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INTRODUCTION



Romcoms have long shaped my love life, and I’m sure my age has something to do with it. Yes, the concept has been around for hundreds of years – hi, William Shakespeare – but really, they took off in the nineties and noughties, when I was growing up.


Clueless, Notting Hill, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, Hitch, 13 Going on 30, Love Actually, He’s Just Not That Into You . . . the list goes on. These films were my guidebook to the adult world of romance, relationships and love. They taught me how to flirt, who to fall for, how to know who’s the one. They showed me the telltale signs that someone likes you, how to spot a playboy and the mistakes you can never forgive.


Or, at least, I thought they did. As I entered my twenties, the narrative around the romcom had changed. Instead, we were told, they set false expectations, they were too tied up in stereotypes, they put romantic love on a pedestal. I concede that they do all these things, and I know I’ve had to work hard to unlearn some of the more toxic messages – and yet, I can’t help but continue to love them, in part because there is something endlessly comforting about watching a romcom you have seen dozens of times before: knowing exactly how things will turn out, anticipating the main character’s most quotable lines. Not to mention the fact that you can be sure of finding a happy ending.


When I’m feeling anxious, or sad, I often turn to one for a nostalgic hug; processing the ups and downs of dating suddenly becomes easier or somehow more inconsequential. But I also find them wonderful when I’m feeling tipsy and silly, snuggled on the sofa with friends and a glass of wine; or in the beginning stages of falling for someone new, when the butterflies in my stomach mimic those on screen.


I’ve lost track of how many times I have seen my favourites, but there are snapshots from specific viewings that remain crystal-clear in my mind. Like when I watched The Princess Bride with my teenage sweetheart, him holding my hand beneath the blanket, then telling me ‘As you wish’ in the weeks and years that followed, just like Westley. Or when my mum and I curled up in cosy pyjamas in a hotel in the Cotswolds the week before Christmas to watch The Holiday in bed, fawning over dishy Graham. Or when my hungover housemates and I piled on to the sofa in our living room to watch Sex and the City 2, critiquing every element of the half-hearted and problematic plot for the umpteenth time.


It was only when I had my own real-life Holiday moment, following in the footsteps of Kate Winslet’s character Iris to swap homes with a stranger, that I realised there was something positive to take away from these films after all. And even then, I didn’t immediately notice the lesson that had been hiding in plain sight.


It started by chance, as many of the best things do. I was in the office on a dark and dreary November day, and it was nearly time to shut down and head off. I opened Instagram and saw a post by the Thursday dating app announcing they’d teamed up with house-swapping site HomeExchange, the one used by the main characters in The Holiday, to create a section exclusively for singles in New York and London. The Holiday has always been one of my favourite films, and part of it was set at the Telegraph offices, where I worked and happened to be sitting at that very moment. I was also single and fed up with one particular man who had strung me along for too long, just like Winslet’s Iris. It felt serendipitous.


I’d been a journalist in London for six years at that point, having worked at smaller magazines before making the move to newspapers. I’d nearly always specialised in travel – having used my languages degree to get a foot in the door. Hotel reviews and city guides were my bread and butter. I’d also written about food markets, festivals, restaurants, safaris, islands, beaches, and so much more. But I’d never written anything about my love life.


I showed the post to a couple of colleagues: ‘Isn’t this such a good idea? I would love to do it.’


One replied, ‘Why not?’


I spun round in my chair and asked my editor then and there if I could do the swap for a story. Technically, I would be travelling, so it would definitely count as a travel story, I babbled. The words continued to fall out of my mouth before I had thought them through. She said yes. It was probably the least thought-out pitch of my career.


I’d long flirted with the idea of writing about dating, having been single for most of my life. I had hoped that putting pen to paper might be cathartic in some way. That it might help me process my feelings. Or perhaps the idea had taken root because my diet of romcoms so often included a journalist, one who wrote about their love life. Was I more Andie Anderson or Carrie Bradshaw? Either way, I’d always held back and stuck to what I knew – not sure if I was capable of being so emotionally open, not sure if anyone would relate, not sure if it would lead to embarrassment. Above all, it felt far riskier than travel writing, because it was so much more personal. Any negative comments that I might read below the article wouldn’t just be about the story, they would be about me.


That evening in the office, though, I had acted on pure impulse, so there wasn’t time to overthink and find a reason to talk myself out of it. And now my editor was expecting a story, and soon. When I told friends and family what I was doing, they didn’t find it surprising at all. My uncle, who is always gently teasing me, said: ‘That’s a long way to go for a shag.’


I found my online counterpart, my Cameron Diaz – Camille – and the flights were booked twenty-four hours later. I was so excited: I was going to New York City in a week with the sole purpose of flirting with handsome strangers. I kept looking at the pictures of Camille’s one-bedroom apartment in the West Village – a green velvet sofa, stacks of magazines, lovely candles – and her friendly profile photo, which showed her standing in front of a brownstone in her local neighbourhood, head tipped back in laughter. Each time I flipped through, I’d grin, not quite believing that I’d found someone who had agreed to do this so last-minute, that they seemed like someone I’d want to be friends with, that their apartment was so gorgeous. Like dating apps, there had been other girls I had messaged, but Camille was the one I had set my heart on – and, luckily for me, she had felt the same. The fact her blonde bob reminded me of Cameron Diaz’s Amanda felt like a sign.


