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For the women who learned, sooner or later,
that selfish is not a dirty word.


It took me a while too.
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‘I’m afraid we aren’t able to accommodate a table for one this evening, madam.’


The concierge at The Darlington was handsome in a bland sort of way. He had the sincere, apologetic look perfected, almost. But he couldn’t hide the irritated wrinkle above his eyebrow, or how his gaze kept shifting to the couple behind me. The kind of customers he wanted, dolled up to the nines, and more importantly, not alone.


Here we go.


I bared my teeth in a fierce smile, trying to ignore the embarrassment staining my cheeks. Giving me away. Not now, Aly.


‘Well … I mean … you took my reservation, so … could you please see what you can do?’ Hearing myself nervously babbling made me wish I was someone else. An Amazonian warrior, perhaps, desperately in need of a steak and a quiet night. Or someone like my friend Tola, who would never take no for an answer. Yes, what would Tola say? I straightened my spine. ‘Especially as it doesn’t say anywhere on your website about not accepting solo diners.’


‘Madam, it’s simply not …’ He sighed and turned his attention back to the reservations list in front of him. Say what you like, pal, I’m not going to slither away.


Looking past him to the high vaulted ceiling, opulent chandeliers, and soft rose crushed-velvet seats of the restaurant, I finally allow myself a slow, soft exhale. I deserved to be here. I deserved an evening of decadence, of perfect wine pairings and statement food prepared by one of London’s leading chefs. And just because I was dining alone didn’t mean I was going to miss out.


It’s simply not profitable. That’s what the concierge wanted to say. And he was going to try, ever so delicately, to shame me into giving up. If it had been any other night, I might have let him. But tonight was my night. Tonight was Third Thursday.


The third Thursday of every month, I bought a delightful meal, drank something delicious, and read my book at a restaurant in London. And I did it 100 per cent alone, whether I was dating someone or not, safe in the knowledge that for a glorious few hours no one was going to ask me for anything. Third Thursdays were circled in bright orange in my calendar. I had never missed a single one, and I wasn’t going to let a snooty waiter ruin my record now.


‘Look, man,’ I felt the man in the couple behind me lean forward, finding myself overwhelmed by a sudden cloud of cologne, ‘Find her a table, OK? Otherwise I’m pretty sure it’s discrimination.’


The concierge pressed his lips together, and I could tell he was weighing up the likelihood of a social media storm: Diners in London restaurant come to aid of lone female who just wanted to try the chef’s award-winning tortellini.


I briefly considered bursting into tears. The concierge seemed to sense that was my next move.


‘One moment,’ he snipped, and disappeared.


I turned to the aftershave fiend behind me to thank him, and blinked in surprise.


‘Jason!’


‘Aly!’ His face lit up, and he put out an arm so he could sweep in and kiss me on both cheeks. The woman at his side smiled, tilting her head slightly in a way that suggested she expected an introduction immediately.


‘This is my wife, Diana.’


I nodded at her, uncertain. She looked so chic and I tried not to scan her as she was scanning me, taking in her luscious dark hair and painfully-stylish-yet-understated outfit. We seemed to come to the same conclusion at the exact same time: Jason had a type and he had definitely upgraded.


I pulled a hand through my dark curls, suddenly self-conscious.


‘Married! Wow! Congratulations!’ I was a human exclamation machine. I paused, looked at him again and blinked. ‘Honestly, I barely recognise you.’


This man had slicked-back blond hair, a fitted shirt and smart black trousers. I squinted a little and wondered if he’d had his teeth whitened. The Jason I knew five years ago had lived in cargo shorts and oversized T-shirts with holes, and tied his scraggly strawberry-blond hair back with a piece of string. He’d lived in his parents’ basement, teaching guitar to local kids without much more in mind for his life than that. There were no hard feelings when I ended it, it had just … run its course. They usually did, one way or another.


I’d liked him though. He was my exact opposite: hippy, easy-going. His cargo shorts had hundreds of pockets that always held cardboard protein bars in case of emergency. He used to misquote philosophers and pretend he was making it up on the spot.


I couldn’t remember if that was what finally pushed me to end the relationship. That or the pinkie fingernail he always kept long for strumming – that super-long nail always freaked me out.


