose the music. You want-
ed everything to be perfect, but I didn’t understand what perfection 
looked like. You hadn’t shared your vision with me so instead I was a 
spare part in this rehearsed routine, repeated over decades, impossible 
to insert myself into. I retreated to our bedroom mid-morning to call 
my parents, and felt foolishly alone, out of place. I was surplus to 
requirements, wanting only you to myself.

It annoyed you, my feeling outside of things. You said I was being 
needy. You didn’t understand how overwhelming it was. The noise 
and the arguments and the taking over of our space. Your space. I 
didn’t know where to put myself in it when they were all there. 

I kept making excuses to get away. I made calls from the garden, 
I went to pick up mint sauce from the corner shop. Then I hid in the 
kitchen, prepping and stirring and chopping. I thought I’d come up 
with a workable solution. 

But you didn’t like it. You said they were my family now, as well 
as yours; I ought to be in among them. I tried to explain, to say I just 
needed a bit of a breather. That I missed my people. That I felt a bit 
sad. Christmas usually did that to me. I was OK in the kitchen for 
now. I was happier with a bit of room to myself.
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I tried to kiss you, but you pulled away. You were angry. You wanted 
everything to be perfect and I was ruining it. Why couldn’t I get into 
the spirit, like everyone else? Why did it all have to be about me?

I was hurt. You didn’t get it and you didn’t care. You couldn’t 
see things from my perspective at all. I said all of that to you, and 
could see you were unmoved. Your frustration grew, and all of a sud-
den we were hissing at one another across the kitchen table, keeping 
our voices down so your family didn’t hear. We became heated, vi-
cious. And then, madly, you picked up the knife I’d been slicing car-
rots with, lifted it to shoulder-height and tossed it sideways at me. I 
couldn’t believe it. The knife hit the side of the cupboard behind me 
and fell to the floor as your mother walked into the room. I moved 
my gaze from the floor to her face, fixing my own with a smile and 
saying I was just popping out to the loo. 

I walked past you without looking your way, and slipped into the 
bathroom. I needed a minute. You threw a knife at me! How mad 
was that? I knew it was an act of frustration rather than murderous 
intent, but still. What the fuck was I supposed to do about that?

I sat on the side of the bath. I could already hear myself telling 
the story to friends. ‘Yes, I had a lovely Christmas thanks. I got some 
new pyjamas, and my girlfriend threw a knife at me.’ Of course I’d 
play it for laughs. It was too bleak to portray it any other way. Be-
sides, it was kind of funny. Part of me always enjoyed the sheer drama 
of your baddest behaviours.

After a few minutes, I headed back to the kitchen where I was re-
lieved to find you alone. You came over to me and slipped your hands 
around my waist. Let’s not fight, you said, I just want us all to have a 
lovely day together. It means so much to me. I kissed the top of your 
head, and promised we would. I didn’t notice you hadn’t said sorry. 
I was just glad it was over. 

You moved into my place early in the new year, after the sale of your 
flat had completed. Most of your belongings went into storage. I 
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helped you box them up and move everything in a hired van to one 
of those soulless concrete hangars just behind the flyover. 

And then we lived together. Just like that. It was wonderful, ac-
tually. We’d got over the Christmas blip – we never spoke about it 
– and we were back in our bubble. And in an interesting time and 
place. My street was being rapidly gentrified by the ‘creatives’ and 
trustafarians overrunning the borough. We saw them at the week-
ends giving guided tours of the neighbourhood to parents who’d 
bought them their little ‘starter’ flats, cash purchases. They all took 
the same route, touring past the Turkish shops and the new juice bar 
and the one decent café, down to the River Lea and on to the marshes 
beyond. We slagged them off while delighting in the delis and bars 
that began to muscle their way in between the chicken shops and 
pound stores on the streets around us. We bought sourdough and 
coffee at the weekends and good French wine in the week, and we 
settled into our shared space like we were on holiday: every day was 
an adventure. We were both on our best behaviour.

I started house-hunting for us. We talked about where we wanted 
to live and agreed we were rooted in the borough. We loved it there, 
hipster invasion and all. The challenge was to find somewhere with 
potential, before they did. 

