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			To all the wayward women, especially those who left us too early but who walk, swim and dance beside us, always.

		

	
		
			

			AUTHORS’ NOTE

			Thanks to those who appear in this book. We changed names/initials and/or identifying information when appropriate or desired. Events are as we remember them but we recognise and respect that everyone has their own take; that this is our version of our story/ies. 

		

	
		
			

			PART I

			ADRIFT

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			MERMAIDS 

			Tracey

			‘I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.

			I do not think that they will sing to me.’

			– T.S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

			A child of the Splash! era, I longed to be Daryl Hannah: half-hottie, half-mackerel – and boning Tom Hanks. Mermaids are often depicted in film and literature as sexy sirens or bloodthirsty nymphs, voluptuous sea creatures with perky tits and pretty, scaly tails surfacing from the sea to manipulate men and help them shuffle off their mortal coil. And as someone going through an acrimonious divorce and often feeling like I’m treading water or sinking in mud, I feel the mermaids are doing God’s work.

			But mermaids also represent the ultimate in sisterhood: femininity, rebellion and transformation. It’s these aspects of the mermaid lifestyle that I’m most drawn to, especially as I reach midlife. So when my friend Rhonda and I get the opportunity to train with the real mermaids of Florida, we totally flip out.

			Apart from the tan, the two best things about being travel writers are the adventures we have and the people we meet. At Tampa International Airport, Rhonda fires up Bumble within minutes of landing to see if she has a message from Daniel, a man from a nearby town called Holiday, a name he described to her as ‘wildly inappropriate for the presence of the humans who reside within’. So far, so Florida. 

			

			I’m contractually obligated to state that Rhonda Carrier is not an international cougar and does not fuck her way around the world. Although a self-confessed horn dog, she uses Bumble’s travel mode to chat with and sometimes meet interesting people around the world. And that’s how she found Young Daniel. 

			I say young, but there have been younger. That’s another story, though. Young Daniel is thirty-nine, Rhonda is fifty-four. I know she really wants to meet him but I’m not sure how she’s going to swing it given our packed schedule.

			Driving along the highway in our rented Ford Mustang – roof down and filthy ear-blistering German techno on the stereo – I glance over at her, the warm Floridian wind whipping her hair vertical, and I feel my heavy heart lighten. 

			Okay, indulge me a little. I’ve had a rough ride these past few years. A delicious life cocktail of marital woe, surprise debt, grief and perimenopause, all shaken up with the unrelenting pressure and responsibility that comes with being a parent. It’s no wonder depression has been as regular a visitor as a randy milkman. And each time it’s made me feel like I’ve fallen down a well. This trip has very much come at the right time. There’s only so much heavy lifting my dear Prozac can do. 

			After more than two decades of marriage and parenthood, and now going through a divorce, I crave the freedom of travel more than I crave two Greggs sausage rolls and a Diet Coke after a heavy night. I crave it more than love, I crave it more than sex. I crave freedom even more than acceptance. And now, as I speed towards the wet wilds of Florida sat next to Rhonda in my favourite car, freedom – albeit just for a week – finally feels within reach.

			The first stop on our Floridian adventure is Crystal River, famous for its manatees and its mermaids. And I’m obsessed with both. Did you know that manatees actually perpetuated the myth of mermaids? They were often mistaken for the sirens of the sea (well, that’s what the near-sighted, amorous sailors said…).

			

			The Italian explorer Christopher Columbus wrote that he’d spotted three ‘mermaids’ floating in the water near the Dominican Republic. In his log, he said, ‘Yesterday, when I was going to Rio del Oro, I saw three sirens that came up very high out of the sea. They were not as beautiful as they are painted, since in some ways they have a face like a man.’ 

			Rude.

			We skid the Mustang to a halt outside the Crystal Blue Lagoon, a marvellously kitsch B&B on King Spring, with cheery nautical decor and mermaid and manatee regalia – everything I’d hoped for on our mermaid adventure. We dump our bags and head straight to the Seafood Seller, a brightly lit local joint for ’gator mac and cheese and blackened shrimp po’boys – and numerous margaritas. As a baptism into the Crystal River community, the jolly manager introduces us to his best friend Darryl, a live crayfish (yes, you heard right). For we mermaids, it’s love at first sight.

			I wake up the next morning to a dolphin splashing noisily outside my bedroom window, and the feeling that I’m in a Disney film continues. 

			‘Not now, Flipper,’ I say, shaking a cream cheese and grape jelly bagel at him. ‘I’m carb-loading for mermaid school.’ 

			Coming in at number 1,847 of weird things I thought I’d never say or do, attending mermaid school in a tiny watery enclave of west Florida is right up there. I’ve done some strange things in my career as a travel writer. I trained as a spy in Finland, a safari guide in Kenya and a sommelier in, er, Guildford, and I even went to zombie school in London. And now, I’m learning to be a mermaid. Of course.

			Since turning fifty, I have developed the confidence of an unattractive trust fund baby. I think I can do anything. After decades of worrying about what everyone thought of me, now I don’t care a jot. It’s incredibly freeing and definitely my favourite part of getting older. (Please keep this in mind when you see me walking my dog in my pyjamas.)

			

			Rhonda and I are heading to Crystal River Water Sports to learn the basic skills of being a mermaid. Our mermaid guru, the lovely Lauren – a young, maybe mid-twenties, woman – seems shy and a little distant. She looks at us overly excited middle-aged women dicking about with manatee memorabilia and gives off a slight air of disdain at our silliness. In recent years, I’ve often noticed this look from younger women. What they don’t realise is that, if they are lucky, this is their future. 

			As Lauren fits us out with suitably garish tails and equips us with masks and snorkels, she warms up a little, and her obsession with mermaids becomes apparent. Lauren tells us she’s part of the Crystal River pod of mermaids and has dreamed of being a mermaid ever since she was tiny. Now she teaches others how to mermaid in the warm springs of Crystal River.

			Once in the water, Lauren relaxes, and she seems to blossom as she ebbs and flows with the spring. It’s obvious that she was born with gills, and when science catches up she can retire to the water to live her life fully as a mermaid. 

