
[image: cover]



To my beloved Aunt Liz, whose innate goodness, endless generosity and capacity for love will inspire me always


[image: cover]



CONTENTS

DEDICATION

TITLE PAGE

PROLOGUE: Implosion

INTRODUCTION: Welcome to the Broken Hearts Club

CHAPTER ONE: Shock (and ugly crying)

CHAPTER TWO: Denial (mind fuckery)

CHAPTER THREE: Fear and Bargaining (‘please don’t beg’)

CHAPTER FOUR: Anger (fury is your friend)

CHAPTER FIVE: Depression (good grief?)

CHAPTER SIX: Detach (severance pays)

CHAPTER SEVEN: Acceptance (finding you without them)

CHAPTER EIGHT: Growth (happens on the edge of your comfort zone)

CHAPTER NINE: Dating (legs or cleavage, not both)

CHAPTER TEN: Being Single (‘you need to take a man sabbatical’)

CHAPTER ELEVEN: Sex (‘Mum, you can do it once for your self-esteem’)

CHAPTER TWELVE: Hope and Happiness (rise like a fucking phoenix)

RESOURCES

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

COPYRIGHT



PROLOGUE

Implosion

It’s 7.30 a.m. 2 Aug 2018. Our fifteenth wedding anniversary.

X’s new work phone is charging. It sits on the kitchen work surface, its green light flashing malevolently.

I’ve never, ever looked at his phone without his knowledge, not once, but I’ve had an unfamiliar unease about a woman at his work in the last month so I type in X’s code. It’s the code he uses for everything and has done for all of the twenty-six years we’ve been together. It doesn’t work. I feel a knot of dread. I go to my study and write until breakfast time.

‘Can I look at your phone?’ I ask X, over the granola.

I see panic flash across his face.

‘Why?’

‘I’d like to see how a Galaxy phone works,’ I say, with a faux nonchalance. ‘What’s the code?’

As he tells me and I type it in, I notice he is shaking.

I see he has WhatsApp. I didn’t know he had WhatsApp. I click on it.

The kids argue about who gets the ‘elephant’ mug.

I click on to the messages.

I read them and feel stunned, sick, desperate.

The kids continue bickering. Time slows to a crawl. I feel like I’m viewing the situation from above, the picture of us flickering like an old home movie, disjointed, sepia. I run into the garden. X is frozen in the kitchen. I shout for him to follow me.

He does, finally.

I punch him in the chest. Hard.



INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Broken Hearts Club

This is how it all begins. The start of this story. And the end of life as I knew it.

I didn’t see this coming. Didn’t think my husband was unhappy. I didn’t think that he would press destruct on our family life.

We met when we were eighteen years old. Were together by the time we were nineteen. Married for fifteen years. He was my constant. My safe port in any storm. Now I’m standing in our garden, my whole body shaking violently, my brain scrambling to make sense of it all, my eyes staring into his. This sudden stranger that I’ve known my entire adult life. At once I feel a stabbing pain, blindsided by the instant dissolution of years of security and safety. My mind races. I feel stupid, ashamed, angry. But mostly I feel hurt. And I’m terrified.

This day marks the start of a long, messy journey. There was no dramatic exit, Hollywood style, accompanied by a tear-jerking musical score and pyrotechnics. He didn’t move out for months. Break ups are never as clean as we might imagine from the outside. Instead it was a slow, torturous exit that left my self-esteem trashed, my boundaries eroded, my physical self broken. By the time he finally left, I was a desperate woman, hardly able to eat or sleep. Prepared to sacrifice anything to keep my family together.

This may sound like a familiar story. It is a familiar story. It might be your story, too. But familiarity makes it no less cataclysmic when it happens to you.

Membership to the Broken Hearts’ Club is one that no one wants. New members gain entry through desperation, dejection and soul-crushing sadness. Your welcome pack includes the horrible gut punch when you wake every morning. The grey cloud that sits over you day after day, meaning the kindness of others – flowers on your doorstep, sunlight, smiles – can’t reach your soul.

Heartbreak happens every day but it doesn’t happen to you every day. So when it does, it’s a pain like no other. Which is why it’s the stuff of tragedies, films and songs (all of which now speak directly to your heart). If you’ve just joined the club, I know right now you are in the blackest of holes. You’ve picked up this book because you need someone who understands. You need answers and, most of all, you need hope. Or your friend has bought it because you were howling on her kitchen floor yesterday and you scared the shit out of her (sorry, Em).