I loaded all the housing apps onto my phone, made appointments 
with all the agents. I met Andreas in his Ray-Bans and Michelle in 
her branded Mini Cooper, and laid out our plans to them. We want-
ed somewhere in need of work. Somewhere with a garden. Some-
where with space for us to grow. 

I had never felt more grown up.

We ramped things up further by getting a kitten. Tiny Rambo joined 
us one wintry night and we became sleep-deprived parents to a mad 
ball of ginger fur. I got to the end of my second term of full-time 
teaching, and started to look forward to an end of marking and les-
son planning. I browsed, half-heartedly, for other teaching posts but 
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found few, and was secretly pleased. I reassured myself that I’d be 
fine to pause my career for a while. Calling it a career at that point 
was something of a stretch anyway.

I saw a dizzying number of overpriced places, traipsing in and out of 
tiny houses with enormous price tags, marvelling at the brazen lies 
Andreas and Michelle and the others could spin out with straight 
faces. This one’s got brilliant storage, as I was shown a cupboard 
bolted under a staircase. This one has outdoor space, as I hung over 
a windowsill to view a cement rectangle below. 

I remained optimistic. My sunny disposition never faltered. I 
knew we’d get somewhere amazing, because we were amazing. We 
were meant to be. And so was our house. 

And then one day I found it: a damp, damaged flat on the top two 
floors of a Victorian house and a share of the garden below, with a 
bankrupt landlord and plant life growing out of the walls. 

It was perfect. 
I took you to see it, and talked you through where the walls could 

be knocked down, where doors and windows would be punched out. 
I was so sure of my grand plan. And you said yes, you were sure too. I 
loved it that you had faith in me to do it. 

It took months to actually buy it, after untangling the mess of man-
agement companies and holding agents that had been put between 
the building and its corrupt owner. Stacks of unpaid bills were piled 
on the doormat when we went back to look again. The flat below 
was to be sold too, but in the meantime it would lie empty, leaving 
us to make as much noise as we liked with our renovations. And 
any thing else.

I found a builder who would help do the work I couldn’t. Nikolai 
had a gold front tooth, a bone-crushing handshake and an unmis-
takable air of menace. I liked him straight away. I tailed him round 
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the flat as I spelled out what I wanted doing, hesitant at first, looking 
to him for approval. This is not a problem, he said, over and over. I 
was bolstered by his confidence, grinning like an idiot. He liked all 
of my ideas. I liked him even more.

By now it was April again, and we celebrated our first anniversary. 
We went to the river as we had done on our first date, more relaxed 
in each other’s company than a year before. But still attentive, still 
desirous. Still so happy to be together. It struck me how much of my 
life had changed in twelve months. My work, my home, my friend-
ships: all had shifted. You were now at the centre of everything. 

That year we had another summer of fun, with plenty of evenings 
spent outdoors drinking and eating, with or without the company 
of others. We’d settled back into our friendship group as a couple, 
everyone now used to us being together, old affiliations remoulded 
to the new shape we took up. You had met and made friends with 
my oldest mates and I had learned how to get along with your family, 
found a space for myself in it. Everything seemed to slot so easily 
into place. 

The nights began to draw in, and my teaching contract came to 
an end as the purchase of the flat finally concluded. It was time for us 
to make the move to our new lives. Joint homeowners, common-law 
spouses. 

I was sorry to leave my flat – my first and only place of my own 
– but I was raring to go too. We spent our last night there holed up 
in the living room drinking wine and listening to music as I packed 
up the last of my things. The downstairs neighbours put their heads 
around the door to say goodbye. The ones we listened to most Sunday 
mornings as they shagged away their hangovers. We giggled as they 
left, remembering it. We’d miss them. 

The next day was grey and miserable. We picked up coffees, and 
drove over to the new flat, pulling up outside as the rain started to 
pour. We’d forgotten all of its flaws, four months after I’d first found 
it. We were deflated by how grim it looked. Once inside, it was freez-
ing cold, full of damp and there was dust and dirt everywhere. But 
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you were wonderful; you set up the kitchen with our bits and pieces 
while I hauled furniture out of the van, and by the afternoon we had 
everything piled in and covered up, and a mattress on the floor in a 
room upstairs. We ate lunch at a makeshift table – a stack of two 
cardboard boxes full of my books – and made plans for managing 
the chaotic few weeks ahead. Nikolai and his team were arriving on 
Monday and from then until well into the new year, we’d be living 
in a building site. 

