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PROLOGUE


SEPTEMBER 2013






I opened my eyes and found the room was still dark. It must be early, I thought. I rolled over, trying not to disturb my boyfriend sleeping beside me, and reached for my phone to see the time. Only 5 a.m. I groaned inwardly – I'd gone to bed less than four hours ago, and I'd been up at least three times. First I was thirsty, then I needed the loo, then I was hot – my body a little furnace of burning ethanol. All the symptoms of alcohol-disturbed, restless, unsatisfying sleep.


Ugh. Without moving, I could already tell this would be a groggy day. The self-chastising set in. Why did I have to drink so much for no reason whatsoever? I tried to turn off the chatter, willing myself to sleep, but my mind was racing in that all-too-familiar way it does when you've drunk your body weight in cheap white wine – oh yeah, and the cocktails afterwards. 


I looked over at my sleeping boyfriend, whose gentle half-snores were emitting eau d'ethanol. That might not sound very nice but it's OK – I probably smelled exactly the same. 


I lay there, recalling the previous evening. We'd been to a dinner party. His friends. Well, acquaintances really. Interesting enough people, with interesting jobs. Impressive house in west London. It wasn't a particularly special occasion. It was what I would describe as 'social maintenance' – the sort of occasion where someone finally gets around to inviting those periphery friends over before you fall completely out of touch.


Nevertheless it still turned into a lively affair. After dinner came the Calvadoses, the music got loud, the conversations became more opinionated. It was fun – most nights involving Calvados and new people are fun – but it wasn't spectacular. It wasn't even unusual. I had, this time, managed to steer my boyfriend into leaving just after midnight, which was not usually easy to do.


Lying in bed, I tried to count how many drinks I'd had. It was always the last drinks I regretted most. The ones that you drink way beyond the point of merriment simply because you want to avoid being thought of as boring if you switch to water. They are always the ones I blame for making me feel so awful. My only consolation was how much worse it would have been if we hadn't left when we did. Two sleepless hours later, my boyfriend sprung up – he never seemed to suffer hangovers like me – and began to cook breakfast. His house filled with unhealthily moreish smells. 


I got up and opened the curtains to a bright, warm August day. It was the last summer bank holiday of the year. We had no plans.


'I thought we could go for a nice lunch somewhere,' he said cheerfully as he served up a huge breakfast that I didn't really have an appetite for. It didn't feel so long ago that we were feasting on an extravagant dinner.


I forced a half-smile, wondering how to say it. 'I need to head back. I have work to do and things to sort for tomorrow,' I replied awkwardly, guiltily.


I didn't have work to do. I hardly had any work on, which was an altogether separate, but not insignificant, worry. As a freelance journalist, I often fluctuated between busy spells and dry patches. I'd been in one of the latter for months. I couldn't articulate the real reason I didn't want to spend the third day of the long weekend with him. Not even to myself. I just needed to be at home, in my own space, to tidy my flat, do admin, stop eating and drinking all day, and go to the gym.


I rarely dared to confront the thought but it was certainly there bubbling away. The thought that this relationship wasn't making me happy. I wasn't unhappy, but whenever we were together I couldn't help feeling that we were just spending time for the sake of spending time. 


He looked disappointed. Said we could do a lovely walk, one I hadn't done before, said we'd both been invited to someone's BBQ later and they'd feel let down if I didn't go. He obviously knew me well enough to know that I usually respond to guilt, but this time I was adamant. I would head home as soon as the coffee kicked in.


I would have loved a walk. In fact, I wanted nothing more than to be out in that sunshine, but I knew that if we did it together there would be pub and pints involved and, had I been honest with myself, I needed a break from our conversations. It felt like we talked about the same things over and over. I was bored.


Perhaps I sound unappreciative. Here was a wonderful man in my life who loved me. We had been together for more than a year and he was clear he was ready for more. Lots of women my age, 36, would put 'committed, loving man' at the top of their wish list – or so society leads us to believe. 


Both of us were freelance, working in the media, so we had far more time, freedom and flexibility to spend time together than many couples. Neither of us came with baggage – no children or recently failed relationships. We had all the ingredients for an idyllic relationship. He loved cooking and good wine; we went away at weekends, staying with friends dotted in faraway places or exploring a new city. When in London we mixed our wide circle of friends. We saw each other at weekends and once in the week. But everything we did together involved drinking – dinners, cocktail bars, media parties. During the first few months it was great fun. We dated, drank lots, stayed up late talking and didn't do any work the next day. But it wasn't sustainable – not if you want to see other friends as well, hold down a career, maintain your health, keep your skin nice and still fit into skinny jeans anyway.


So, over the last few months, I had tried to rein in our nights out. But I had found that we didn't have anything else to do. What do couples do together if they're not cracking open a bottle of wine? Watch TV? Come to think of it, what did I do with anyone that didn't involve carousing?