			Under a blazing Florida sun, our legs encased in shiny Lycra tails and powered by mono-fins, Rhonda and I dip and dive through the warm spring waters like frisky porpoises. For someone who can feel claustrophobic in a skinny jean, I take to wearing a tail easily, like a haddock to batter. Over the hours, we learn to duck-dive, flipping our tails out of the water to get down to deeper depths and also to wave to passing boats. We spin and blow mermaid kisses. 

			After my initial fear of drowning, it feels incredibly freeing to swim with a tail, and we both learn quickly as we dart around the warm springs. Soon enough, Lauren deems Rhonda and me ready to captivate our first sailor and lead him to a watery death. Exciting! 

			Like the mermaids, I want to live life on my own terms. I want to be the ruler of my sea. I think this is one of the reasons why I’m getting divorced. Disney’s The Little Mermaid has been a popular fairytale with young girls since the dawn of time, or at least 1989 when it was first released. It tells the tale of a mermaid who falls in love with a prince and battles evil to live happily ever after as a human. Of course, it’s a predictable love story designed to fool young girls into thinking that men are the answer.

			

			However, Hans Christian Andersen’s original fairytale is deliciously darker, much to my macabre delight. First published in 1837 as part of a collection of stories designed to scare the shit out of children, it does have the young mermaid fall in love with the prince after saving him from drowning. But in her quest for an immortal soul she makes a deal with the evil sea witch, and swaps her tail and her tongue for human legs and a painful life on land. A bit like marriage really (said the bitter divorcee).

			Of course, the dickhead prince goes and falls in love with another woman, one who can actually speak and walk, and spurns the mute mermaid, causing riotous rage among her mermaid sisters. The evil sea witch suggests she murders the twat prince and bathes in his blood if she wants her tail back for a life under the sea. However, our fishy femme doesn’t kill the git and instead throws herself into the sea and turns immediately to sea foam. Once again, a good woman sacrificing herself for a bloke.

			Now we have the basic skills under our gills, it’s time to meet our heroes, the mermaids of Weeki Wachee Springs. Waving goodbye to Lauren, who I swear has a tear in her eye, we hop in the Mustang, throw the roof back and hit the highway south with even louder German techno stoking up our fire.

			One of the deepest natural springs in the US, it feeds the seven-mile-long Weeki Wachee River and pumps more than 100 million gallons of fresh water into the Gulf of Mexico every day. In 1947, Newton Perry, a former US naval officer, took over the springs and carved an underground auditorium out of limestone. While in the navy, Perry invented a unique way of breathing underwater using compressed oxygen. Seeing a buck to be made, he recruited local girls to dress up as mermaids and perform underwater shows in the spring by taking discreet puffs of air from the free-flowing oxygen pipes.

			

			As someone who gets overly nostalgic about kitsch seaside attractions, I’ve been obsessed with the mermaids of Weeki Wachee Springs since Ariel was knee-high to a crayfish. Weeki Wachee was considered Florida’s original theme park and the mermaids performed eight shows in the underwater theatre every day. In the Eighties, the park added the Buccaneer water park, daily critter shows and a river cruise experience, but it was always the mermaids who were the main attraction. 

			When it first opened in the late 1940s, the performers would stand at the side of the road in their sparkly costumes to entice passers-by to come and watch their shows – not unlike the sexy sirens luring sailors with their pearly charms. Swinging the Mustang off Route 19 and driving under the Weeki Wachee Springs sign, I feel giddy and a little sick with excitement.

			There is a disappointing lack of land-based mermaids luring us into the park, but it doesn’t dampen our anticipation. We arrive before the gates are opened to the public and join a line of ladies by the Siren Camp sign. Getting a place on the camp is harder than securing Glastonbury tickets. Camps, which are held one weekend a month, sell out in hours as legions of women from around the world, but mainly the States, sign up to be trained by the Legendary Sirens, the mermaids who performed at Weeki Wachee during its golden era in the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies. 

			There are eight of us altogether, ranging in age from early thirties to late sixties, including Tracy, a shy artist from Gainesville, Florida, whose parents visited Weeki Wachee in 1969. She’s dreamed of coming ever since. 

			‘I’m recently divorced, so now I can do whatever I like. And I wanna be a mermaid!’

			

			I wasn’t sure what to expect of my fellow mermaids. Part of me wanted a kind of Louis Theroux-style exposé of women experiencing a mermaid-themed midlife crisis. Women leaving their husbands and families in droves to run away with the Weeki Wachee mermaids in a shower of glitter. Or indulging their life-long fetish for scales and tails in the hope that they can live a life underwater. What I actually experience is real, honest American women in all their raw glory – and a tail. 

			The sirens have a rule. All attendees have to be over thirty to attend the camp. I like this. I assumed it was to purposefully exclude the nymph-like youths who would come purely for the Instagram clout, but no. When the camps first started, some younger women would come for the weekend and then trade on the fact that they were ‘trained Weeki Wachee mermaids’ to get work as performers.

			Even though Rhonda and I are here to research a travel article, I think there’s something rather brave and raw about women following their dreams. It’s opening up a side of you that people rarely get to see. But there’s also a strong sense of ‘Fuck it. I’m here. I’m me. And I’m going to be a fucking mermaid,’ which I particularly like. 

			It’s the energy I really need right now. Just being here and around these wonderful women, I start to feel the rumblings of the former Tracey re-emerging. The woman I was before marriage, before kids, before responsibilities. And she’s going to be a fucking mermaid.

			Still using the same oxygen pipe technique, today’s professional mermaids perform three shows a day, each lasting forty-five minutes. Our first task is to sit in the Newton Perry Underwater Mermaid Theater, surrounded by a hundred little girls dressed as Ariel, and watch the show to see what’s required. As the dusty blue curtain rises, exposing the tank, we can hear the mermaids’ signature tune:

			

			‘We’re not like other women;

			We don’t have to clean an oven

			And we never will grow old.

			We’ve got the world by the tail!’

			It reveals a trio of mermaids waving and blowing kisses at a rapturous audience. Like the children, I’m mesmerised by these mythical nymphs. They look ethereal as they dart and writhe through the spring, and I struggle to keep my emotions in check. 