When I think back on those months now, I can’t recall the mess 
and the disruption. I only remember how exciting it was. And how 
intimidated I was by the Russians. I worked alongside them for the 
first three months of the renovations, trying not to look like I was 
completely out of my depth. They got on with ripping out pipework 
and smashing down walls. I tidied up, and took out the rubbish. ‘You 
should wear gloves,’ one of them said to me. ‘Your hands look very 
soft.’

You would come home in the evenings and I’d tell you about our 
progress that day. You spent hours on my Mac poring over paint col-
ours and obsessing about light switches and plug sockets. You said it 
was the details that would make the flat perfect. I said it was buying 
what we could afford that would make the flat finished. 

Money was really tight. I took on freelance work, copyediting 
dull academic texts, working late into the evening after a day on the 
renovations. Sometimes I’d have to go into an office, and I’d revel in 
the warmth and comfort of the bland, beige building, swivelling on 
my chair with a coffee and being grateful for sitting down. We paid 
the Russians in cash for everything, so I’d withdraw wads of money 
on my way home and worry about being mugged. I worried about 
a lot of things. I worried that we couldn’t afford materials, that the 
Russians would misinterpret my directions, that I would fuck up 
something fundamental. That I’d let you down. I was always so wor-
ried I would let you down. 

One morning I left for work before you did, leaving you instruc-
tions to pass onto the Russians about where to cut a recess into a 
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wall. I wanted to fit part of the kitchen into it, and Nikolai agreed to 
help me get the opening ready. You got the measurements complete-
ly wrong, so that when I got back that night Nikolai was waiting, 
flustered. ‘This not right, no?’ No, it really wasn’t. The hole he’d left 
behind was twice what it needed to be, but he’d followed your dir-
ections. It wasn’t his fault, as he was quick to point out. And it was 
reparable; I’d just have to re-lay the bricks he’d torn away. You got 
home just as we were figuring all of it out, and knew straight away 
what you’d done. You burst out laughing. And it made Nikolai and 
I laugh too. He thought you were such a ditz after that; it became a 
running joke that you weren’t allowed anywhere near a tape meas-
ure. I was just so relieved it was your mistake, not mine. I knew it 
wouldn’t have been as funny the other way around.

That Christmas, we decamped to your sister’s house and we watched 
her and her husband play out the muted bickering and furious whis-
pering that I now recognised as part of your family’s festive tradi-
tion. I admit it was fun. We then spent New Year down in Brighton 
with our friends, a whole bunch of us split across different houses. 
Half the group, including us, was crowded into a too-small two-up 
two-down terrace, where we were allocated a blow-up mattress in 
the front room. The door to the street opened straight onto us, and 
our room was also the thoroughfare between the kitchen at the back 
and the bedrooms upstairs. 

I was frustrated by the lack of privacy the first night. I was knack-
ered, and my body ached all the time. I wanted to sleep more than 
anything else, but we had to wait until everyone else had gone to bed 
before we could finally lie down. In the morning, on New Year’s Eve, 
we were up as soon as the first person came downstairs, tiptoeing 
loudly past our heads to put the coffee on. 

I didn’t realise it was annoying you as much as me. But that night, we 
saw the new year in with the others and then left the party early, sneak-
ing back to our mattress and undressing one another impatiently, 
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rushing to be naked before anyone else got home. It was freezing 
cold in that room. But you insisted I take everything off; you wanted 
to see all of me, feel me against the length of your own naked body. I 
can remember steam coming off your skin when we lay back sweatily 
later on, throwing off the covers to cool down. I had only just hit the 
lamp off when the door opened and everyone tramped in. We pre-
tended to be asleep. I could feel you smiling against my chest. 

The start of the year was hard work. It was always cold in the flat, 
and there was so much to do. January was a slog and I often won-
dered whether I’d made a mistake. Whether I could do what I’d 
promised. 