These were the reasons why I wanted to go home that morning. But when I got home to an empty flat, after an hour's Tube journey to the other side of London, I felt restless. The last of the summer sun was blazing and I wanted to be outside enjoying it. Maybe I should have stayed with him, I thought ditheringly. I was always torn when it came to how much time I allocated to my relationship – ever conflicted between partying and socialising, because that's what we were and it was fun, and retreating from him to keep my life functioning.


I texted a friend and asked if she wanted to meet for a late lunch. I was thinking avocado toast, fruit smoothie, detox tea – al fresco, even a picnic. Not only did I want to be out in that sunshine, doing something, feeling worthwhile, but I also wanted to articulate all these man worries to a good girlfriend. She was busy, doing pre-move prep, as in a few weeks she would start a year's work placement in Miami. I was really going to miss her. 


She wasn't the first friend that I'd lost to a tropical American city. Just months earlier, another best friend had moved to Hawaii. I missed her too, but the blow of losing our close friendship had been softened by the fact that I had a boyfriend to fill the socialising slots I used to spend with friends.


I messaged another friend – not a best friend, but one of my regular gossip-over-wine girlfriends – but impromptu invites on bank holiday Mondays rarely get snapped up, as most people make advance plans and stick to them. 


… But let's get a catch-up in the diary soon, she ended. 


I looked at her message, disheartened. I had many friends with whom I was due 'a catch-up in the diary soon'. I knew it wouldn't be soon. It would be a month before we'd find a suitable date, because that's what happens with all your friends once you're over the age of 30.


I so wanted company that afternoon. Despite my lack of sleep and the mild hangover, I was wired. I sat on my balcony looking out on the evening. The deep-blue late-summer sky taunted me. I wanted to be out there enjoying it. It felt like the world was awash with activity and adventure but none of it included me.


It was, I thought, the sort of afternoon to be sitting on a roof terrace somewhere enjoying a drink. I almost laughed at myself – that was exactly the sort of thing I was trying to do less of – but I had energy to burn and I didn't really know any other way to express it than through carefree hedonism.


Instead, I walked to my local park and sat on the grass on a silk sarong in the sun. I tried to read the paper but my hungover brain wouldn't take much in, so I lay down and tried to arrange my thoughts.


I started with the most dominant one of late: what to do about my relationship. I wanted to break free but wasn't that selfish? He would be so devastated it didn't bear thinking about. And what if I was throwing something away that I'd later regret? Then my thoughts wandered to the second-most dominant niggle of late: what my social life would be like if I did go it alone. 


My friends were dropping like flies. I used to have a pool of friends I could text or call on any day of the week for a capricious drink. I remember a time, not so long ago, when I had too many friends. Friends' friends became your own friends and vice versa. There'd be a ski holiday every winter, a weekend of drinking games in a country cottage every summer. Sunday afternoons in gastropubs. Email banter. Random dinner parties just for the hell of it in big shared houses with the token pissed-off flatmate appearing at midnight to complain about the noise. What happened to those days?


Friends are everywhere when we're young – we have so much free time, we need people to fill it with. We are all on a mission to collect as many as we can. As we get older, we reach our friendship quotas and suddenly find we no longer bond with random people at three in the morning at a house party 15 postcodes away. People no longer squeal 'we have to have a night out sometime' while tapping your number into their phone. Instead they nod politely and say 'it was nice to meet you', then collect their coat at 10 o'clock because they have kids, a babysitter, a partner, 30 other friends and an important Monday meeting to prepare for.


Not that I wanted kids, a babysitter, a partner or any important meetings to prepare for. I've never really fancied the family life. I split my professional life as a freelance producer in TV news and a writer for newspapers and magazines, pitching my own news and feature stories to different publications. Working in TV news meant an in-house shift in a newsroom. Writing meant working from cafes. I enjoyed the freedom and variety of my working life, and had never felt a need to 'settle' (which I've always thought is an odd term because one can be settled without finding a partner) or have children. But I still felt there had to be something else to life. More than a career or filling my spare time with trendy media parties, partying, regaling funny drinking stories to friends, or collecting new acquaintances at parties who always say 'let's meet up' then never do.


But what else was there? This leaning towards curbing my party lifestyle wasn't preceded by any epiphany. There was no reassessment of life values after waking up with a traffic cone on my head at the end of the Northern Line or anything like that. It was simply a case of physiological necessity. It was becoming increasingly evident that my ability to function on half a bottle of wine and six hours' sleep five times a week was fading with age.


I'd been saying I was going to cut down on drinking for years, maybe even stop drinking one day. Every time I lay in bed with a groggy head, like I had this morning, I imagined a future grown-up Helen, super productive, successful, full of energy, clued up on politics, with flawless skin, because she didn't go out drinking every other night and then spend half the working day watching cute cat videos on Facebook.