In other words, my expectations were high. Yes, I was anxious too, worried that I might fly 3,000 miles and not find a single man who wanted to go on a date with me, and that I’d then have to admit that in a national newspaper. But above all, I was excited about my love life in a way that I hadn’t been in a long time.


What followed was better than I could have expected: I found a twin soul in my new friend, fell hopelessly for a kind and endlessly fascinating man, and rediscovered the joy of spontaneity and adventure when you’re single.


Before I left, I had rung Camille to get a sense of the person with whom I was about to swap places. Her voice felt familiar to me from the off, we’d both been through our fair share of frustrating men who didn’t live up to their promises, and her equally funny dating stories made me feel far less alone in a sea of coupled-up friends.


Later on, she was also the first person I told about Evan, whom I met on my second night in New York. At first, I thought someone was pulling a prank on me because he was so perfect. We liked the same films and food, he was passionate about creative side projects like stand-up comedy, and we shared the same sense of humour. He was beautiful, too: tall and toned, with a friendly face. I hadn’t had a spark on a date in London in months, so I certainly didn’t expect to find fireworks in New York. And yet there he was, and he seemed to like me as much as I liked him. And he wasn’t a prank, he was real. It was quite literally a Christmas miracle.


I became just as enamoured with New York City as I was with my Jack Black: it was the fortnight before Christmas and everywhere was filled with festive spirit. I hadn’t really travelled on my own before, and I loved getting ready for dates in my West Village apartment while listening to Taylor Swift’s ‘Welcome to New York’ – it felt like she had written the words about putting broken hearts to one side and starting a new chapter just for me. I sang along in high-waisted jeans and red lipstick. I felt so confident, so strong: happy with the uncertainty of what the night ahead would bring. Of course, I also played several Hans Zimmer numbers from The Holiday soundtrack, not thinking that when I next turned on Spotify, it would start playing right away . . . in front of Evan. I must have looked like I was going full method acting. I guess I was.


Evan and I had matched just as I walked through the door of Camille’s home (having started to swipe at the baggage carousel at JFK – I didn’t have much time). I had that feeling of everything falling into place. We met the following evening at a rooftop bar in Manhattan’s Meatpacking District.


Instantly, there was a connection: I felt safe with him, like I had known him for years, but the thought that we might touch, we might kiss, we might see each other again had me fizzing with excitement. When he did lean in to press his lips to mine, it sent thunderbolts through my body.


The next few days were a carefree blur of midnight dancing, long walks in the rain and hungover bagels in Washington Park. There were deep, meaningful conversations, and so much sex we ended up with a Post-it note from a neighbour: ‘Please move the bed away from the wall. We can hear you banging day and night.’ It became my favourite souvenir from the trip.


Evan loved it too. It was something straight out of a Nancy Meyers film: all we needed to do was elope somewhere remote and romantic, find a home bathed in natural light with soft linens and fresh flowers, and then hang the Post-it note in a frame in our downstairs loo. Our kids, whom we’d have one day, would find the Post-it note embarrassing and fake gag, repeatedly asking us to put it somewhere more private, but we’d still be smug about the levelled-up love we had found. From a dating app, sure, but with a dose of romcom magic. Not that I was getting ahead of myself or anything . . .


In the middle of the night, the second time we met, Evan told me he hadn’t liked anyone in a long time, and he hadn’t expected our date to be any different. But somehow it was: ‘Of course, you live in England. Everything else is perfect.’


It was an incredible feeling to know he felt the same as me, and he wasn’t afraid to tell me. His heart was open, never hidden. Part of this might have been because he was American (in general, English men are hopeless at sharing their emotions; based on my fifteen or so years of extensive research, at least), but I think it was also because we both knew there was a ticker counting down on how long we had left together. There was no time for games.


I called several friends during the week, telling them, ‘I can’t believe it, but I’ve actually met someone here, and I fancy him so much. Like off-the-scale fancy him. Oh, and it’s without a doubt the best sex of my life. But it’s also so much more than that. I want to hear what he has to say about everything and anything.’


Camille returned, and we swapped stories of love and lust over chopped salad in a trendy restaurant around the corner from Carrie Bradshaw’s apartment. She messaged me after to say:




It’s been so wonderful getting to know you and becoming such good friends these past few weeks! I feel so lucky to have gotten to do this with you. You are, of course, always welcome back in the West Village with me (lol unless Evan’s is more appealing).





Her friendship had grown to mean a lot to me since taking a chance on each other online and swapping numbers, and then keys. We had gone on an adventure that never would have been possible had we been coupled up, and we’d found pure giddy delight in the power of the unknown once again.


My relationship with Camille has also far outlasted my relationship with Evan; I guess I should have seen that coming, what with the distance, but the strength of my feelings in those first weeks had made a transatlantic relationship feel possible. More than that, even – it had felt impossible that it might happen any other way. Because that’s the thing about falling for someone: it’s often so random, a one-in-a-million chance that your paths cross at the exact moment they do. But suddenly, you can’t imagine a version of the universe in which they hadn’t.