I hope by sharing my story, talking honestly about being dumped, rejected, left, abandoned and my subsequent road to recovery, I can help you see there is a path through the pain. One that, believe it or not (and I know you won’t right now) will make you a stronger person, with more resilience and self-belief. I want to help you understand the brain’s reaction to heartbreak and how, in an evolutionary misfire, we are wired to make things worse and hamper our own recovery (so you can blame your primate self for downing an entire bottle of white wine when you’ve only had Kettle Chips for dinner). I also want to show you that healing is a well-trodden path with some signposts that can help you move forward when you feel stuck. Though you think you will never feel better, will never want anyone else (and are convinced no one will ever want you) – I promise you can and will find happiness again.

When I was desperately scanning the shelves of my local bookshop for something, anything that would guide me through this steaming pile of shittiness, I couldn’t find it. Lots of books were too academic and sterile, full of scientific advice that didn’t seem to recognise the enormity of the maelstrom I was in. They were written by balding men who advised me to tap my chest and talked about heartbreak in an abstract way, as if it wasn’t the thing that sliced your guts with cheese wire and consumed every waking thought. Then there were relationship coaches with wacky t-shirts and parrot earrings who suggested burning sage and cutting-cord rituals, neither of which I had to hand. Or twenty-somethings whose post-heartbreak rituals of vodka luges and polyamory bore no relation to my own life as a newly single mother of two with a full-time job and a school run.

In the meantime, I wrote about my break up for Red magazine, where for a decade I had written a light-hearted column about my happy family life. I felt sick at the idea of looking pathetic or sad, but writing was how I had always expressed what I was experiencing, good and bad. Seeing it in print – out there forever in public – was exposing and terrifying. But it was also cathartic, and the response was overwhelming.

The messages, cards and emails started arriving in their hundreds and then thousands. From women (and some men) who were in the throes of heartbreak or had been through it. People trapped in unhappy marriages, people who had experienced a family implosion in their childhood. Readers thanked me for my honesty, for not sugar-coating it or obscuring details to protect my ego. They identified with the feelings. They felt part of a community and that helped me to understand that, in my deep loneliness and pain, I was connected to thousands of others. They DM-d, emailed and wrote to say the article touched and connected with them like no other piece of writing.

A lot of my messages were from women whose husbands had left in a shocking fashion, who’d had affairs, then been angry, sometimes abusive and often cruel. Partners who had become unrecognisable from the person you thought they were. But I also heard from women who’d made the agonising decision to leave an unhappy marriage themselves. And people who had made a mutual decision to end a relationship that wasn’t working but still struggled with the loneliness and uncertainty. Whatever kind of heartbreak you’ve gone through, whether you have behaved madly, badly or sadly (or, in likelihood, all three) you’re welcome here. I hope you’ll find solace, empathy, hope and some LOLs (yes, really).

In publishing this story I am braced for an accusation which is often levied at me: don’t air your dirty linen in public. ‘They’ say you shouldn’t talk about your husband’s behaviour – whether cheating, falling out of love or just leaving – for the sake of your children. Or because that makes you sad and bitter and then no one will want you ever again. To which I give two fingers.

Elizabeth Day, author of How to Fail, believes in challenging ‘the concept that there is a nobility in invisibility’. When I heard her say those words my already blossoming girl crush became borderline inappropriate. Because if we hide our feelings and gloss over the facts, then the splinter festers inside and you can never truly heal. Or learn. And we can’t get a sense of perspective from our friends, or feel others’ warmth, love, support or advice. Instead our pain becomes a shameful and solitary secret.

This book is not about scoring points with my ex. There’s no spite or desire for revenge; it’s not a book full of stories that titillate with their awfulness (though Christ knows there were some). Because ultimately, that’s unhelpful to my, and your, recovery. Your route from rock bottom to redemption is about YOU, not them.

Your situation might feel uniquely painful to you (and it is) but I promise you that you are on a path that many before you have trodden and you will find comfort and community in recognising this. We all go through stages of heartbreak from shock through to denial and bargaining to acceptance and hope (and many more). Recovery isn’t linear and you might not progress through these stages methodically. You might slide down the snake from anger to depression or climb up a ladder from dating straight to happiness. But you will recognise so many of the emotions you are going through in all the chapters. So read this book however you like – skip forward and back and take from it what works for you.

My experience won’t be a carbon copy of yours. But I hope by sharing it, it helps you heal, just like sharing it helped me.
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