But this wasn't going to happen unless I found something new in my life. It wasn't that I couldn't not drink. We're not talking brown paper bags or gin and tonics by lunchtime. When I was on my own I never drank. If I lived in a hut on a mountain I wouldn't think about drinking. The reason it was hard to avoid was because I didn't live in a hut on a mountain and – as with many young professionals – my friends, my work networks, my relationship and even my identity were rooted in a culture of social drinking.


You might be thinking, No one forces the stuff down your neck, you lush! And you would have a good point. But you have to admit that most social activities in our culture revolve around the bar… Business dinners. Christmas drinks. Birthday drinks. Catch-up drinks. Leaving drinks. A drink to say thank you. Sunday lunches with wine. Free promo events with flat Prosecco. A date (this definitely needs a drink). Even when I visit family they're disappointed if I announce I need a night off the sauce, as if I've put them second best.


There is an assumption in our culture that we must drink to bond. Getting a bit tiddly together is the initiation test for friendship. Every close friendship that I can recall has started with a memory of some crazy, side-splittingly hilarious drunken antic.


I didn't regret any of those antics, but I was concerned that I didn't seem to have anything else on which to base social activities. To not drink, I felt I had to stay in. Or at the very least, I'd need to excuse myself in advance, informing whoever I was meeting of a reason to not indulge: 'Massive meeting tomorrow/sore throat/on antibiotics. Do you mind if I don't drink?' Do you mind? As if I needed to excuse myself for being sober and less entertaining.


Sometimes I mooted an alternative activity: 'I'm trying not to drink so do you fancy that exhibition at the Tate instead?' How crazy is that? That's basically saying: 'I can't sit with you for three hours and make conversation without either a drink or something arty to look at, even though you're one of my closest friends.' Quite insulting, if you think about it. Especially since I couldn't care less about modern art.


It occurred to me one day that almost every single conversation of any depth was executed under the influence of booze. Aside from a snatched chat in the gym or small talk by the coffee machine in the newsroom, most of my people-facing time was done with tipple in hand.


There were some social occasions when I didn't drink. But you have to admit, going out can often be mind-numbingly boring unless you're at least three times over the legal drink-drive limit. Whenever some annoyingly-dewy-faced teetotaller bounds around proclaiming the most annoying sentence in the world, 'I don't need to drink to have a good time', what they actually mean is that they do things other than hanging out in bars with other drinkers, spraying their words and saying the same thing three times.


And that was exactly what I needed to do, I thought, stirring from my silk sarong. I walked home, my restless thirst for activity no less, but my head a little clearer at least.


When I returned home, my boyfriend texted a photo from the BBQ he'd suggested we go to. It was a merry scene: he amid smiling faces; girls with glossy hair; bottles of lager raised in hands. You're missing such a good party. I didn't know whether it was an innocent comment to tell me he missed me, or a deliberate inducement of guilt that I'd chosen not to join him. I had become so consumed and confused about whether I wanted in or out that every little phrase inflicted paranoia. Was I being unloving, or was he too demanding? He would have assumed that I was at home working peacefully, not spending the afternoon craving any other activity than the one he wanted me to do.
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I spent the next four weeks agonising, procrastinating and changing my mind until, sadly, I ended our relationship. Then followed the painful extraction process: empty weekends during which I could not for the life of me remember what I used to do when I was last single, 18 months earlier; self-doubt over whether I did the right thing; heartbreaking nostalgia over the private jokes and language that we had created as a unit. It seemed such a desperately sad waste. 

The break-up was impeccably timed with my closest friend moving abroad. Just like that, the central pillars of my life caved in. Love gone, and with it affection and security. My career flagging and with it my motivation. My two truest friends lost to sunny American cities. As for the rest of my mates – during the time that I had been in a relationship, all but a handful had got themselves a husband and/or some offspring or two. Arranging so much as lunch seemed to take as much precision planning as a military intervention in Syria.


Those weeks in the autumn of 2013 were some of the most tormented I can remember. Yes, it was my decision to end our relationship, but it still left a gaping hole. I'd spent the last 18 months of weekends doing boyfriend things. Now weekends and weekdays rolled into one. Another Friday would arrive and I would realise I had no plans. 


I felt this odd conflict between wanting to get wasted, as had been my fail-safe tonic to get me through the blues in the past, and wanting to turn over a new healthy leaf, now that my life was my own to organise again. On the one hand, I wanted to phone friends, organise get-togethers, go to whatever party I heard about. After any other break-up, even minor ones, I've joined dating sites, gone wild in Ibiza, exposed myself to as much life as possible if only to mask the gap. Sometimes a bit of self-destructive hedonism is the only thing that hits the spot.


But this time I knew I'd been here before. Filling life with nights out that we rarely remember. Having deep-and-meaningfuls with randoms who you never see again when high on party vibes. Drinking because it makes you more gregarious, but at the expense of being extra subdued the next day… I was so sick of it all. 