When the Russians left in February, I was on my own. But I didn’t 
panic. I learned new skills, figuring out how to tile walls and strip 
floors so they were finished neatly, looked professionally done. I 
hung doors, I built shelves. I fitted a kitchen. I spent two days with 
a hammer and chisel knocking plaster off brick, revealing a fireplace 
and hearth, lugging bag after bag of rubble downstairs and off to 
the tip. I was proud of myself. You said, often, you were proud of 
me too.

We more or less got the upstairs sorted as spring arrived, but 
we were still living like campers inside a brick tent. Without proper 
plumbing, we washed our dishes in the bath every night, filling the 
kettle from the bathroom sink. We held a mini celebration when the 
kitchen tap finally went in, toasting the running water with red wine. 
A small miracle, after weeks of hard graft. 

Slowly, things were finished. I started to relax. I hadn’t known I 
would be able to do this work – I’d bluffed to you that I could, that  
I was confident – but I’d figured it out along the way. A few things got 
fucked up, but never anything I couldn’t fix or do again. And it was 
worth the pain and the stress when I saw your appreciation of what 
I’d done. You’d boast about it when we met with friends, stroking 
my ego as well as my leg while they looked on amused. It distracted 
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me from the rips in my skin and the bruises on my body. It was ab-
solutely worth it.

It took a full year to finish everything, and even then the next twelve 
months threw up new jobs all the time. There was stuff we could 
only afford as time went by. But I’d done it: I’d created a home for 
us, and we were happy. I felt so lucky to have it, and to have you. I’d 
never dared dream I’d have so much. 

We celebrated another anniversary that spring, this time staying 
home and having dinner outside. I set up a table and chairs in our 
garden, a first, and we ate dinner and felt self-conscious about the 
neighbours. No one else used their gardens on our street. We were 
the middle-class wankers that did that kind of thing. 

I went back to teaching in the autumn, finding another crappy 
placement on a temporary contract, but relieved to have something 
to move on to. And life got into a routine of work and weekends 
away or hanging out around the neighbourhood and seeing friends. 
I was content. I thought you were, too. 

There were blips. We had a spectacular falling-out over getting a 
cleaner – a statement I never thought I’d make. The argument ran 
for weeks before coming to a head one Friday night when we’d both 
had too much to drink. It was mad. I still can’t quite believe what 
happened. 

I didn’t want to get a cleaner. I was deeply uncomfortable with 
the idea of having a woman in our house cleaning up after us. I told 
you this. I explained that I didn’t want to hold up the system of shit-
work. I didn’t think it was right: cash in hand, no sick pay, no holi-
day pay, no job security. You said that you’d find us a male cleaner. I 
said that wasn’t really the point, but that if you could, I would agree 
to it. I was confused by your arguments. I got hustled.

But guess what? You couldn’t find a man to clean our house. So 
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you said you’d find a cleaning company that employed its workers 
ethically, gave them contracts so they got benefits and a decent sal-
ary. I said go for it. But you couldn’t sort that out, either. Go figure.

So you lied. You told me that the lovely Hungarian woman who 
started working for us was permanently employed, part of a pro-
gressive company that looked out for its staff. You told me to get 
over my middle-class discomfort about cleaning, that it was me who 
had the problem, who saw such work as demeaning or devalued. You 
told me you’d sorted it. 

And then one night when you were pissed, you told me I was an 
idiot for believing you about it all. That we were paying the Hungar-
ian a tenner an hour cash in hand, and she could do what she wanted 
with it. It wasn’t for us to make choices for people in that way. 

I couldn’t believe it. I asked if you were serious. I asked why you’d 
lied. It felt as if you’d actually cheated on me. 

You were unrepentant. You said I’d made way too big a deal of it, 
that I took myself too seriously. Your mum had been a cleaner, there 
was nothing wrong with it as a job. I was a snob. 

That’s not true, I had protested. It wasn’t about that. It wasn’t 
about making choices for or about people, you’d distorted what I’d 
said. I ended up feeling like I was in the wrong, that I’d behaved 
badly. I was learning that this was a skill of yours: twisting reality 
so that you elicited apologies rather than offered them. I went to 
bed that night feeling confused and miserable, and couldn’t shake 
the uneasy feeling for days after. In the end, I decided just to bury 
it. Everything else was good, it was just a stupid misunderstand-
ing. Let it go.

I should have known then. I should have seen you more clearly. I 
should have been better prepared.