			‘I was seventeen and a week out of high school when I first became a mermaid,’ says Vicki Smith, a sprightly 84-year old who reigned the Weeki waves between 1957 and 1962. 

			‘We were like movie stars back then. I even performed for Elvis Presley.’ She grins. ‘But we were more famous than him at the time.’ 

			But it was the actual feeling of swimming in the spring, the freedom of swimming with a fin, that was always the biggest draw for the mermaids: 

			‘Being underwater is so quiet and serene. When it rains, it’s like stars on the ceiling. It’s like heaven for me,’ says Vicki.

			A natural spring, the water is a constant 74 degrees. We watch the mermaids perform their underwater ballet along with a supporting cast of sea life. The odd manatee and alligator have also been known to make a cameo appearance, although there is disappointment that they haven’t turned up today, an equally thrilling and petrifying prospect.

			‘We couldn’t hear underwater back then, so we had a special hand signal if an alligator swam into the spring,’ Vicki says and chuckles. It’s a fact I’d rather not know.

			Over the weekend, the ‘Formers’ teach us how to be a Weeki Wachee mermaid. We swim in the spring between shows and learn how to perform underwater. Vicki and her pod of mermaids – Becky, Cheryl, Bev, Rita and Mirt – giggle and banter as they show us ‘guppies’ the ropes. 

			We all need older women as role models. Cher and Dolly Parton have always been my traditional go-tos, but after this weekend I look to Mermaid Vicki and Mermaid Becky and the rest of the Formers, each still fizzing with passion and vitality even in their most senior years. These are the real-life role models I want. 

			

			‘This is my third camp,’ says Phyllis, who in her sixties has fully committed to the lifestyle, with her abundance of mermaid-themed attire from towels to tiaras. ‘It’s just magical, that’s what it is. There’s something so magical about swimming with a tail.’ 

			To outsiders, mermaiding is often seen as a trivial hobby. Childish even. What grown woman wants to dress up as a Disney character? But it’s more than that:

			‘Swimming in the spring, being a mermaid is just freedom,’ says Mermaid Vicki. ‘Freedom in its purest form.’

			After wriggling into my Lycra tail, I shuffle along the deck and slide into the cool clear spring like a sparkly aquamarine sea slug. I’m relieved to hear we’re not allowed to breathe from the air pipes – it takes weeks of training and a scuba-diving qualification. Instead, we spend thirty minutes at a time in the water in our tails learning the basic underwater ballet moves, including mermaid spins, backward flips and, most importantly, how to smile and wave underwater.

			During its heyday the Weeki Wachee mermaids did a full set of underwater tricks, including eating a banana and drinking a bottle of soda. 

			‘Back then I could hold my breath for three and a half minutes,’ says Mermaid Becky, who performed here between 1973 and 1985.

			After a performance, the Currents (the mermaids who perform daily) come backstage and say hi. They are very young and very pretty, and I feel more like a manatee than ever. But as they chat with us and the elder mermaids, I can see their passion and their dedication to the mermaid lifestyle. They are a real sorority, proper sisters of the sea, and there’s a respect between the generations. The young mermaids understand that without the elders, the mermaids who swam before them, they would not be performing at Weeki Wachee Springs today.

			

			After our first swim, we sit together in the Sorority of the Sirens area, still in our swimsuits and towels, and warm up with mugs of hot tea and biscuits. The Formers talk about their Weeki Wachee careers and their lives now, their post-mermaid careers, their families, their grandchildren. 

			Over the weekend, it becomes clear that female friendship is at the very core of mermaid life. Between swims, the trainee mermaids continue to gather around the Sirens area at the side of the spring and chat. Rachael, her mum Phyllis and best friend Jennifer have flown in from North Carolina, while Logan, a gorgeous tattooed burlesque dancer, has travelled down from Brooklyn. 

			It’s listening to these tales of women’s lives that makes it such a special experience. Best friends, mothers and daughters, a trio of women on their own, and Rhonda and me… We all have our tales to tell. I think about why I want to be a mermaid, and I murmur to Rhonda: ‘No wonder it’s called a “gossip of mermaids”. I just want to hang out like this. With a bunch of great girls, dicking about in sexy shell bikinis, luring sailors to their doom. A life underwater and free of arseholes – that’s living the dream!’

			Sitting in our damp swimsuits, our ‘performance’ make-up streaked down our faces and hair crisping in the heat, we each explain what brings us to Weeki Wachee Springs and why we want to be mermaids. The women listen intently to each other, nodding and smiling in encouragement. 

			Rachael and Jennifer are young widows from North Carolina, who lost their husbands within months of each other and wanted to do something positive and bring some joy back into their lives. Phyllis is a pocket-rocket pensioner with bleached blonde hair and full mermaid attire, an aquatic addict on her third camp. She twitters and snips fondly with Rachael. Logan, the statuesque burlesque dancer, wants to learn the art for her work, and in her words ‘jump on the mermaid bandwagon’ before heading further south to relax on some ‘big-ass beaches’.

			

			Some people might see Siren Camp as just a bunch of over-the-hill ladies in fake nails and tails, pretending to be mermaids – and it kind of is, but in the very best way. There’s a real vulnerability that comes with pursuing your dreams. I explain that I have teenage kids and I’m going through a divorce. I talk about how my need for freedom and release from my situation is overwhelming at times, and about how I struggle. 

			As I look around my sorority of sirens – a bunch of damp women in synthetic mermaid tails – I realise that life is all about sisterhood, innit? Look at the suffragettes. Look at the MeToo movement. Women need women. It’s only other women who understand what life is like for us. I feel buoyed up.

			As Mermaid Becky puts sun cream on my back, she gently whispers in my ear that I should get one of my moles checked out, and it brings a lump to my throat. I feel cared for among these women. I’ve known them for barely a few hours and already they are checking in on one another. The solidarity is palpable. That’s the power of the Weeki Wachee mermaids.

			After waving a reluctant goodbye to our mermaid sisters (although we’ve linked on social media and had invitations to visit them all in their various states, and promised to host them at home in the UK), Rhonda and I fling the roof back on the Mustang, whack up the tunes and head south towards St Petersburg and Anna Maria Island. Seven miles long, half a mile wide and fringed with coral-white beaches, Anna Maria Island is our last stop on our mermaid adventure and the final chance to lure some poor sailor in the Gulf of Mexico to his doom.