I ended up staying on in a hotel for a week after Camille returned and Evan and I spent Christmas Eve eve together. We ordered in Dr Pepper and pepperoni pie from Joe’s Pizza, and then moved on to a bottle of red wine. We talked about our families and where we grew up, our favourite New Year’s Eves, and our dreams for the next twelve months. We curled up in bed and had sex on repeat. Thankfully, he didn’t think I felt the same as Cameron Diaz’s character Amanda, who, when asked what she thought about foreplay, replied, ‘I think it’s overrated. Significantly overrated.’ I will never forgive her for that. I know romcoms don’t want to turn into porn, but the kissing-to-bonking pipeline is rarely longer than ten seconds. It’s annoying, impractical and, quite frankly, sends completely the wrong message.


In the morning, Evan and I said our goodbyes. My flight back to London was in a few hours.


He said, ‘You’re not going to cry, are you?’


So I replied, ‘No, of course not.’


I pushed the door shut and then collapsed on to the bed to whimper into my pillow. I had been completely uninhibited with Evan from the start, which was different to how I was with men back home. But as our time came to an end and I felt more vulnerable, I reverted to hiding how I truly felt. It was only as we said goodbye that I realised how exposed to heartbreak I had left myself, and I was suddenly afraid to show how deeply I cared. The only way to save myself was to turn down my emotions for him.


I had done this many times before: playing it coy and not asking what a man was looking for or how they felt about me. So often we are told the story that in order to ‘get the guy’, you have to be a slightly different version of yourself. One that is less emotional, less attached, and certainly doesn’t cry – although they might jump up and scream at the TV when their basketball team is losing. The pick-me girl. The cool girl. The ‘I’m not like other girls girl’.


Aka Amanda Bynes in She’s the Man.


Aka Julia Roberts in My Best Friend’s Wedding.


This was one of the lessons the genre taught me that I can’t spin in a positive way, and it’s one that has taken a long time to unlearn. I clearly wasn’t fully there yet when I said goodbye to Evan; perhaps I never will be. I used to think that by keeping your cards close to your chest and playing the game, you could avoid getting hurt, but now I know you might get hurt either way, so it’s better to be who you are. Whole and open and emotional.


Video chats across the pond continued for a while, until they didn’t. I was sad for it to end, for him to fade out of my life, but for the first time in a while, I wasn’t sad to be single. The experiment had changed something in me and I wanted to hold on to that feeling.


Nearly a year later, I was at a wedding in Norfolk with a group of friends from university when one of them asked me if I was seeing anyone new. It was close to midnight and we were looking up at the stars and eating cheese toasties to soak up the buckets of alcohol that had been consumed. It had been one of those glorious British summer days that catch you off guard: we’d been expecting a chill breeze in the air and a dapple of rain, but instead our skin soaked up the sun and another (and another) glass of champagne became all the more tempting.


‘No, I’m not. I’m not even texting anyone, Phil. There was a guy in the summer, but I realised I just didn’t like him that much. And since then, nada.’


Phil looked at me for a long second, then said, ‘I know why. It’s because you’re the main character.’


I must emphasise that Phil was just as tipsy as I was. He had that glassy-eyed look that really drunk people get when they attempt to say something deeply profound that’s actually a rehash of something they heard on TikTok.


I laughed. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You were never going to be with the first person you met; that would have been boring. You have this main-character energy, you always have, and so you need to have a few romantic ups and downs. There’s a proper plotline, you just don’t know how it ends yet.’


‘That’s ridiculous, Phil. And you’ve definitely stolen that from social media,’ I replied, in between mouthfuls of melted Cheddar. ‘But also, I like the sentiment. Thank you.’


I didn’t completely agree with Phil. No one’s life is boring because they met someone early on, and there is just as much joy to be had in playing a supporting role to the people we love most as they navigate the ups and downs of careers, families and relationships.


But it did get me thinking about framing singlehood and dating in a different way. He was right that if you picture yourself as the main character, your perspective shifts. You can’t just be any main character in any film, though: it needs to be one in a romcom. This was what The Holiday had given me, that feeling I couldn’t name before. It hadn’t mattered that there wasn’t a lasting relationship at the end of my New York adventure, I had made my own decisions, followed my gut and my heart, and found valuable friendships along the way. I was the main character with everything ahead of them, everything to play for.


I had a similar experience a few months after the wedding, when I went in search of romance on the slopes in France with a single friend. I mean, if you spend your whole life being told you look like Bridget Jones, you may as well fully embrace it, right?


There I met a boy, Max, who held hands with me in the snow and sent me drawings of our imagined future together, and I hoped that we would see each other again. But the trip was also an incredible reminder of how meeting new people, romantically or otherwise, can reignite your fire for life. I came back home and deleted my dating apps, ready to embrace new hobbies and see where they led.