‘Oh, I’m sure; I had a bit of a … well, an epiphany, I suppose?’ He turned to his wife. ‘Aly and I dated when I used to be a lazy bum living at my parents’. In fact, I owe it to her that I finally grew up and got my act together!’


Diana raised an eyebrow and looked at me quizzically. I half shrugged in response.


‘How’s that?’


‘All that talk of potential, and that I could really do something with my life if I found what I was passionate about!’ He still talked with his hands, and I noticed his gold wedding ring glinting in the light. His nails were all cut short.


I laughed, feeling myself blush. ‘Sorry, that’s my particular brand of enthusiasm. Love waxing lyrical about potential. It gets old.’


‘No,’ he reached out to touch my arm, kindness in his eyes. ‘I kept thinking about what you said, and I decided I wanted to get my own place, you know? And then I got that email from that free course you’d signed me up for and thought why not? I got a job, met Diana, and now we’re here celebrating buying our first home!’


‘Wow!’ I breathed, blinking again. ‘All that in five years? That’s amazing.’


I suddenly realised where the conversation was about to shift, and there was no way to avoid it. I rallied my energy for the inevitable: Who’s doing better now? Who’s winning at life?


There it was, that ever-so-slightly pitying head tilt, and then …


‘So what about you, what have you been up to?’


Apart from arguing with a concierge about being able to dine solo in a restaurant on a Thursday night?


‘Oh, you know,’ I waved away his question casually, ‘still living in London, working in marketing. Getting turned away from fancy restaurants.’


They laughed politely, and I watched in horror as a queue started to form behind us. The concierge was busy raging at his manager, sending me death glares.


‘So are you still at the marketing agency? You wanted to be … brand manager or something, right?’ Jason prompted, and I tried not to wince.


I was taken aback by the fact that he remembered. I shouldn’t have been, Jason had been sweet, after all. He’d taught me to surf one weekend in Cornwall, and we’d sat on our boards in the ocean while he told me I was an old soul. He played guitar beautifully and wore these little woven bracelets he made when he got fidgety. But the basement and the fact that I’d seen him once blow his nose into a sock because he couldn’t be bothered to find a tissue were the fingernails in the coffin. And now he was a married homeowner with coiffed hair.


I reached for the prepared statement I always turned to in this kind of situation. The statement that made me sound busy, potentially important, but not stuck-up. The statement that said: I’m having such a great time living my life I’m not even considering competing with you and your family and your marriage and your home. I am H-A-P-P-Y.


‘Head of branding, yeah!’ I yelped. ‘I’m on my way! Still at Amora, ever so busy, we’re really growing from a boutique agency to a place with lots of big-name clients. I’m working with some great tech firms right now! I’m … still living in London, loving it, breathing it all in, you know? Every day is an adventure! The interviews for head of branding are in a couple of weeks, actually …’


Oh God. I had been talking about that promotion to Jason five years ago. And as much as my boss Felix promised me I was close, I was still in exactly the same place.


‘We’ll keep our fingers crossed for you,’ Diana said kindly, clearly recognising I was absolutely no threat.


‘And what about beyond business? Are you seeing anyone special?’ That eyebrow wriggle was starting to annoy me. His wife tapped his shoulder with her clutch.


‘Don’t ask people that!’ she hissed, and for a moment we shared solidarity.


I shook my head and smiled to say it was fine, assuming a sing-song voice, ‘Everyone is special in their own way, Jason.’


‘So, no one more special than anyone else?’


Even Diana looked irritated that time.


Why did the happily coupled always insist on parading their status in front of everyone else, like we were the last ones left in a Musical Chairs semi-final? Better hurry up or there’ll be no one left …


I winked winsomely. ‘I guess I’m just having way too much fun.’


I could almost see them think it: Fun like dining alone in a fancy restaurant that won’t let you in?


I winced, looking around for the next topic of conversation, but luckily Jason had that misty look in his eye and took care of it for me.


‘I really do want to thank you, Aly. Honestly, if you hadn’t pushed me, I’d never have changed my life for the better.’ He gestured at Diana and she laughed.