			Crossing over the bridge past a group of barefoot surfers, we quickly realise that Anna Maria Island is our kind of town. Palm-fringed streets are lined with mid-century motels and dusky-pink clapboard homes, and, rather noticeably, there’s an abundance of leatherback old charmers with pots of money and a house on the beach. 

			

			In search of a sugar daddy or a surfer, we head to the hottest spot in town, the Sandbar, where we dine with our toes in the sand as the sun sets. While we fail to lure a sailor, we do entrap a poor young waiter named Travis, who certainly wasn’t expecting a pair of salty would-be cougars in his section that night. As he earnestly explains the farm-to-fork menu in his tight T-shirt and dreamy smile, my rheumy eyes fix on him in a manner that causes Rhonda to mutter, ‘You bloody mervert.’

			After dinner, I mention to Travis that we’re having a nightcap next door in Bortell’s Lounge and will buy him a drink. But while the young buck actually does rock up for his liquid tip, Rhonda and I are already deep in conversation with a couple of women at the bar. Hailing from West Virginia – ‘You won’t know it, it’s shit’ – they are here on holiday with their partners, who are standing at the bar silently watching baseball on the TV. Discontented with their company, the women turn to us, the sisterhood, and we bond over life, loves and thoughts about mermaids.

			On our final morning, we wander down to the beach to say goodbye to the sea. I stare at Rhonda, lost in her own thoughts as she paddles in the shallows. I imagine she’s kicking herself about not meeting Young Daniel, but there was just no way they could make it work.

			I think about home. I’ve just spoken to my children, one of whom is having a particularly difficult time, and the reality of life and my responsibilities has come flooding back. I’ve had a taste of the delicious freedom I so desire, and now it’s time to return home, but not beneath the waves. Not yet. Not yet.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			Bumbling Through

			Rhonda

			‘…if we could be at home there

			back where we began

			where gravity does not pull us down, buoyant 

			in the briny

			if we could truly 

			be at home there

			feel the currents passing between 

			the continents, see the coloured coral

			in all that vast and hidden space

			then we could be happy

			a mermaid.’

			Anonymous poet, London

			As our plane lumbers its way back up into the skies over Florida like one of the state’s neon-pink flamingos, I gaze down at the Earth falling away and disappearing out of sight and I feel a weird emptiness.

			I’m always happy to be going home to my kids. And I’m happy and endlessly grateful to have had these completely bonkers days with Tracey, diving deep into the surreal parallel universe of Old Florida – a place where we drank in bars along alligator-filled channels, amid men wearing Trump caps, debating whether the reptiles or the men were the most dangerous while we scarfed baskets of deep-fried pickles. And, of course, where we met Darryl the crayfish minutes before tucking into a plate of his brethren.

			

			A place where we flew on an airboat piloted by a delightfully butch lesbian into the Gulf of Mexico from Homosassa as a storm started to swirl overhead, and a place where, after being told not to swim too close to manatees out of respect for nature, I was virtually molested by an over-friendly lady one in a hot spring. Well at least I was getting some action, because god knows my love life was both a hot mess and a dusty desert.

			West Florida was a place where we genuinely wondered if we should be fearing for our lives as we lost our way in the backwoods one day, driving past lawless-looking houses, huge American flags flapping in the front yards. When our route was blocked by sudden signs that were clearly home-made out of bits of decayed old fencing, announcing ‘private roads’ that were obviously no such thing, so that we half-expected wild-eyed rednecks to come running out from the trees with shotguns. 

			I’m sad because Tracey is sad. Things at home have preoccupied her for the last twenty-four hours, and I hate to see her so worried and also so disappointed to be ending this trip on a low.

			And I’m sad because of Young Daniel. Of course, I didn’t come to Florida thinking I would start a relationship. I’m not even looking for a relationship. So what am I even doing on Bumble?

			A while ago, when the world opened up again after Covid, Tracey persuaded me to join a dating app. Mainly for the bants, she said. 

			I had a holy horror of online dating and, in fact, dating as a concept. I couldn’t imagine anything worse than talking to strangers on my phone, or, shudder, meeting one in person to see if we wanted to get jiggy together. I’d never really gone on any dates in my life, and instead had mainly just slid into relationships with people I already knew like an out-of-control novice on an ice-skating rink.

			At first, it was mildly entertaining, as Tracey and I traded screenshots of some of the specimens who liked us. It was also an eye-opener as to how brutal human beings can be – ghosting, unmatching in the middle of conversations, and, of course, sending unbidden dick pics or demanding candid photos. 

			

			Tracey’s first foray into the world of post-separation dating had been via the medium of Hinge, a supposedly gentle dating app ideal for the perhaps trepidatious middle-aged woman dipping her toe back into the water. 

			‘It was three months before I turned fifty. A friend suggested I bite the bullet and get on the apps quickly because “It’s a barren wasteland the second you hit five-oh!”, she told me.

			‘Shopping for men is fun,’ Tracey assured me. ‘It’s like swiping through a digital Panini football sticker album, except the men are less attractive.’

			She soon matched with a bloke, a divorcee and father of teenagers – another writer, who also lived in Brighton. 

			‘I met him for coffee – I was nervous, but, weirdly, not as nervous as I thought I’d be, considering it was my first date for more than twenty-five years. But we got on well. Things progressed on WhatsApp. We chatted and chatted, sometimes into the early hours, and then one Sunday afternoon he suggested I go round to his for coffee the next morning. Coffee turned into sex. And that was that. For the first time in twenty-five years, I had sex with someone who wasn’t my husband.

			‘It lasted a couple of months, in the form of quickies after the school run, and coffee was rarely involved, but it was great to get back in the saddle,’ she said. 

			The Bearded Wanker sounded conceited, in my opinion. We called him BW because he sent her unsolicited videos of himself wanking, even when she was wiped out with Covid. It’s an eternal mystery to women why men think they would want to see this kind of thing.

			After a while BW told her he didn’t see her as relationship material, just friends with benefits. She was ‘too keen’. 

			I was livid. As was she. 

