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			Graveyard of Skinny Jeans

			Cat Hepburn

			Burning Eye

			Dedication 

			To Zoë.

			From the heights of happiness to the pits of heinousness, your love has kept me going.

			1. YOUNG

			To My Younger Self, and Bitch, You’d Better Listen 

			You have the 

			priceless gift of beauty and time. 

			However ugly you think you are,

			do yourself a favour and multiply 

			your hotness by, like, nine.

			You’ll eventually accept and even grow to love 

			your squint front tooth,

			proof that hating your body 

			is a choice.

			Rejoice in your snatched jawline 

			and your flat tummy 

			but accept that they’re the least interesting 

			things about you.

			Trust in boys should be earned,

			not automatically gifted. 

			Actions speak louder than words. 

			When those actions scream at you, listen. 

			When your gut twinges, listen.

			Unfortunately, 

			chemistry doesn’t equate to compatibility. 

			Try not to fall in love with charm.

			Or potential. 

			Or anyone in a backwards cap.

			Or active addiction.

			Cherish your friends. 

			Nurture your relationships with them. 

			Enjoy all of the wild nights

			and the morning-after cups of tea in bed. 

			Savour the unconditional love and support

			they give you

			before they become mothers. 

			

			And know that you will respect them

			in new ways as time goes on.

			Late-night kitchen D&Ms dwindle,

			but connections grow if you water them

			and dry up if you starve them.

			Cut the tags off your undies. 

			Wear SPF! 

			Stop using tanning beds.

			Do the things you want to do now,

			because you won’t always want to do them.

			Or be able to. 

			Avoid getting into debt. 

			Do your dishes. 

			Know that most of your wishes won’t come true

			but the important ones will.

			Sometimes life just isn’t fun.

			Usually then, it’s teaching you a lesson.

			Learn how to pay your bills.

			Quit smoking – yesterday.

			Buy a good piece of luggage, 

			because honestly,

			buy cheap, buy five times. 

			Know that some sleepless nights 

			will be worth it, 

			others not, 

			so choose wisely.

			Try things! 

			Olives! 

			Sixty-nining! 

			Running! 

			Everybody has struggles.

			You are not at the centre of the universe.

			But you should respect yourself like you are. 

			Be kind. 

			

			Try not to hoard.

			Don’t buy so many cheap clothes. 

			Treat your inner thirteen-year-old like a queen; 

			she is the motherboard. 

			Love your parents 

			as much as you can 

			and know that them ageing in front of you 

			is ultimately the most privileged outcome. 

			Dance to the music you love.

			Eat your favourite foods.

			Don’t stress the calories.

			Bask in sunny days. 

			Did I mention wear SPF?

			Remember all-consuming crushes always fade.

			Put money away.

			You only get one life

			and one bumhole. 

			So enjoy the wee moments, 

			and when you’re on the toilet

			do not blow your nose.

			Upgrade 

			Stella stared down into the toilet pan at the smears of faeces around the bowl. Her jaw tense with well-trodden resentment, she grabbed the toilet brush and scrubbed and scrubbed until the stubborn matter was gone. 

			‘Adaaaaam!’ she yelled over her shoulder. ‘Learn to flush, please. How many times?’

			Countless. Was the answer. Infinite.

			Vigorously washing her hands, Stella’s mind drifted to a conversation she’d had in their modest monobloc garden with her best friend Lozza at the weekend, through clouds of watermelon smoke. ‘There’s an AI robot thingy available, you know. You can upload your partner’s data and get a better version of them.’

			‘Oh, yeah, one that takes out the bins without being asked,’ Stella had shot back flatly. But inside, her curiosity bubbled. 

			‘My house robot does that for me anyway,’ Lozza had replied. 

			‘Aye, that’s fine, with your income,’ Stella had muttered back. There was nothing particularly amusing about being skint. When she had first met Adam, he had promised her the world. And he’d tried his best to deliver. But with both of their low-paying jobs in this economy, they were hardly living in the lap of luxury.

			‘I’ll loan you the money for it,’ Lozza had said, giving her pal a cheeky wink.

			

			‘What, a house robot?’

			‘No, silly, an upgrade.’ Lozza had lowered her voice and leaned in. ‘He had his little thing with that apprentice at his work, didn’t he? You deserve a bit of fun too.’

			Stella padded into the kitchen to find almost every cupboard door lying open; the chaos of her boyfriend’s breakfast was akin to an FBI crime scene. But, instead of getting mad, she quickly messaged Lozza.