My nerves were fraught – raw with frustration, boredom, guilt and sadness. I had a raging urgency to burn it all somehow, to do something outrageous. I wanted adventures, but not drinking adventures, which were the only ones I knew.


I was a good-time girl who didn't want to party any more. A career type who'd lost faith in work going anywhere. A once-popular socialite whose friends had either moved across the Atlantic or couldn't come out any more because everything clashed with baby yoga.


I couldn't sleep, couldn't concentrate, couldn't motivate myself to work. I was just waiting for each day to end so that another morning could begin and I'd have something to do. My now-ex sent texts trying to persuade me to reconsider. My guilt became so abrasive that I almost considered a U-turn just to assuage it. He was many positive things, on paper: loving, committed, funny. But in my heart I knew these things weren't enough. I knew there had to be something more fulfilling than jollies and drinking, which was all we did.
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The only time my black cloud lifted was when I went jogging. My freelance producer shifts were becoming fewer and so there were many days when a gentle jog, or a visit to the gym, was the only activity that required me leaving my flat. I didn't run far – never for less than 20 minutes, but certainly no more than 30. I went along the river or canal near my home in Limehouse, in east London, and when I got back I felt temporary relief. My little runs were the only time when my cravings for excitement and activity subsided. I loved it most when the sun was out, with my music and thoughts and daydreams. Then I was at peace.


This is not a story of a sedentary couch potato who suddenly defied the habits of a lifetime and got super fit. I did have bad habits, but even in my most hedonistic eras, I always kept reasonably fit. I used the gym twice a week and I jogged or swam once a week. Nothing crazy.


But, let's be honest, it was purely for vanity. It wasn't because I loved the feel of the wind on my skin, or because I loved the sense of absolute, complete exertion, or because I wanted to see what my body and mind were capable of, or because I wanted to see and breathe in some of the world's most stunning and unspoiled places. No, it was so that I could fit into size-eight jeans. Exercise was a necessary antidote to all the bad stuff.


Aside from jogging, I kept all exercise in temperature-controlled environments – an air-conditioned gym, an indoor exercise-class studio with bright lights and disco tunes, a heated swimming pool with pristine changing rooms with fluffy towels and hair straighteners. 


Actually, I didn't swim that much because I was afraid chlorine would give me split ends. Mostly I did it when I felt too hungover to use the gym. I didn't see the point in a bike. I was of the belief that once my morning workout was out of the way, it was time to put on a dress and heels and pick up a designer handbag. Tailored coats and sheer denier stockings don't mix well with bicycles.


But that autumn, to fill my empty days, I started to run more and further. I went online and looked for running playlists, and in my research I came across forums about times and distances, then one day I decided to time a run. I'd never done that before. I downloaded an app called MapMyRun, which records distance through a smartphone's GPS signal, and I set out to see how long it would take me to do 5k. I did it in just under 25 minutes.


This made me want to run faster. I wanted to beat my time. I went to the gym more. I wanted to do anything that involved activity because that seemed to be the only thing that calmed my frustration, filled my emptiness and eased my guilt over the break-up.


One day as I ran up the Regent's Canal near Bethnal Green, I passed a large group on bikes, laughing, chatting and politely getting into single file to let me pass. The image stayed with me. That was exactly the sort of thing I wished I was doing with my weekend. Something active, fun, with a group, that didn't involve getting hammered! They were only going slowly – pootling around on an assortment of pushbikes – but to me it looked like a proper expedition.


That group planted a seed. Suddenly I wanted to join bike rides along the canal with sporty, interesting people. Did they get lunch along the way? A well-earned beer perhaps? It wasn't like I didn't want to drink at all – I just didn't want it to be the only focal point.


I started to google local fitness groups. Trail running – what a lovely way to spend a day. Mud runs – there's even a beer tent at the end. Triathlons – I could handle that. I wasn't sure about swimming in a dirty lake though – that can't be good for the complexion, can it? What about a swimming holiday in the Mediterranean, with BBQs every evening? Or trekking the Inca Trail?


I didn't really care what it was. I just liked the idea of filling my weekends with the great outdoors, exercise and a challenge with new people, who hadn't moved to Surrey (where the schools are better apparently), and which didn't end with waking at five the next day from restless alcoholic sleep and vows to never do it again. That's when I came across Victoria Park Harriers, a running club based in Hackney. There were pictures on the website of big groups at all sorts of races. They ran two evening sessions per week, on Tuesdays and Thursdays. On Thursdays, I read, the club bar opens. Well, if a running club had a bar, I was definitely in.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HELEN CROYDON





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THIS S
GIRLY

TALES of A 1\ \\%
TORNED "“m\m‘

HELEN CROYDON





OEBPS/images/trees.jpg