The romcom mindset is precisely the secret to understanding romantic interests may come and go, but that doesn’t have to be a bad thing. I mean, almost every film in the genre features at least one dastardly ex. Or a lacklustre boyfriend who becomes the ex. They exist so that the heroine can realise what she’s really looking for. In short, sometimes you’ve got to kiss a lot of frogs in order to find your prince. But that’s okay. All those exes are part of your story, but they aren’t the story. You just need to put your romcom goggles on.


Knowing this unlocks an energy that believes the search for love is far less serious and much more fun than you might have previously imagined. Suddenly, dating isn’t a tiresome battlefield, but a big, exciting escapade. You never know who is around the corner, what they’ll add to your life, and the places and people and restaurants and hobbies and books they’ll introduce you to. You also don’t know how long they’ll be around for, but you have the confidence to know you can be happy on your own.


Looking back at my last decade or so of singlehood, dates, situationships and relationships, I can see I’ve been the main character all along. In fact, I have unknowingly starred in my own romcoms countless times, and I’ll continue to do so in the future. Some romances even shared similarities with classics of the genre. If you travel back through your own timeline, you might find the same.


I recognise, too, that during the nineties and noughties, it was very rare to see a Hollywood film with a queer romance at its centre, or a leading couple who weren’t both white. Not to mention, the action often played out in a middle-class setting, and characters rarely had disabilities. Again and again, the genre failed to represent all people and all love. Some of my closest friends have told me they felt they couldn’t match romcoms to their lives in the same way – but thankfully that’s starting to change, and future generations will have many more on-screen love stories to relate to, perhaps from films like Rye Lane, Love, Simon and Crazy Rich Asians.


This book is a love letter to my teens and twenties and the decades ahead. To the many romances I’ve experienced so far, and the ones still to come that I currently know nothing about. To the terrible things the genre taught me that I had to unlearn, and to the beautiful ways it showed me what love could and should be. To new friendships and old, to falling in love, and to falling out of it. To acting like the main character, even when you feel anything but. To helping those closest to you see the main character in themselves. Because sometimes we do need a little help.


In The Holiday, it’s Iris’s new screenwriter friend Arthur who pushes her to finally realise what she’s been missing in her love life. And it isn’t a romantic interest, certainly not a ‘schmuck’ like Jasper. Over dinner, he explains: ‘Iris, in the movies, we have leading ladies and we have the best friend. You, I can tell, are a leading lady, but you’re acting like a best friend.’


She cries: ‘You’re so right; you’re supposed to be the leading lady of your own life, for God’s sake.’


Yes, you absolutely are.
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THE BOY NEXT DOOR


Starring the one who was my neighbour


There is a particular kind of magic in being single at the same time as your closest friends. Especially if you all live together. And especially if it happens to be a scorcher of a summer. There’s an alchemy about these three things coinciding that ensures you want to make the most of the late nights and the long days. To bind yourselves together with delulu decisions and side-splitting antics and hilarious stories about what you did to get a crush’s attention that you’ll recount for years to come. Some people refer to this phenomenon as ‘Hot Girl Summer’. Others, and I’m likely to side with this camp, might brand it ‘Feral Girl Summer’.


My experience of this distinctive season a few years back was particularly supercharged because it happened just as we were coming out of the pandemic. My single housemates and I were like caged animals being released into the world once again, remembering what it felt like to be wild and relishing every moment of it.


We competed to find the best place for al fresco sex (it’s a tie between a grand stone shelter in Regent’s Park and a particularly large tree stump on Putney Heath); decided to kiss multiple young farmers in one night in the same grotty small-town club, and then watched them fight it out in the smoking area; broke the law with a policeman (I won’t say how, but just know that it was hot); and, of course, egged each other on to send the dangerously flirty text to the inappropriate crush, the colleague, the ex. We really should have known better; we knew each message would likely lead nowhere good, and we didn’t care. We loved the drama. We even dropped all our plans one night to go to a specific pub after a friend texted us to say she’d spotted a man my housemate was interested in there. We downed shots of tequila as we tried on each other’s clothes and then marched there in heeled sandals, laughing at our genius plan; we sat at a table in his eyeline, pretending it was a complete coincidence we were there, and that we always looked this effortlessly glam.


If this sounds unhinged, let me remind you that in the months previously, we’d done very little else other than binge-watch all forty-one episodes of Married at First Sight Australia in an embarrassingly short amount of time, and drink too much red wine before deciding our TikTok dance to ‘Blinding Lights’ was Instagram-worthy (reader, it was not).


A normal Saturday night back then involved watching the break-up movie Someone Great for the hundredth time, while complaining about how horny we were and how helpless our cause felt.


‘I just want to have sex. Like, right now,’ Shreya would say.


‘Me too,’ Hannah and I would chime in.


Our twenties were slipping away and there wasn’t much we could do about it. The thought was making us restless, reckless and rather horny. We even named our WhatsApp group ‘Feral bitches’, which I’d like to think was ironic, but was actually pandemic-induced. We knew what we were dealing with was a small problem compared to what so many others were going through, especially as Shreya was working as an ICU doctor. Still, each of us had experienced various degrees of heartbreak during this time, and we didn’t have the usual ways to get over it: going out with friends, booking a flight to the other side of the world, getting under someone else. You know the drill.