‘Unrecognisable,’ I said tightly, then smiled. ‘I’m really happy for you, Jason.’


He tilted his chin at the returning concierge and lowered his voice, ‘And if he won’t let you dine, you’re welcome to join us. You shouldn’t be denied a dinner just because you got stood up! Feminism!’


I tilted my head at him and looked at his wife, who gave me a bemused shrug.


‘That’s very kind, but I wasn’t stood up, I only booked to—’


‘Miss Aresti, please follow me,’ the concierge gathered up the menus and nodded his head towards the dining room.


I turned back to Jason and Diana, speaking a little too loudly. ‘What a relief. If I hadn’t been able to review this place tonight, my editor would have skewered me!’ I almost felt the concierge twitch and saw that smile on Diana’s face again. Good for her, she deserved a Jason 2.0. ‘Congratulations on the house!’


I followed the concierge, head held high, and then paused, looking back. ‘Hey, Jason, do you still play guitar?’


He shook his head, good-natured as ever. ‘Nah, I don’t really have time for that stuff any more.’


I nodded and turned back, unsure why I’d needed to ask.


The concierge raised an eyebrow, as if I should be eternally grateful for his attention, and I followed, taking a seat and ordering without a pause. I always looked at the menu online before dining out.


I could tell he wanted to tell me he wasn’t a waiter, and wasn’t going to take my order, but he simply assumed a long-suffering smile and listened. It felt like a win.


When my order was accepted, my glass of wine arrived, and I got out my book. Finally, I could breathe.


Third Thursday was meant to be a treat, not an ordeal. It was the one time I didn’t have to pretend to be anyone else, didn’t have to do anything for anyone. Didn’t have to go on a date with someone, fizzing with hope, only to find they were thirty-five and hadn’t dealt with their childhood traumas, didn’t know how to ask a question and listen to the answer, and still weren’t wearing matching socks. It was easier to date myself.


Besides, I was still licking my wounds after Michael. I’d met him at the farmers’ market on a Saturday morning, buying fancy olives. He’d looked across at me and simply said, ‘Hello, you,’ in this surprised delight, as if he’d been waiting for me and hadn’t believed I’d ever appear. Michael had a really lovely smile, and he made the best cappuccino I’d ever tasted outside Italy. Which, in hindsight, wasn’t really a good reason to fancy someone.


I’d helped him find a new flat after his horrible house-share came to an end. And then I spent a week helping him move and painted his walls and helped him set up his council tax payment. We spent a lot of time walking around IKEA and building his furniture. After that, he said it was moving a little too fast, and I was ‘exhibiting girlfriend-like behaviour’. But he thanked me for getting a great deal on the movers.


And so here I was again, returning to myself. Making an effort. The solo dates could feel awkward sometimes, but I kept doing them, hoping that one day it would get easier, until I looked like that woman I’d once seen in New York, dining alone at the bar. She’d looked so relaxed, so confident, sipping her wine and reading her book, occasionally taking delicate bites of asparagus. I’d decided I wanted to be like that. No matter how many times the waiters looked at me with pity.


Normally, after the first five minutes of feeling on display, I settled into it, but tonight my eyes kept straying to Jason across the room, so well groomed, so successful. Five years had passed, and he’d turned into a completely different person. While I, Alyssa Aresti, identifier of potential and nagger into self-actualisation, was still in exactly the same job, the same damp London studio flat, and still single at thirty-three. I still had none of the markers of thirty-something success to my name.


I wasn’t sure why seeing Jason succeed irritated me so much. Perhaps because I’d spent so long trying to encourage him, trying to help him figure out what he wanted. How many hours had I scoured the internet and done job quizzes with him? How many times had we had conversations about personal hygiene, and not yelling upstairs to his parents that we were having alone time whenever we’d been about to have sex?


The race through your twenties and thirties wasn’t meant to be a competition. Success looks different for everyone, and we’re not all looking for the same things. Logically, I knew that. But as I watched Jason and his wife drink from their bottle of champagne, toasting their new home, I knew I was lying to myself.