We’d talked about getting married for a long time. I’d waited three 
whole weeks after first kissing you before telling you I loved you, and 
I wanted to marry you, and I wanted us to have children. 
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I’m cool like that. 
But you’d smiled and asked me to say it again, and said you want-

ed that too. So it had always been on the cards. Now and then it 
came up and we wondered if we’d ever do it. 

Then one day I decided we should. Looking back now, I know 
that decision was partly based on an unease. I didn’t feel safe. The 
flat was in both our names but you’d put the money down for it. If 
we broke up, wouldn’t you just kick me out? Somewhere in the back 
of my mind the story you’d told about how you acquired the tenancy 
for your last flat lingered. I must have known, deep down, that you’d 
done something wrong. And you could do it again.

But I also wanted the wedding. I wanted what other people had: 
the validation and the celebration of who and what we were. I was in 
love with you. I wanted a day where we stood in front of our friends 
and family and I said that to you. It felt important. 

So I proposed again, properly this time. I woke you up one weekend 
morning with coffee and a pendant I’d found for you in a jeweller’s 
in Soho. Not a ring; I knew you wouldn’t like that. Too traditional. 
Too straight. 

I’d had the necklace engraved with our initials, and I watched as 
you opened it, and looked at me quizzically. It’s not my birthday? 

No, I said. This is for something else. I thought it was time I asked 
you properly. Will you marry me?

I was so relieved when you smiled. 

You ran with the idea straight away. You had big plans. We decided on 
an afternoon wedding followed by a party at a place by the river, look-
ing out onto the water. I didn’t want anyone to have to pay for a thing, 
so we’d have to find ways of providing all the food, all the drink, all 
night. No problem, I said. We’d have to save, we’d have to wait. We’d 
have to do some of the work ourselves. I knew that it would be me 
putting in the hours. I didn’t mind. I was excited about it.

It became another project. I had to manage budgets and orders 
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and – the hardest part – expectations. I hated the disappointed look 
on your face when something was costed up at way more than we 
could afford. As outgoings racked up, I did something I’d never done 
before: I asked my parents for money. I was surprised they were happy 
to make a contribution. I hadn’t considered this would be some-
thing they’d enjoy getting behind. They were pleased I was including 
them. I was touched they wanted to be included. 

We booked in the date: four years to the day since we’d spent 
our first night together. It was a long build-up, more than a year of 
planning. I organised the venues, the food, the photographer, the 
barbecue, the barman, the backline for the band, the DJs. I sourced 
biodegradable plates and cutlery, built palm tree props for the beach 
theme you wanted, drove to France to stock up on cheap champagne. 
I became a semi-professional party planner. It could always be a fall-
back if the teaching fell through. 

You spent months scouring the internet for the perfect outfit. I 
told you to spend whatever it took to get something you loved. You 
found it eventually, a sleeveless jumpsuit that made my heart jump 
when I saw you in it. And you found me a white suit that made me 
look sharp, and cooler than I am. We were ready. 

We had to give our notices at Hackney Town Hall three months 
ahead of the big day. We waited in line with other couples before we 
were called, separately, into side rooms to sign our paperwork. They 
checked we weren’t marrying for practical reasons: no, I said. This 
one’s for real. 

Did you mean to marry me? Did you understand the vows that 
we took? Did you just want a day with you at its centre? I don’t 
know the answers to these questions, now. I don’t understand why 
you did it. 

It was raining when we woke up on the morning we were to marry. 
What would Thomas Hardy say about that? But I was undeterred, 
confident the sun would come out later. It did, actually.
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The flat was full of your family, shouting and fussing and making 
me feel stressed. I went for a run to get away, and to get rid of some 
of the adrenalin coursing through me. I wondered if it was OK to 
have a drink at 11 a.m.

In the end, there wasn’t time. I went across to the hotel where my 
family were staying and felt calmer in their company. By lunchtime, 
you and I had decamped to the hotel where we’d spend our first 
night as newly-weds, and took our time to get dressed and ready. 
Your sister arrived along with my best friend. The four of us drank 
champagne and tried not to get too giddy. And then suddenly we 
were in a cab and heading to the town hall and everyone was there 
and they were all in their best party outfits and they were looking at 
us and a man called Vaughan was taking our photo. We went inside 
and took our seats at the front. I stumbled over every line of my vows 
while you squeezed my hand and smiled at me. And then we were 
married. Just like that. 