What we did have were romcoms, and Someone Great became the one we returned to most often. It may not be a classic – it was made for Netflix – but to us, it became one, probably because it mirrored our own dynamics at that time: Hannah was drowning from a big break-up just like the lead Jenny, and Shreya and I were the two sidekick gal pals who would lift her out of her funk via the medium of a huge night out with plenty of silly shenanigans just as soon as we could. Importantly, the movie didn’t finish with a neatly tied-up love story – it was about the friends who lift you up whether you ask them to or not, who are always there however many relationships come and go.


Hannah and I had lived together for nearly five years by that point, and we’d picked up the pieces for each other too many times to count; Shreya was new-ish to our circle, having moved in just under a year earlier, but she’d instantly slotted in with her wise advice and witty quips. The movie’s soundtrack of female powerhouses like Lorde, Robyn and Mitski played on repeat in our house, and when we didn’t know what to put on, we’d find ourselves watching Someone Great again. It was a reminder, too, of what normal life might be like when restrictions finally lifted.


Of course, lockdown had also made any kind of dating as we once knew it impossible. Your only option during this time if you did match with someone and decide to meet was to walk around a freezing park and have a couple of tinnies on a, ahem, two-metre blanket. And if you needed the loo? Good luck finding one. You’d probably spend your first date weeing in front of each other behind a few trees, which isn’t as kinky as it sounds. Trust me. I tried this a couple of times, and frankly neither man is worth writing about.


Not to mention that the pandemic had seriously changed the landscape of commitment. And I’m talking here about simply agreeing to a date and time – the tiniest sliver of commitment. Many of my single friends (me included) were finding that matches would cancel at the last minute, or ask to rearrange just hours before. Suddenly there was a litany of excuses you couldn’t argue with, even when you were convinced they were totally made up. But I knew this also spoke to a wider trend; we’d all put up with so much and felt so hemmed in by ever-changing rules and regulations that few people wanted anything serious. I’m talking about all genders, too. The single population wanted the ultimate summer of fun to make up for lost time, and who could blame them?


The most obvious example of our own desperation for this, during the early weeks of the return to normality, was when we turned a chilled Friday night in to something much more exciting on a total whim. Finally, we could leave the house again, and we’d certainly indulged, but we couldn’t be meeting new people to flirt shamelessly with every single night. Or could we?


We’d made a pasta dish from the Ottolenghi recipe book Simple – a tome so ubiquitous in the London house-share that you could count the number of housemates by how many copies were stacked in the kitchen – and had been drinking Prosecco since five o’clock on the dot.


I have a confession: I’ve never really been a fan of Prosecco, but there’s something about its sweet effervescence that often leads to the perfect level of tipsiness, the kind that shifts the balance just enough to make you want to do something cutesy purely for the sake of the plot. Like leaving your number on the back of the bill for an attractive waiter. Like ‘accidentally’ falling into someone’s lap on the tube. On this occasion, it made me formulate a plan to change the course of our evening.


‘Guys, I have an idea. I saw a group of boys moving in next door earlier. I didn’t really see them properly, but they looked like they could be cute.’


‘Okay. And your plan is . . .?’ Hannah asked.


‘Let’s knock for them, say our Wi-Fi isn’t working and ask if we can borrow theirs. If they’re cute, we can invite them over for a drink.’


Hannah, Shreya and another single friend of ours, Lily, cackled. They didn’t realise I was serious.


‘We absolutely cannot do that,’ said Hannah. ‘They will know we are lying and think we are weird.’


‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But honestly, what have we got to lose?’


I uncorked a bottle of red wine, and before long they all agreed it was actually a great plan. Or a ridiculous plan. Either way, it was still worth trying.


Shreya and I were nominated for the task. I had suggested it, after all, and Shreya isn’t one to wait by the sidelines (a huge part of why I love her). We left the house and about-turned into their front garden; I hovered my hand in front of the door, preparing to knock.


When I think back to this moment, it’s like an arty aerial shot, one where the camera pans out and above to include every character in the frame: Shreya and I on the doorstep, Hannah and Lily on the sofa, waiting and wondering, the guys just over the fence in their back garden, drinking beers and unaware of the impending knock. And then the rest of the night happens at a fast-forwarded speed.


First, the door opened to reveal two guys. Why they answered together, I don’t know. Perhaps because they weren’t expecting anyone and it was already late. I caught a glimmer of surprise and curiosity in their faces, though, when they saw it was two women. They had no context for who we were or why we were there, so I blurted out, ‘Hi, we live next door. I’m Lizzie and this is Shreya, and we have a favour to ask.’


As it turned out, they were cute. One taller with longish blond locks and an alternative look: the type of man who wears a bucket hat unironically and has a stash of vinyl. His name was Theo. The other, Drew, had short brown hair, a chiselled jaw and a chain à la Connell from Normal People. We explained our imaginary dilemma, and they agreed to hand over their Wi-Fi password.


Realising that our window of opportunity was closing, Shreya tried to amp up the flirtation. She made a joke about their Wi-Fi name, Gasmen. It involved implying that they were anaesthetists. While the joke may have been rip-roaringly funny to other people in the medical profession, in this crowd it fell rather flat.