			About the loan?xx 

			Stella downloaded the app UPGRADE and furiously filled out Adam’s data. Height, 5’9”. Weight, 82 kg. The final thing she needed from him was a DNA sample, but that was easy to find, given that his chest hair congregated in the shower plug most days. Never once had he fished it out himself. No, that went under the banner of Stella tasks. As did most things. Stella bristled with bitterness. Having it all was a dream sold to women, as if it were a good thing. But having it all really meant doing it all, and, whatever it all was, it wasn’t much fun. 

			That night, in bed, a message pinged on Stella’s phone. Her heart started pounding when she realised the message was from… Adam?! She turned to double-check the mouth-breathing lump beside her was, in fact, her man. Then she opened the message, the blood now pumping in her ears. 

			Hi 

			Hi? Who is this? 

			I’m your upgrade, babe. Can’t wait to meet…

			

			Oh - well, yeah me too I guess. Feels a bit weird though ha…

			I promise there will be nothing weird about it. What are u wearing?

			Stella looked down and clocked her stretched-out, greying Minnie Mouse Primark T-shirt.

			Pink silky pyjamas 

			Hmmmm. Can’t wait to slide them off you and bury my head between ur legs 

			wow 

			Touch urself bby

			Now Stella’s blood was pumping for a different reason. She froze, checking the rhythm of Adam’s breaths. Then she put her hand between her legs and touched herself obediently, quiet, tense and fast until she came, hard. She finally let out a jagged breath and felt the thrill flood through her.

			Done.

			Good girl. Can’t wait to meet u in person. Night x

			The next morning, guilt had its claws firmly entrenched in her. Was it emotional cheating? Digital cheating? Could it be justified? Because it was technically with Adam. Deep down Stella knew it wasn’t really him; it was AI emulating him, but she was grasping for justification. She’d never been a cheat. 

			Regardless of the moral quandary, Stella changed his name in her phone to A2. Just in case.

			

			With only a brief exchange about what to have for dinner tonight, Adam went off to work, and so did Stella. 

			Retail was meant to be a stopgap for Stella, originally. Then one year had led to another. They had a funny habit of doing that. Before she knew it, she was a manager. She was so long in the tooth by now, she could do her job in her sleep. And it was mostly dealing with robots, so at least she didn’t have to handle sickies or people turning up half-cut like the old days. It had its perks, but she was bored of it. Of her whole life, if she was honest with herself. 

			What happened to my youth? she thought miserably, biting into her sad tuna sandwich. One minute she felt young, free and hot, the next she was moisturising her elbows and naming a persistent chin hair. Her phone lit up with a text.

			Hey cutie what u up 2?

			Stella dropped the sandwich back in her Tupperware and began the texting ping-pong, which resulted in her sitting on the work toilet, legs spread, knickers at her ankles, fingering herself to completion whilst A2 encouraged her on via messenger. 

			You make me so hot bby. Let’s meet 2nite

			Where?

			The place we had our first kiss. 

			Stella found herself deceiving Adam properly for the first time. He was lying on the couch in his stained loungewear, his tired face lit up by the telly. He barely looked up when she said she was meeting Lozza. 

			

			‘She’s having guy trouble,’ Stella lied right through her teeth.

			‘When is she not?’ he shot back, his unbreaking gaze fixated on the ghost hunter YouTube video that was playing. He didn’t realise Stella had more makeup on than usual, or that she’d shaved her legs. Or her pussy.

			Stella walked to the old man’s pub in the south side, where she and Adam had gone on their first date. She had been so young and pretty then. Stella curled with regret, wondering, not for the first time, if she’d pissed away her best years.

			When she walked into the bustling pub, she froze in surprise. It was unsettling to see him. Adam 2.0 was leaning over the bar, biceps bulging out of a crisp white T-shirt, his receding hairline gone, replaced by the thick dark hair that he’d had in his early twenties. The most surprising thing of all was that he was reading a book. An actual book!

			Stella stood staring at him, drinking him in, until he noticed her. He tucked the book away and stood to greet her warmly. Their mouths found each other like old lovers. They were old lovers. Kind of. She looked into his eyes, noticing the dark circles and the look of dissatisfaction weren’t there. He was healthy and glossy. His breath minty and familiar. 

			‘You even taste like him,’ Stella stammered as he pulled a barstool out for her.

			‘You look stunning, Stella,’ A2 said warmly.

			Stella found herself going red, her skin flushing with gratitude. The last time Adam had complimented her was when she cleaned their windows. Stella shifted with nerves; was she doing the right thing?

			A2 reached out and gave her arm a reassuring stroke. ‘Relax. This is nothing to be ashamed of.’ 