Whatever game we were playing, he’d won. And I had a feeling I’d helped him do it.
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‘And so now he’s a project manager!’ I told Tola and Eric by the coffee machines in the communal kitchen at work the next morning. I lied that I’d met a friend in a bar, and as I was leaving, Jason had appeared. I didn’t want them to know about my solo dining exploits. They were the closest I had to real friends, even though our extra-curricular activities only went as far as after-work drinks and the occasional drunk kebab. Even so, I didn’t want them to know my sad self-care ritual was gorging on handmade pasta and drinking an overpriced Rioja on my own once a month.


‘Was this the one who was shit at the ukulele?’ Eric asked.


I shook my head. ‘Guitar. And he wasn’t shit.’


‘Must have been one of the other man-children you’ve dated,’ Eric stuck out his tongue at me, and I raised an eyebrow, passing him his coffee.


‘I have never dated a ukulele player. Greg used to build ocarinas, but that’s not the same thing.’


Tola burst out laughing. ‘I don’t remember this one. Oh wait, was it the guy who didn’t speak at all?’


I shook my head. ‘Before your time. About five years ago.’


‘And he thanked you for making him into a capitalist Ken doll?’


Eric jumped in, pointing at me, ‘She had her work cut out with Jason. He once spent fifteen minutes telling me the plot of a film that I’d told him about. And he thought surfing was a personality trait rather than a hobby.’ Eric always had quite a lot to say once he got himself going. My terrible taste in boyfriends was one of his favourite topics. ‘Oh, and he always referred to the sea as a woman. I watched her bountiful waves caress the shore … douchebag. He had to be the worst one, right, Aly?’


I rolled my eyes and pretended it wasn’t bothering me. And that I hadn’t immediately gone home last night and looked up Jason on LinkedIn.


‘But hey, they only last a few months, so if you didn’t like ’em, there’s no time wasted,’ Tola brought me back to the conversation at hand, her fuchsia lipstick refocusing my attention, ‘I respect that.’


‘Really? You respect Aly’s absolute failure to commit?’ Eric rolled his eyes, and I pouted.


‘It’s not like I do it on purpose!’ I yelped, ‘I put myself out there, I try to be kind and loving and … it just falls apart. It’s not always me doing the dumping.’


Eric raised an eyebrow. ‘No one is choosing those men on purpose. Unless your type is hopeless baby. You’re not dating for keeps, sweetheart. Those are time-wasters.’


‘You’re mean today! Did you go on another Grindr date looking for romance and end up with meaningless sex again?’ I sang, hoping to redirect the conversation.


Out of habit, Eric looked around the office to see if anyone had overheard, then glared at me. ‘There is nothing wrong with wanting a real connection with someone.’


‘No, but you can’t go looking for a comfortable knitted cardigan in Ann Summers and then complain about it being a bit chilly around the nipples.’ Tola looked at me. ‘Am I right?’


I snorted. ‘You are always right.’


Eric and I had known each other for quite a few years. When he’d started at the company, not long after me, I was intimidated by him. Here was someone my age with a fancy suit and a home and a beautiful fiancée. He had swishy hair and spicy cologne and always knew how to talk to people. He was always laughing. Everyone in the ads department loved him, hanging around his desk in the hopes of a good story and a bit of banter.


It wasn’t until he’d been there about six months that I left the office late, found my bus had been cancelled and bumped into him in the pub. He’d been a few drinks down and was worse for wear. He clearly wanted someone to talk to. That’s when I found out his beautiful perfect life was all a lie. Because Eric was gay, and he needed to tell his fiancée and move out of his flat and figure out how to start his life over. I happened to be the first person he told, and it’s hard not to be friends after something like that.


Tola only joined us a year ago, and we weren’t really sure why this bold, gorgeous twenty-something wanted to hang out with us. She was this absolute force of nature – she’d left school and got a job designing costumes for the West End musical Cats. When she got bored of sewing furry jumpsuits all day, she ended up reinventing herself as a social media expert. I got the sense she thought me and Eric needed her, that we needed someone with that Gen Z energy to stop us being two bitter Millennials, constantly bitching about everything. And she was absolutely right. She also brought the triple-strength dose of tough love when we needed it, which can’t be underestimated.