Let’s just say our game, which admittedly had never been that good, had fallen off a cliff after months of not meeting anyone new, and despite now being several weeks into normality, we’d not yet recovered.


Still, they said that we should get to know each other over a drink sometime. It was a very casual mention, like when you bump into someone in the street you haven’t seen in years and say, ‘We must do something soon.’ And then neither person does anything about it.


Shreya didn’t hesitate, though. ‘We’re free tonight.’


Her forwardness shocked them. They exchanged a glance with each other, and Theo stumbled over his words. ‘Oh, um, tonight? We might be going out. Maybe, or if not another time. But maybe.’ It was ambiguous yet promising.


‘Okay, well, no worries either way. Thanks for the Wi-Fi password,’ I said.


‘Of course. Maybe see you later,’ Drew added.


We returned to the house, flushed but full of excitement. It felt like the height of spontaneity. We’d taken back control, and the night ahead of us suddenly felt like one where anything could happen. Maybe it’d be the start of a great romance, or maybe it would merely be a strange evening with strangers. Whatever happened, it would be different. And that is what we were all still craving.


The minutes ticked on, and we began to think we had been overconfident.


‘I don’t think they’re coming,’ Hannah said.


‘Just wait,’ Shreya butted in. ‘You’re being impatient. I have a feeling.’ She grinned at me and I grinned back – we are both hopelessly optimistic and romantic. It’s part of why we clicked right away. We put on another film.


Then the doorbell rang. A siren call.


We looked at each other, eyes wide, and suddenly we were sixteen again: running wild in anticipation of boys, adding last-minute lipstick, wishing we’d changed out of leggings.


Shreya answered the door, and they filed into the house and out into our fairy-light-lit garden, waving at us with bottles of wine. I was surprised to find no awkwardness at all: the evening was a tipsy, joyous whirlwind of margaritas, music and mayhem. I even smoked a cigarette, which is something I only do when I am really very drunk. I always think I look ferociously sexy when I’m smoking, until I catch sight of my reflection in a window or glass door and realise I’m far from it.


I had forgotten the feeling of meeting new people, of knowing nothing about someone and then colouring in the details. They were all single like us, but they were more than five years younger at the baby age of twenty-two. Next door was their first post-uni home. They had just moved to London and were in the beginning stages of building careers in accounting and events. My housemates and I had all dated men a decade older than us, but our age range on the apps definitely wouldn’t have stretched young enough to include either of them. It added to the sense that this would never amount to much more than a fun night – but at the same time, it was also a reminder of the limitations of Hinge, Bumble, Tinder et al., where we begin to impose pointless rules on age, height and more. Attraction and connection can’t be calculated in this way.


Hannah staked her claim early on the blond, Theo, practically straddling him. Shreya fell asleep listening to the brunette, Dull Drew. He was too attractive, and that was his downfall: he’d never had to be interesting. Lily didn’t agree; she later joined him next door.


At some point in the evening, Hannah disappeared upstairs to tidy her room. She didn’t remember doing it, but somehow the carpet of clothes and make-up had been shoved into cupboards and drawers before Theo set foot inside. We later laughed that even in her drunken state, she’d decided it was important to spring-clean before sex.


The following Friday, there was a ring of the doorbell. I answered to find Theo.


‘You didn’t meet our other housemate, Josh. Do you want to join us for drinks tonight?’


I played it cool and said I’d ask the girls, but I knew we would go. This time we had a few more hours to prepare, so we showered and changed and hypothesised about Josh.


‘Did Theo and Drew say the third housemate had a girlfriend?’ asked Shreya.


‘I can’t remember,’ I said, ‘but I feel like they did? I think that’s why he wasn’t home, because he was at his girlfriend’s.’


‘Yeah, they definitely said he did,’ Hannah added.


A few hours later, we headed over to their house. It felt oddly familiar to be back on their doorstep once again, though now we knew a little more about what might be in store and felt more relaxed. Shreya didn’t wear shoes.


Theo and Josh greeted us with a glass of bold and fruity red, telling us it was from their Sunday Times wine subscription. They may have been younger than us, but we thought this at least proved they were wise beyond their years. You must remember that the bar was very low at this point.


Drew had gone to visit a friend, but Theo told us he still couldn’t believe the weekend before.


‘That was his first ever night living in London,’ he said as Hannah slurped her wine, eyes widening. ‘He’s finally moved here, and now he thinks that’s totally normal. That women just miraculously show up at your door and invite you round for drinks. That before you know it, they might even end up in your bed.’


We all laughed. It was ludicrous, or maybe fortuitous. Come to think of it, the evening had an echo of the opening scenes of The Girl Next Door to it; okay, Drew wasn’t a high-school student, but he was younger than us and in disbelief at his luck.


Soon, Hannah and Theo were drawn together. I sat with Shreya and quizzed Josh. He was sweet, with charming dimples and floppy, sandy hair, and he had gone to the same university as me.


‘Where were you last weekend?’ I asked.


‘I had dinner with my dad. Definitely wish I had been here instead, though,’ he replied.