It was a relief when it was over. I hadn’t anticipated feeling that 
nervous, that exposed in front of everyone we knew. It was somehow 
too revealing. So I was glad to get out onto the town hall steps where 
I could crack jokes with my friends while the photographer corralled 
us into a group and made us shout cheese. 

Photos done, we boarded a bus that we’d hired to take everyone 
to the wedding party. It was meant to be a highlight of the afternoon 
– and it was, in the end, but for reasons we hadn’t anticipated. 

The driver had never driven anything bigger than a transit before. 
He made many valiant attempts to manoeuvre the bus onto the main 
road but he got the turning angles wrong every time. I think he pan-
icked. I felt for him. I knew what it was to feel the weight of expectation 
hang heavy on your shoulders. 

It didn’t look like we would be going anywhere. Another ten min-
utes later, and we noticed that two homeless men had got involved. 
It was them that helped direct the driver out of the tight curve of the 
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town hall drive and onto the highway, at last. There were cheers from 
passers-by as well as our guests. The photographer loved it, telling 
us it was part of the day we’d want to remember. Sure enough, shots 
of the two homeless men made it into our wedding album. The one 
I burned to a crisp two and a half years later. 

It was a good wedding. Everyone said so. We left for our hotel in the 
small hours, but our friends carried on the party all night. For once, 
I wasn’t sad to miss it. We were so tired when we got to our room 
that we barely spoke before we fell asleep in the huge white bed. In 
the morning, you were grumpy, and hungover, but I insisted we stay 
there just a bit longer, before going back home to see everyone. I 
wanted you to myself. I wanted to consummate our union, as I kept 
saying to you with a grin. You didn’t find it funny.

We began to talk about becoming a family. I had always wanted to 
have children, and I finally felt I was in a place – in a relationship 
– where it could be possible. You said you wanted it too, and we 
thought about timelines and money and space, and how and when 
we could make it happen. At first you seemed as enthusiastic as I 
did. But slowly it became a thing on the backburner. A future plan. 
A maybe, not a definitely. 

I felt the hurt of it, but I was busy, too. And I was happy in my life. 
Our life. I was teaching full time again, and being commissioned to 
write too. I finally felt like I was getting somewhere. The flat was 
finished, and we were in a great part of town with friends nearby. I 
felt lucky. It seemed churlish to keep bringing up the one thing that 
I didn’t have.

I wonder now if it was this that drove you away. I watched you 
with our friends’ kids sometimes, and I was always aware of your 
distance from them. You never really engaged. I would clown about 
and throw myself into whatever game they wanted to play but you 
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would smile and quickly disentangle yourself, slipping away to sit 
with the adults while I played entertainer. I didn’t put too much 
store in it then: it was perfectly reasonable to prefer the company of 
grown-ups, after all. But while I loved seeing our friends’ children, 
and my nephews and nieces, you were always aloof around them. I 
think it annoyed you, sometimes, that I had so much fun with them. 
You’d make snide comments about my boundaries. You’d remind 
me they weren’t my children. I didn’t need to go on about how won-
derful they were quite so much.

You got a promotion at work, which meant you officially put talk of 
children on hold. For now, you said. You needed to bed in to your 
new job, show your team how good a manager you were. You needed 
to focus on you for a while.

Sure, I said. We have all the time in the world. Not strictly true, 
but I had faith we’d get back to our plans in time. This was far too 
big a thing for me – for both of us – to simply shelve. I’d just have 
to wait, that was all. 

But then slowly, almost imperceptibly, things started to change. 
Looking back on it now, it was like the sunlight went out of things. 
Did you feel that too? Or was it you that was drawing the blinds 
across, casting a shadow over what we had made? Did you decide 
then you wanted out? Why didn’t you tell me?

We began to argue much more often. You’d get annoyed about 
the smallest things, accusing me of not putting you first if I met up 
with friends or stayed later at work. You’d confuse me by saying it 
was fine if I did something for myself – a day out with friends or even 
just a long run – and then calling me repeatedly to see what time I’d 
be home. It was like a test that I couldn’t work out the formula for, 
let alone the solution: I was bound to fail. 