			‘He was projecting. I told him that I’d just come out of a twenty-five-year relationship and the very last thing I wanted was another one.’ 

			

			It ended as quickly as it had begun. 

			Over time, I did come to see the worth of dating apps. Just as in the pre-app age, when, alone in Berlin, I’d once put a call out to my friends on Facebook for local contacts who might entertain me, and ended up spending a fun night out in the bars of Schöneberg with a lovely writer and his husband, I started using them as a tool for enriching my travels.

			Whenever I was going somewhere by myself, and sometimes with Tracey, I changed my setting to Travel Mode and looked at people who liked me in the destination I was heading to – men, women and trans people, of all ages (within reason). Sometimes I liked one back and we chatted. Often it led nowhere. Most times, when I got to my destination, I found I was really very happy just to have time by myself and the freedom to amble around without worrying about whether another person was happy.

			With Young Daniel it was different. Within twenty-four hours of setting my travel mode to Tampa, I’d been liked by around six hundred men and women in Florida. That’s not because I’m a great catch, it’s a measure of how ridiculous it all is. Most of the men wore baseball caps and seemed fully interchangeable. A lot were pictured swinging golf clubs, or delightedly dangling tarpon from their fists. It was both overwhelming and uninspiring.

			But in among the many thumbnail pics to scroll through, one face jumped out at me. There was just something about his cheeky-sexy, unabashed grin that made me know I had to chat to him. I somehow felt I recognised him.

			Our conversation took wings. Young Daniel was a science teacher, a long-term single dad turned empty-nester, and a sometime poet. We had an immediate connection via long, long text messages, which very quickly turned into voicemails and video messages from him that let me see that he was a) real b) incredibly cute and charismatic and right up my alley.

			

			And that was before I’d even arrived in Florida. Alas, after Tracey and I landed and hotfooted it out of Tampa to meet the crayfish, mermaids and molesting manatees of the Gulf Coast, it quickly became apparent that, because of our packed schedule of activities and Young Daniel’s teaching and prior commitments for the week, we probably wouldn’t actually be able to meet. But we kept messaging and he gave me lots of tips about the places we were going to – tips that made our trip that much better (Rule #1 of travel being that nothing beats insider intel from a local).

			But we didn’t get together, and that’s why, as we break through the clouds and leave Florida behind us like a fever dream, I’m struck by a sadness that seems incommensurate – as if I’ve missed out on something that was meant to be.

			Fast forward just two months and I’m hugging Young Daniel outside King’s Cross station in London. Letting go of each other, we laugh, then we hug again. Perhaps it’s the sheer relief that, from just one glance, we know we like each other IRL too.

			Dan called me yesterday evening and said he was flying into London today to get a connection back to Tampa. Before I’d unearthed him from the rubble of Bumble, he’d been planning a solo Europe trip for summer, and this was the endpoint of that. At one stage, when he reached Marseille, he asked me if I could maybe fly down to meet him there, to dance in the streets amid the crowds of partying locals, but I couldn’t make it work logistically. Now he’s returning to the States a bit early because of his dad’s cancer, hence the call. As soon as he told me, I rejigged my deadlines for the week and looked up train times. It was now or never.

			We spend eight straight hours together, and they pass at the crazed, vertiginous speed of a runaway train. I’m like a rabbit in his headlights. We walk around a London he’s only briefly been to once before, and that was when he was four. I take him around Brick Lane with its street art and to Spitalfields Market for lunch, and to an unfathomably ancient pub. Then we walk past the Tower of London, across Tower Bridge and along the South Bank, stopping for a drink every so often. Young Daniel is dumbfounded by how old everything is here. We talk the whole time and we laugh, a lot – so much so that I (admittedly slave to a dodgy menopausal bladder) nearly pee myself several times.

			

			Outside Tate Modern, we stop when Daniel spots a man feverishly typing on a manual typewriter perched on a tiny foldout table. It turns out he’s a poet for hire and, for a sum of one’s choice in the currency of one’s choice, he writes a piece on any topic you suggest. 

			Young Daniel fishes out some dollars and asks him to write a poem about serendipity. After a few minutes of pounding away on the keys, the man hands us a poem about two people meeting and falling in love – and asking themselves if their encounter was something willed by the universe, or pure chance, the product of chaos. Daniel, I already know, believes there’s no such thing as random – no coincidences. 

			Then it’s my turn to pick a topic, and because I don’t want to be a simp, as the kids say, with a romantic gesture, I think beyond Daniel to Florida and to Tracey, and I ask for a poem about mermaids in honour of our friendship and our road trip. 

			Waiting for the poem, Dan and I exchange a lingering glance loaded with questions. There’s something special to this day, we both know it.

			The man with the typewriter hands us an equally beautiful poem about mermaids.

			About an hour later, Dan seals his place in my heart forever by buying a cheap metallic rose from a vendor on Hungerford Bridge to take back to a fierce female toilet attendant who just yelled at us for jumping the entry barriers to avoid paying, because we had no change. He feels guilty, he says, for disrespecting her by claiming we hadn’t done it. His face as he apologises to her makes my legs wobble. I get a second rose and hold it to my heart.

			

			Time starts running out for us. It starts to gallop. I feel sick. Dan calls the single room he’d booked near Gatwick to find out if he can arrive later than they stipulated. I look at last trains to Manchester, seeing how far I can push it before running to the station.

			I already know Dan is a gin fan and before we part I lead him to a secret gin parlour behind a hidden door, where he goes into raptures over a tasting flight that includes a pungent truffle gin. His sheer delight in it all makes me so happy. But I have to sprint for my last train. There’s no fighting it any more. 

			Out in the street, as I come over all sensible and mumsy, explaining to him which way to walk to get his Gatwick train, he shakes his head and laughs and leans in to kiss me. And I kiss him back, I keep kissing him, wondering why it didn’t happen earlier in the day, why I didn’t make it happen, wanting time to just stop right there. It’s delicious. He’s delicious.

			I turn and run for the station, and everything I pass on the way, all the places I have known for most of my life, I see anew and more vividly as if through his eyes. I’ve shown him so much today, London through my eyes, yet I want to show him more, everything. But time has called itself on us.