Shreya and I caught each other’s eyes; this wasn’t the answer we had been expecting.


‘So tell us about you. Are you single, in a relationship, something complicated?’ Shreya was asking the important questions.


‘Very single,’ shared Josh. ‘Any tips for dating in London?’


Shreya and I told him about a great bar around the corner, and before long we were swapping dating profiles, getting perspective from each other. We told him to change one of his pictures (sunglasses in every shot, really?); he told us our prompts were boring (rude, but true).


Hannah and Theo dipped in and out as we chatted late into the night about music tastes, summer plans – and the size of their TV. It was comically large compared with ours. Did we make a few jokes about them having ‘a big one’? Perhaps. Am I embarrassed by this? Yes, of course I am. But not all flirting is dignified.


At some point, I disappeared to the kitchen with Josh to make a gin and tonic, and before I knew it we were upstairs. His room shared a wall with mine, and was an exact mirror image. I considered the possibility that sleeping together could end up awkward.


I had actually already set a precedent in this area. Yes, I had dated a neighbour before, one who lived in this very same house. It had been a few years earlier, when an entirely different group of people lived there. That time, it had started with me asking if he could help me hammer a nail into the wall to hang a picture. It carried on for a couple of months: the hammering.


I decided, what the hell. It wasn’t the same room.


Halfway through, I felt that I’d come on my period. I let Josh know, and he went down on me anyway. I was impressed. Remember, the bar at this moment in time was so low it was practically on the ground. If he offered to get me a glass of water before bed? A total saint. If he replied to my text with a full paragraph? An eloquent genius. If he asked multiple questions? An angel, an empathetic soul.


Stupidly, I hadn’t brought my keys, and by this point Shreya had returned home and Hannah was fast asleep in Theo’s room. I couldn’t believe that the tampons I needed were physically about two feet away from me, but I had no way of reaching them. Cue some awkward toilet-paper contraption and a very uncomfortable night’s sleep.


In the morning, Hannah and I joined Theo and Josh for scrambled eggs on their deck, each of us wearing one of their baggy T-shirts. When we got home later, we splayed out on the sofas with Shreya to recount all the details. Who had said what? When did we realise Josh was single? When did I disappear upstairs? When did Shreya leave? What was the sex like? Would we invite them over next weekend? Our fourth housemate, Ellie, had missed both evenings on account of being coupled up already, and found the whole thing hilarious. I think she also thought it was rather ill-advised.


That week, working from home, I found that I could hear everything Josh said in his room when both our windows were open, which, given the heatwave, was most of the time. I heard him on the phone to his mum, on important-sounding work calls, and shouting to his housemates as his folk music played in the background. I’m sure he would have heard my Bridgerton instrumental soundtrack on repeat, and my long chats to my sister Kate in Australia. He may have even heard me recounting the evening to her, and Kate calling me a cougar when she heard his age. It was unnerving. I decided in my head to not take it any further – maybe I had learned something from before after all. He’d obviously decided the same.


That did not stop me from bumping into him countless times in the weeks that followed: almost always when I was quickly nipping to the shop for a pint of milk, meaning a greasy mop of unwashed hair, no make-up and a hangover. We’d both smile politely, exchange small talk, and then I’d rush off as soon as possible. That’s the problem with meet-cutes in romcoms, you never get to see what happens when they don’t work out and you have to awkwardly bump into that person again and again. And again.


Hannah was not put off by the neighbour effect, however, and continued her fling as the summer went on.


We also went on night out after night out, my favourite of all being the one when we celebrated Hannah’s birthday. She ordered an incredible number of outfits and we helped her choose the sexiest one, taking the perfect photo to taunt any lingering exes and lure in any potential new flames. (It worked. Theo even leaned out of his bedroom window to whistle as she posed for a picture in the garden.)


The four of us (Hannah, Shreya, Ellie and I) went all over London, hopping from restaurant to bar to bar to bar. It was the Someone Great-style night out we had been waiting for. We were taking back the city and our love lives. We returned home to find a custom-made cake sitting on the doorstep from Hannah’s dad. We blasted music and ate it straight from the box, not bothering to cut slices as we danced around the room, singing along. We took a video and thought we looked indescribably hot licking the buttercream off our fingers; in the morning, we discovered we were wrong.


A couple of weeks later, Hannah and I were sitting snacking in the living room with our bifold doors open when we heard Theo’s unmistakable chortle in the neighbouring garden. We quickly realised he was with a girl: a romantic interest.


Now, what we should have done was close the doors, turn up the music and forget all about it. We knew it was not our place to listen in on their private conversation. Of course, we did not do that. Instead, we crept to the edge of the room and into the garden to perch on a stone step so that we could hear better, making hugely expressive faces and soundlessly mouthing to each other. Something along the lines of: ‘What the fuuuuuck?’ ‘WHO is he talking to?’ ‘This is so weird.’ ‘This is why you should not sleep with your neighbour.’ ‘We could both learn from that.’ ‘Should we go back inside?’ ‘No, no, no, we need to hear the end.’ ‘Sorry, you’re right.’ ‘Be quiet, I can’t hear!’