			And before her rosé wine had arrived, she had her knee grazing between A2’s open legs. And by her second glass, they were kissing passionately, not caring who saw them. And before they’d finished their third round together, Stella had guided A2 to the disabled toilets, where he bent her over and thrusted inside her. It had been so long since she’d wanted to fuck the original Adam, but this version of him knew exactly where to touch her. Like he’d studied the blueprint of her pleasure zones.

			Later, when she got a cab home, Adam was thankfully showering. Stella quickly rubbed her makeup off and got into her pyjamas. A2 had messaged by the time she climbed into bed.

			You drove me crazy tonight.

			Stella’s heart soared with happiness, and that night she could barely sleep, her head replaying the time spent with A2. How he looked at her, how wet he got her, how perfect his dick felt inside her. Stella was euphoric.

			Before long, Stella met A2 at every opportunity she could. Before work, on her lunch break, after work, when she was running errands. More and more excuses were made, often involving a willing Lozza, who commented joyfully that she’d never seen Stella so happy. ‘You weren’t depressed; you just needed a good seeing to.’

			Then one day, after a particularly pleasurable session in a Travelodge slightly out of town, a glowing Stella came home earlier than planned. Following the jarring noise of what sounded like someone crying and clapping at the same time, she walked into her bedroom to find two people shagging on her bed. The man was splayed on his back, legs open, knees up. The woman was twisted into a pose Stella could only dream of achieving in her weekly reformer pilates class. She was, for lack of a better description, sitting on his face. He came up for air, gasping like a guppy. 

			‘Adam?!’

			Adam stared, shocked, as the little nymph sprung away from him. Caught in the act. That’s when Stella really took in what the bendy little skank looked like, and she realised it was her. A younger version of her.

			‘You’re fucking… me?’

			The creature before her wasn’t her exact double. She had a much smaller waist, perkier tits, and her skin – not a wrinkle in sight – was positively luminous. The girl’s hair was lustrous and tucked behind her ears. And her midriff showcased a pierced belly button and – abs!

			‘You’re me?’ was all Stella could say, haughtily.

			‘Yes,’ S2 said brightly; her voice had a lightness to it, compared to Stella’s. She’d never had to clean an oven, or deal with Adam’s snoring. That was why. ‘I’m your upgrade.’

			Bile started to rise, and Stella could feel heat creep up her cheeks in anger. ‘He ordered you, did he?? …Adam?’ she practically spat.

			‘Stella—’ Adam was now hopping, rather undignified, into his baggy boxer shorts. He didn’t even make an effort with his underwear to fuck the little clone robot, Stella thought bitterly.

			‘I swear, if you say something like it’s not what it looks like…’ Stella still had her car keys in her fist, but she barely noticed them digging into her palm.

			S2, still standing there, completely naked, smiled sweetly and cocked her head. ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’

			Stella’s blood was boiling, but she couldn’t help but glance at the space between S2’s thighs. Of course, a tucked-in tiny pink pussy worthy of Pornhub. It was the last straw.

			After all Stella had done for Adam. The cooked meals, the laundry. Sucking his stupid dick. The support she gave him when he lost his last job. Not to mention his layabout brother who crashed with them every other month. Stella had had enough. She didn’t even think; she dropped the keys and grabbed the chunky vase that sat on their dresser.

			‘Don’t, Stella!’ Adam yelled.

			‘Or what?’ Stella smashed the vase as hard as she could over S2’s head. 

			Dark red spattered on the cream walls. They make them with blood inside them, Stella thought incredulously. There was a long pause as the two women stared each other out. 

			

			She didn’t notice a squeamish Adam starting to go Casper-white.

			‘Can I call 999 for you?’ S2 finally offered. Stella inspected the robot with curiosity; she looked completely unscathed. Barely a perfect hair out of place.

			‘What for?’ Stella spat. And then her gaze drifted down to see that her own palms were ribboned, blood pouring out from them. S2 continued to stare, unblinking, still with that same saccharine smile on her face.

			The Feminine Urge

			To put loads of extortionate skincare in an online shopping basket 

			and not buy it.

			To open a new book on a random page, close your eyes

			and take a huge sniff.

			To be angry for no apparent reason 

			and even angrier when others can’t figure it out either.

			To bleach your teeth with whitening strips

			but not limit coffee, cigarettes or red wine.

			To say, Okay, I’m done talking about this,

			but then proceed to bring it up countless times.

			To move country with one crap TK Maxx suitcase in your mid-twenties 

			and hope for the best.

			To light cute scented candles 

			whilst smoking a joint in the bath.

			To call anyone who behaves in a deranged or uncouth way 

			the People’s Princess. 

			To rip the arse out on the last day of your trip,

			then, when you get back, claim you need a holiday after the holiday.
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