			‘And love is a ghost that the others can’t see, it’s a danger’ 

			On the train back to Manchester I listen to these lyrics from Agnes Obel’s ‘Familiar’ and I start to get the horrible feeling that despite what I said to Daniel as we parted – that we will meet again some day – I won’t ever see him again. And though we do exchange a few messages, I can already feel him pulling away, like someone going up in smoke in front of my eyes. Most tellingly, over the next few days he doesn’t post anything on social media about his day in London, despite having taken photos. Everywhere else he went in Europe, he did.

			

			Young Daniel is, to me, the very best kind of person: open, curious, intelligent, sexy, political. But he also, I sleuth out via social media after he’s back home, seems to have a girlfriend – one he probably got together with not long before his trip to Europe but omitted to mention. 

			I’m sad but I try to be sanguine. He’s fifteen years younger than me, he has a constraining job as a teacher and responsibilities as a single dad, he lives a nine-hour, seven-hundred-pound flight away from me. And yes, there’s probably a pesky girlfriend on the scene. 

			I tell myself it was never going to be anything more than a day – but what a day it was. When a friend I tell about it dismisses it as sounding like a Richard Curtis movie, I retort: But don’t we all need the odd Richard Curtis day in our lives? In fact, I think it should be obligatory. I’d actually like one a year, please.

			Meeting Young Daniel also does me a huge favour by helping me define/refine what I do want from a man, because he was pretty much the right person in the wrong place and at the wrong time. Meeting him and thinking about what I liked so much about him inspires me to draw up a mental list of eight things I would want if I was to have a relationship. He scores seven and a half. 

			I apply the same checklist to my mental Rolodex of exes and am startled that so many of them score around the two or three mark. What the fuck have I been doing all my life? Have I been sleepwalking? And will I ever find anyone more well suited to me than Dan?

			

			Young Daniel isn’t my first Bumble date. My first was almost too ludicrous to talk about, for so many reasons. His age, twenty-nine, was really the very least of them.

			It was all Tracey’s fault, as per usual. Somehow she’d inveigled her way into getting us (her, me and four girlfriends) a few days at an €8-million villa in the middle of nowhere in Chianti for the purposes of belatedly celebrating her fiftieth birthday after lockdown cheated her of the Cher-themed party she’d planned for years.

			Turning fifty was the catalyst for many of Tracey’s wild decisions, it seemed. Months earlier she’d got her first tattoo and then tickets for Glastonbury. Midlife crisis, much? She announced she was also on the (to-my-mind) terrifying path to becoming a stand-up comedian.

			‘It’s my present to me for my fiftieth birthday,’ she announced, after booking herself on a ten-week beginners’ course in Brighton. 

			I thought it was just a fad, a new hobby, and that was where it was going to end. Partly because personally I can’t imagine anything worse. It seemed like a form of self-torture to me. Why would you put yourself through that?

			Until one morning she messaged me she’d just done her first gig. She was high on adrenaline. I realised that she was serious about being a funny girl and that this was just the start of something big.

			Where we stayed in Italy was a place so shockingly Tuscan (rolling vineyards, gnarled farmers on tractors, shimmering silvery olive groves) that we not only had to keep pinching ourselves, but even questioned if it was all fake – a kind of Italian Westworld. Or if we were all dreaming. Or drunk.

			To be fair, we were drunk quite a lot of the time, Tracey strutting around the place in a black body stocking, silver ankle boots and a Cher wig that became more and more tangled as the nights went on, our karaoke blasting out even as dawn spread over the olive groves.

			

			But I wasn’t drunk the morning my phone rang as I was tucking into a late hangover breakfast cooked for us by our personal chefs and saw that someone was calling me via Bumble. I stared at my phone in horror. I didn’t even know you could make calls through dating apps. That said, I was still new to the game at this point. This was a year pre-Daniel and I was still at the ‘bants’ stage.

			The six of us girls were happy as clams, making day trips to Florence and San Gimignano, wine tasting at local vineyards, gorging ourselves senseless in hilltop restaurants and swimming in our pool with its laughably dreamy views. All of us women friends present were going through difficult things, including divorce, the ill health of parents and issues with our offspring, and there were a lot of deep and healing conversations as well as those moments of pure hedonism.

			But those of us who were on dating apps hadn’t been able to resist browsing the offerings of the surrounding countryside in our spare moments, cackling as we swiped right on one after another Italian menfolk as ludicrously gorgeous as the scenery, comparing our matches.

			The man who called me over my hangover breakfast turned out to be a once-globetrotting sommelier who had come home in the pandemic to settle down and be near his parents, and had retrained as an electrician. He was also twenty-three years younger than me. It seemed unlikely that anything could evolve from such a match, but he was heartbreakingly good-looking and it seemed churlish not to at least chat and even, encouraged by the others, invite him round for a drink by the pool.

			Ultimately, our attempts at a Tuscan idyll fell apart: Luca’s work obligations and the things we womenfolk had planned together scotched our attempts at an actual hook-up. But when, from the airport, I sent him a flippant parting message to the effect that I would take him out to dinner next time I was in Florence, or that he was welcome in Manchester whenever he made it over to the UK, I was shocked but rather thrilled when he responded with screenshots of imminent flights. 

			

			Of course I hesitated. I’m not completely insane. And as I said, I’d never really been on a date, as such: I’d mainly known my men ‘in real life’ and then careered, often unthinkingly, into relationships from friendships. Just the idea of walking into a pub or restaurant and meeting a stranger gave me hives. But I played along with Luca’s Manchester suggestion and tried to view it as a regular Bumble date. He could book a hotel, and we could go out for dinner, and if there was a spark we could take it from there.

			When this second plan also fell through – Luca’s work schedule combined with the flight schedules would give him less than twenty-four hours in my city – I found myself doing what I’d ardently promised myself I wouldn’t: I said I’d think about booking a flight out to see him.

			Think about it…

			Rewind: perhaps I am insane. All I can say is that, at the time, we’d been cooped up in successive lockdowns for two years, I’d lost all my work, I’d been overseeing the homeschooling and mental health of my kids, and my marriage was irretrievably broken down but there were no financial means of separating. 