It wasn’t necessarily a surprise that Theo was dating other people; there had been no signs to show that what he had with Hannah was anything more than a casual hook-up. And Hannah had said to me she wasn’t looking for anything serious herself that summer; she was still reeling from her break-up. But she did want to continue what they had for a little while; she liked that he fancied her, and she thought he was fun (and, dare I say, extremely convenient location-wise). So she was intrigued by the prospect of overhearing this conversation; I know I would have been.


It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to get a sneak peek at how someone you are sleeping with acts with other women. To get added insight into who they are and whether what you have with them is any different.


It started out badly; he told a few of the same jokes with this mystery woman as he had with Hannah. He then turned subdued and pensive as he shared some of his innermost thoughts, feelings that he had never told anyone ever – except for the fact that he’d shared them with Hannah just a few nights before. We gasped at each other; I covered my mouth to stop myself from laughing. Theo was moving up and up on the soft-boi spectrum, and further down and down on the ‘people you might want to date’ spectrum. It was serious, what he was talking about – family relationships, insecurities, that sort of thing – but I couldn’t possibly take it seriously knowing what we knew.


Then the woman said something we didn’t expect. She told him that she liked him, and that she hoped that what was between them was growing into something more. A long silence. Then, he apologised: ‘Sorry, I don’t feel the same way.’


We wanted to squeal, but knew we couldn’t. He hadn’t said he liked someone else instead, but still, there was something satisfying about the fact that we weren’t about to hear him profess his love to another woman. We went back inside.


Hannah and Theo’s fling continued for a while, until it didn’t. In truth, things ended rather messily. One night when he was at our house, he asked Hannah to stay over next door, but while she went upstairs to collect her things, he leaned in and kissed Shreya.


It wasn’t an accidental kiss, if those can ever happen. It was a full ‘twist your body and lean over the sofa’ kiss. And it happened twice.


It’s hard to explain why it happened. There had been a frisky friction between the two from the start, and Hannah had joked that they were better matched. We had even referred to Shreya as the boy version of Theo. There was something too about the way we had all met on the same night, and the fact that we were all single at the same time: there had been so much flirtatious energy in the air.


Shreya didn’t tell Hannah that night, but she did the next day. The atmosphere in the house got very weird: words hung unsaid in our shared kitchen and corridors when they were both home. Which was itself suddenly rare – they were avoiding the space that had once been so comforting to us all. For a few days, it was as if an earthquake had split the ground between the two, pulling them apart. I desperately wanted it to be okay, for the three of us to be close again. Maybe there was a way to turn it into a funny story? I could suggest they’d make a great throuple. It would be a good way to save money on rent in the outrageous London housing market. Or I could suggest the girls team up to perform some sort of John Tucker Must Die-style experiment. But I knew I had to let them sort it out themselves. I kept quiet.


Other friends in our circle had strong opinions on who was wrong or right, and loudly took sides over brunch. Some were adamant Shreya had broken girl code, and that the kiss should never have happened. That she should have pushed him away and gone upstairs to tell Hannah that very moment. Others were of the opinion that Hannah’s attitude towards Theo had given permission for it. That it was a blurred line, and Shreya had told her as soon as she’d processed it. What else was she meant to do?


In the end, it didn’t matter what anyone else thought or what should have happened differently. This was about friendship and forgiveness, about prioritising each other. And, thank god, Hannah and Shreya saw that was what was important in less than a week.


Hannah accepted Shreya’s apology with grace and said she thought the best thing to do was forget about it entirely. To help with this, they decided together to delete Theo on social media, and to cease all contact. Their relationship meant more than a boy who was yet to signify anything to either. Feelings could melt away, but a friendship like this one needed to be protected. It was this candid communication with each other that was so crucial to avoiding a grudge simmering away below the surface; I’ve tried to remember this myself.


Within days, the three of us were completely back to normal: racing to pub gardens arm in arm whenever the sun came out, piling on to Hannah’s bed on lazy Sunday mornings to dissect each other’s weeks, dirty dancing in south London bars like we owned the place, and lying in bikinis in the garden while sharing chips and dips.


I’m sure I’m not alone in wishing more romcoms put friendships at the centre of the storyline. Yes, they are always there, but only on the sidelines. A quirky BFF, the queer best friend. Never fully developed – never given the time in the spotlight they deserve.


My friends are some of the greatest loves of my life. They’ve celebrated my achievements as if they were their own, they’ve been by my side on countless exploits, and they’ve pulled me out when I’ve fallen into a pit of despair. I hope I’ve done the same for them. Hannah and Shreya are two obvious examples, both to me and to each other. Watching them choose their friendship when they could have lost it was powerful. It reminded me that we must continue to choose our friends, again and again. Friendships need work, just like a relationship, and from time to time, you have to fight for them. Any love interest that threatens that isn’t worth it.


And yes, Theo still lives next door.




Some things I’ve learned about being single


♥   Find your urban singleton family – the Jude, Shazzer and Tom to your Bridget Jones – and protect them at all costs.


♥   People will ask you why you’re single, but never why you’re in a relationship.


♥   The bed is all yours – and sleeping diagonally feels so good.
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