‘So, why is this annoying you?’ she asked as we walked over to my desk.


‘It’s not, I wish Jason all the best.’


‘Aly, you are very good at lying to yourself, but I don’t go in for all that. Indulge me.’ She leaned against my desk and gestured with a bright blue fingernail.


‘Because he’s doing better than I am!’ I whined, putting my head on the desk in frustration. ‘Five measly years, and he reinvented himself, got a new career, met the love of his life, got married, saved a deposit, and bought a house. What have I done in that time?’


‘Earned the respect of your peers and clients? Terrified an entire office with your efficiency?’ Tola offered.


‘Drunk about eight bathtubs full of wine?’ Eric added.


‘Not helpful!’ I threw a pencil at him.


I sat back in my chair and looked at them. ‘Should I have held out longer with Jason? Did I quit too early? I thought he had no drive, but clearly he has it now. Maybe I’m throwing away perfectly good relationships just because people have flaws? Maybe I’m being too picky?’


Eric made a face. ‘There’s flaws and then there’s … whatever’s up with the guys you date. You’re not being too picky – you’re not being picky enough! Like that guy Nathan!’


‘Nathan was really lovely!’ I objected. ‘He had big dreams, he wanted to be an actor!’


‘Yeah, and you ended up paying for his acting classes and booking his gigs for five months!’ Eric threw his head back. ‘And you didn’t take a commission!’


Tola nodded. ‘Eric’s right, babe. You know what your problem is? You’re not dating men, you’re dating projects.’


I could see Eric doing a mental tally of the men I’d dated and watched as the smile on his face grew.


‘Stop it! You look way too smug.’


‘No, she’s right, Aly! You take on these little broken birds, put all your eggs in their basket, and then the omelette ends up rubbish.’


‘Stop mixing metaphors!’ I rolled my eyes. ‘What does that even mean?’


‘It means you date men who aren’t fully formed grownups yet, put all your energy into making their lives better, and then you get exhausted and tap out before you get any of the rewards of your labour.’


‘Oooh,’ Tola wiggled her eyebrows, ‘rewards of your labour. Sexy stuff. He’s got a point, though – Jason said it himself, he’s better off for dating you. New and improved.’


‘He’s not improved, he’s … different, that’s all,’ I argued.


‘He’s more successful than when you dated him. And hopefully less of a pretentious knob, but hey, you’re not a miracle worker,’ Eric snorted. ‘Face it, Aly, this is what you do. You date guys who aren’t worthy of you, and then you do everything for them. It’s a pattern.’


I threw up my hands. ‘What did I do for Jeremy?’


Tola laughed, holding up a hand. ‘Easy, you dog-sat his demon poodle for a week and toilet-trained it. He didn’t even say thank you!’


‘And you got him on the line-up at Belle’s to try and launch his music career, and he missed it because he got drunk with his mates.’


I winced. ‘OK, we can stop this now.’


Eric’s eyes widened. ‘No, he’s the perfect example! I heard him on the radio last week! Untalented bastard could barely get himself out of bed and now he’s got an album out!’


Eric grinned at me, and I shook my head, unsure of what was coming next but certain it wouldn’t be good.


‘As a man of data, I sense we’ve got a pattern here, and I want to investigate. I bet you fifty quid that if you give us a list of your boyfriends, we’ll find all of them have gone on to be successes.’


Tola was frowning, and I hoped she was about to defend me. But then she smiled, that full-beam, megawatt smile of hers, and it was clear she was about to make this worse. ‘We need a proper measurement system. Success is relative. We need a numerical assignment to each value. And it can’t be like all the boyfriends Aly’s ever had. Only the short-term, hopeless ones?’ Tola turned to me, like she was asking my permission.


‘Thanks,’ I snorted. ‘What’s the point of this?’


‘Confirming a theory I have.’ Eric tapped the side of his nose and walked off to his desk.


I looked at Tola. ‘What’s in it for me, exactly?’


She shrugged. ‘Self-awareness? Giving your mates something to laugh at? Send me a list of names, OK?’


My mobile started ringing, and I held up my hands, waving them away, ‘OK, OK, whatever. We want to play make fun of Aly, that’s fine. I’ve got to get this.’