			I’d had a spectacularly ill-judged and disastrous affair with a much older married man, followed by an emotional affair with someone in another country I’d met just before the pandemic started and couldn’t get to see in person. That had also ended in a bit of a car crash. My head was all over the place. I wasn’t sleeping well due to a toxic combo of almost homicidal rage towards a variety of people and spiralling menopause symptoms. 

			When I flew out to Italy, I was your classic woman on the edge, in full midlife crisis mode.

			Luca picked me up from his local train station and drove me to lunch in a place so beautiful and, again, so ridiculously Tuscan that I nearly puked. Having got up for the airport run at 3 am but also, out of sheer petrification at what I was doing, barely slept for days in the run-up (it had been eight weeks since we ‘met’), I was delirious with tiredness too.

			

			Luca chose from the menu for me, which I loved (sometimes it feels like such a treat not having to think and make decisions), and we topped off our sublime lunch and wine with shots of limoncello. Both quite drunk by this point, we headed to a viewpoint over vineyards unfurling as far as the eye could see and exchanged sticky-liqueur kisses like sickening fools in the most clichéd of romcoms.

			As I hadn’t wanted to agree to go to his place until I’d met him and ensured he wasn’t just a very handsome serial killer, I’d booked myself a boutique hotel in the hills outside Siena. I invited him to come there with me, and there we swam in a shimmering pool with glorious views, drank the champagne I’d bought from duty free to celebrate his birthday (he turned thirty the day before, bless his little cotton socks), went to bed, and then had dinner in a candlelit courtyard shared by only two other couples, both in their seventies. 

			When one of them, Americans, saw fit to announce that they were celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary, I had to bite my tongue. If only they knew that this was the very first time Luca and I had met. And that I was easily old enough to be his mum. God knows, I hadn’t asked and didn’t really care to know, but his mother might even be younger than me. Awks.

			The woman parading her half-century-long marriage then remarked on how cool it was that I was with a ‘real-life Italian’, and, before I could think better of it, I found myself blurting out, ‘Oh yes, I rented him for the night.’

			I glanced panic-stricken at Luca to see if he had understood. We were getting by, but his English really wasn’t very good and my Italian is minimal. He didn’t react. From the couple, on the other hand, there emanated an uneasy silence. Part of me relished their discomfort. But I felt bad for Luca. I’d been disrespectful.

			

			In the night, I woke up and he wasn’t beside me. I got up and found him in the second bedroom, awake. He said he couldn’t sleep. I knew that I – this – wasn’t what he had been expecting. Did he even know what he’d expected?

			Regardless, the next day we tried to stay on at the lovely hotel, but found it was fully booked for the weekend. We talked about driving to another region, but Luca was indecisive about which one. He’d been like that from the start – hopelessly millennial, expecting me to make all the decisions and then quibbling about them. I was a bit tired of it all and couldn’t be bothered to make a decision and then have him later turn it on me. It was his country, he knew the good places, and I wanted him to just take charge.

			So we went to his house for the next two days. In some ways it was blissful. He cooked for me, made me cocktails, took me to bed. He smoked spliffs and I sunbathed in his yard with a book. We got takeout pizza and watched a movie together, me trying to absorb more Italian from the subtitles.

			But there was still something awry. I knew, deep down, that Luca was cross with me. I knew I was not what he wanted. It was hard to understand each other, but from the things he said it seemed he wanted someone to look after, someone to serve, even. 

			And that wasn’t me and he’d realised that. I’m an independent modern woman with an all-consuming career I love, and at that point I was fifty-three years of age. I had gone to Tuscany for some fun and yes, undoubtedly the ego boost of being bedded by a young hot Italian. Somewhere in the run-up to it all, the communication had failed. As I said, his English isn’t great and my Italian is non-existent. There was a lot of Google Translate involved. But also, there are words, and then there are ineffable feelings and yearnings.

			

			And it seemed Luca wanted me to be dominant even in bed – perhaps thought that’s what older women do. But although, yes, we have the benefit of experience and knowing what we like, what I’ve been learning over these past few years of singledom is that I am, or at l least sometimes can be, a sub. As I did when I so happily let Luca order my lunch for me, it turns out that sometimes, just sometimes, I love giving up control. I find it relaxing in a life during which I’ve had so much responsibility and decision-making on my plate. But that’s another story.

			Anyway, I had a divorce to deal with and three teens to steer through exams, impending university and all manner of other things. I also travel a lot for work, while Luca was just starting a new job that meant he’d only have one day off a week for the next six months. 

			At one point he lost his temper with me, said I had a perfect life. He wanted it, he said. Which I kind of got, while thinking: I came to Tuscany to get laid, not to be attacked or made to feel ungrateful for my privilege and luck (which I recognise and am grateful for). 

			In a vile mood now myself, I told him I was going to the Palio the next day. By complete coincidence the world-famous horse race was on in nearby Siena while I was there, and there was no way I was going to miss out on it. Luca said he didn’t want to come, and I didn’t push it; he’d lived there all his life, it must be old hat to him (I later found out he’d never even been to it – something others travel from all around the world for).

			The Palio turned out to be even more of a disaster than the date. I found it chaotic and cruel. I hated the remorseless whipping of the horses and the seemingly endless false starts that exhausted them. All this and, along with tens of thousands of other spectators, I was corralled into an enclosure in the centre of Siena’s main square, Piazza del Campo, which was transformed into a boiling sea of lobster-red people beneath an unforgiving Tuscan sun.

			

			But my real problem was that, although the race itself takes only ninety seconds, with the many false starts and then the time it takes to line the horses up again, it can actually drag on for several hours. I began to get antsy. Luca was coming to pick me up and we were going to dinner. He was already annoyed with me; I knew being late would really piss him off. But I was trapped here in this ridiculously beautiful piazza turned scene of bedlam. 

			Deciding I couldn’t put up with the nonsense any longer, I headed over to one of the high wooden gates keeping people in the enclosure. I approached a member of staff and told them I felt faint and absolutely had to leave. They can’t keep me here, I said to myself. The horses were being given another rest, it was demonically hot, and things had overrun by two hours. People had lives to get on with. It was against human rights.