You said more and more often that you were glad it was just the 
two of us. You talked about travelling, a long trip to see the world, or 
about moving to the coast to be nearer to your mum. I was unsettled: 
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I loved our flat and hadn’t considered leaving it, or leaving London. 
I didn’t want to. I didn’t understand why you did.

I invited you to a work event, a big-deal public-facing launch where 
I’d been asked to speak about my work and present some of my ideas. 
My career was beginning to take off and I was so glad to be part of 
a team again. You phoned me minutes before I was due to talk, say-
ing you were lost, could I come out to find you. You were furious 
when I said I couldn’t, that I was literally about to take to the stage. I 
started my presentation flustered and upset, and was distracted even 
further by your arrival midway through, whispering loud apologies 
as you elbowed your way into the room. It felt like you were trying 
to undermine me, but when I said that to you, you hit the roof. Not 
everything was about me. You’d been really upset to have been so 
late. I was an arsehole for making you feel worse. 

I played the role of happy spouse when we were in the company of 
friends or family, but things were uneasy between us. I became in-
secure, wondering if you had started to go off me. I was more ten-
tative, less sure of myself. I was needier. You were right about that. 
I hated it.

And you knew it. You held yourself away from me at home, going 
to bed early and getting up even earlier, crowding out intimacy with 
your routine of yoga and swimming and reading alone. You would 
keep your distance from me when we went out in a group, so that 
I’d have to seek you out when I wanted to leave, asking for your per-
mission, for your company. You started to say no. I think you took 
pleasure in it, this new way of controlling me. Keeping me at arm’s 
length so that I was always chasing, always ready to acquiesce to 
your wishes. 

I should have spoken to someone about what was going wrong. 
I should have been less private, less proud. But I didn’t tell anyone. 



23

I hoped that we’d get back on track, slot back into the way we had 
always been. I didn’t want anyone to think we weren’t the perfect 
couple. I didn’t want to shatter the illusion, even if the illusion ex-
isted only in my own head.

I grew close to a colleague, who jokingly referred to herself as my 
work wife. We would share lunches and long conversations over our 
desks, swapping opinions, finding much to agree on. I liked her a 
lot, but it hadn’t crossed my mind that it was anything other than  
a friendship. You were frosty around her when we met you for a 
drink after work, seeing how close we had become. I was glad about 
it. It encouraged me to think we were just going through a rough 
patch. You still had feelings, you still wanted me. We’d be OK. 

Out of the blue one night, the colleague leaned in and kissed me 
on the lips while we were standing at a bar waiting to order. The 
rest of our team were sitting across the other side of the room, and 
I remember being worried that they’d seen us. Then worried about 
you. I never worried that anything would come of it. It was unthink-
able that I would cheat on you. It hadn’t occurred to me in all the 
time we’d been together that I could want to be with anyone else. I 
couldn’t. From the moment I first had you, I had only ever wanted 
you. 

I thought about telling you, but decided it wasn’t worth it. I didn’t 
like having this secret, but in unburdening myself of it I’d only upset 
you. I’d give you a reason to be angry with me. I didn’t think you 
needed any more of them. 

So I spoke to the colleague over lunch the following week. She 
said she was really sorry, she knew about you, but she had just act-
ed on feeling. I blushed, and told her nothing could ever happen. 
She heard me out as I talked about us, and how much I valued our 
marriage, even though it wasn’t going well just now. She was really 
cool, nodding sympathetically and offering to stay out of my way if 
I wanted her to. We agreed to just forget the whole thing.
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It shook me, though. It made me think about what would hap-
pen if you found out. Or if it had gone further. What then? Would I 
be happier if I fell into someone else’s arms? Would I be doing it to 
make you take notice? Would you leave me? What would become of 
me without you? 

It was an unbearable idea. I resolved to do everything I could 
to find what had gone missing between us, to relight our spark. I 
wanted to make you happy again. I wanted us to have fun, to see the 
light creep back across our marriage. We were having a hard time, 
sure, but it wasn’t anything that I couldn’t fix, if I just worked hard 
enough at it. I just had to make a plan, and keep trying.

After all, I would do anything to keep you. Anything at all.