			All at once, two people arrived with a stretcher and slam-dunked me onto it, despite my protestations now that I didn’t actually feel that ill after all. Then I was carried over to the other side of the square, with spectators ogling me as the stretcher-bearers jogged through them, yelling at them to make way. I was mortified. When we got to a medical area, I was force-fed water and told I wasn’t going anywhere until the race was over.

			By the time the whole saga was done, the race run and the gates opened, I was catastrophically late. I’d messaged Luca, but he’d already left home. By the time I barged my way through the exiting melee and found him in his car on the edge of the city, he was furious – said he couldn’t understand how I could be so fucking dumb. 

			I told him that if the race is supposed to take ninety seconds, I couldn’t be expected to know I’d still be stuck there two hours later. How was I supposed to know about all the false starts? He stayed cross. We didn’t go for dinner. 

			I left the next day, feeling a bit broken. Luca clearly couldn’t wait to see the back of me and that’s never a pleasant feeling, even when you think someone has been behaving like a bit of a dick themselves. I told him that, given my flight was last thing that night, I was going to spend the day in Livorno – a rough port town I’d always fancied the sound of for its associations with the doomed lovers Modigliani and Jeanne Hébuterne, and with the equally tragedy-soaked Byron and the Shelleys. It was the perfect place to head after a failed romantic assignation.

			

			Before my train even got to Livorno, texts were coming through from Luca, asking how I was doing. And when I finally got back to Pisa airport that night, he said he wished he’d come with me – he’d never been to Livorno either. He also told me I was welcome back at his place whenever I ‘needed a rest’. I stared at all these messages in bewilderment.

			A few days later, he messaged me to say he was missing me. Then he went quiet for a long time, and after that a couple of years went by with him occasionally dropping me a message on Insta. The last time, a while back now, he told me he wanted to be my bitch, and I replied that I can’t be like that with him – that that’s not me. His conclusion: a) I over-complicate things and b) I’m ‘too nice’. 

			Well, fine, maybe that’s all true. We all need feedback. And false starts.

			A less foolhardy woman than me would probably have deleted Bumble by this point, on the basis that her rational decision-making faculties were on the blink. Instead, just a week and a half later, I found myself loading my bike into the back of the car and driving an hour to West Yorkshire for a date with another much younger man. With this one, the conversation positively glittered. He also liked some seriously good music. There was no question of not meeting. 

			Anurag – a lovely name meaning attachment or devotion in Sanskrit – had come to Yorkshire from Mumbai, leaving his very young son behind. I didn’t know the exact circumstances, only that the kid was with his mother. I didn’t pry. 

			

			It wasn’t really any of my business – partly because the minute I met the guy in a Heptonstall café, and despite the fact that he was very cool, quirky and also quite handsome, I knew there was no physical spark for me. Don’t you just hate it when that happens?

			But we did have an absolutely cracking date, cycling six hours through a mainly deserted Yorkshire valley, stopping at Sylvia Plath’s grave and then for beer in one of Britain’s most remote pubs – one where mute locals gawped slack-jawed at us when we walked in. All burly and brown and bearded and bright in a Hawaiian shirt and cycling helmet, Anurag wasn’t what they were used to in those parts. Unlucky for them.

			We talked about India, one of my own favourite countries, and we talked about places in the UK he should see (he’d never even been here before he relocated), and we had lots of belly laughs and planned another ride in the future. Beside a reservoir that felt like it was at the end of the world, I sensed he was about to try to kiss me but instead I turned back to my bike.

			We’d stayed out so long, we ended up cycling back to Heptonstall in darkness and, sod’s law being in operation, Anurag got a puncture as well. I had to ride ahead to get my car and go back for him and then drive him home. Despite all this faff, the mood stayed very light and fun. In fact, it was one of the best days ever. Just not a Dan day.

			And so it went. In London, I had a date with a fashion lecturer in his early forties who said he was looking for something casual, only to reveal midway through that he was partnered and ENM. Which is fine, I have no problem whatsoever with polys – only I thought he should have been fully clear about that before. We had a long, entertaining evening that finished with a drunken canoodle in the street, but then I decided not to go any further, aware I shouldn’t dabble with people with partners. Been there done that – the risks are too great. 

			

			In Malta, on a work trip to write about Pride celebrations in Valletta, I indulged myself after a sparse summer with a hook-up with a hot guy in his thirties, ordering him to my hotel suite like room service. I’d already checked him out because he listed himself on Bumble with his full name; googling him, I discovered he was well-known in football on the island. I could see his friends on Insta, and he told me his mum even worked in the hotel I was staying in. 

			Mikki was not a danger – or only in the make-believe way I wanted him to be. I let him indulge his dom fantasies and he let me give up control for a few hours, and it worked out well for both of us. The next night he asked if we could get together again, and maybe find another girl to join in this time, and I said I wasn’t at all averse to the suggestion but that I was knackered and had an event to host in London the next day so would have to take a rain check. But we were both happy and I told him I’d let him know when I was out there next. He occasionally messages me to ask if I’m going back any time soon.

			In Mumbai, I flirted with the idea of going out with someone who sang for Bollywood movies, until jet lag struck me down. I regret that I didn’t – it could have been a blast and a fascinating take on the city. And while I was in India, I messaged Anurag and it turned out he was back there, for good – back in his son’s life and back with his son’s mother. And I was delighted for him that he’d sorted everything out, and, though we couldn’t manage to meet, I told him I’d be in touch next time I was in India.

			There are others I’ve never met and maybe never will, collected all around the world like ‘mermaid’s tears’, another name for shiny pieces of sea glass. Interesting people I’d never normally have encountered in real life – a fireman in the wilds of southern Australia, for instance, who I matched with when I was out there with my youngest son, the summer post-Luca and post-Anurag. A sexy, naughty, dommy Sri Lankan pilot living in Kuwait, who wanted me to go to sex parties with him in Europe or Singapore. A nomadic polyamorous Brazilian who founded an eco-village in a remote valley. A man from Connecticut, uprooted indefinitely back to his home city of Chennai to help his family nurse his terminally ill father. All human life is there.

			

			Almost all of them, again, are quite a bit younger than me. All are fascinating in their way. They fade in and out – disappear below the surface and then pop up again a few weeks or months later like mermen breaking the skin of the water. Perfect for a mermaid like me.
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