I took a deep breath and answered the phone. ‘Hi Mama, I’m just about to go into a meeting, everything OK?’


‘Of course, you’re busy, too busy for my nonsense.’ My mother’s voice was soft and self-effacing, daring me to agree with her. I knew her game, though. You’re never too busy for family, Alyssa, don’t forget that.


‘Mama!’ I huffed, reaching for a pen, ‘I’m here, what’s up?’


‘It’s your father.’


I let the silence hang there.


‘What did he do?’ This time.


She paused. ‘Maybe I was being oversensitive.’


‘Mama—’


‘No, you go, clever girl. Lots of people counting on you. You’ll come for dinner this week, yes?’


‘Sure. Let’s go for Sunday lunch, my treat,’ I said, and heard her squeak of delight. I could imagine her clapping her hands in celebration of a good idea. Of course, we’d spend more than half the time talking about my father and what he’d done most recently, but we’d have a good time the remaining 20 per cent that was just for us.


‘Sounds good. I love you, darling,’ she said, making a kissing noise down the phone, and then she was gone.


For a while I’d thought loving and supporting her would be enough to help her get over him after he left, but it didn’t work. As my grandma used to say, some people have to keep making the same mistakes over and over until it bites them in the arse hard enough.


My father had always been a bad husband, and I’d spent most of my childhood covering for him. I remembered being armed with his credit card, dropped off at the shopping centre when I was twelve with instructions to find something nice for Mummy’s birthday and to write a card from Daddy. I still wonder if things would have been different if I’d simply refused.


Luckily, I didn’t have enough time to think about it. I had appointments and meetings, then meetings about the meetings, until the day was almost done. I did my usual eleven o’clock rounds, making sure to ask Matilda in finances about her holiday and compliment David in HR’s haircut (short back and sides, every two weeks, did I know it was only fourteen pounds?). I did a tea round for the far corner of the office, listened to Justine’s love-life drama and told her she deserved the best. The tiny things that didn’t matter on their own but that added up, made people feel appreciated. And suddenly the day was almost gone, and the weekend was almost upon me.


Almost.


Oh, crap.


Of course. There he was, on the dot, the same as every Friday afternoon when I was about to make my escape. I pretended not to see him approaching.


‘Aly Pally!’ Hunter boomed next to my desk, forcing me to look up fully and take my headphones off.


I smiled, trying to hold in a sigh. ‘Hunter! How are you today? Looking forward to the weekend? You’ll be out on the golf course, I’ll bet.’


Even with people I hated, like Hunter, I couldn’t help but remember those details. It was like a compulsion, and right now, I hated myself for it.


Hunter looked at me with pleasure, running a hand through his caramel hair. ‘I absolutely will be. You’re always so … attentive, Aly. You know how to make a man feel special.’


I clenched my teeth, though whether I was swallowing a sarcastic retort, or actual vomit, I couldn’t be 100 per cent certain.


There were a lot of things I hated about Hunter. How he talked about playing the stock market for fun, how he still referred to his father as ‘Daddy’ and for some insane reason the fact that he liked to wear a cravat really pushed my buttons. Orange, spotty, pink striped. There was one for every outfit. Considering how many awful things there were about Hunter, it was shocking that was the one that got to me.


He’d joined the company two years after me, but was now a manager, like I was. Except he was incapable of following through, working to deadlines or telling the client ‘no’. He always walked impropriety like a tightrope and, as yet, the bastard hadn’t slipped and plunged to his death at the hands of HR. There was always a safety net. More’s the pity.


So, no, he wasn’t a great manager. Or a great team player. He was, however, rich, posh and charming. And so full of hot air and bullshit he could have been a Zeppelin powered by fertiliser.


He was my mortal enemy, and he had absolutely no idea. Which was just how I liked my enemies.


‘How can I help today, Hunter?’ Clearly you want something.


‘Oh well, Felix said you might be able to help with that report for BigScreen? I’m having a little trouble making it perfect. And obviously, we want it to be perfect for them. So I knew you were the person to perfect it, because you always present so perfectly.’ Good God, give the man a thesaurus.


Hunter offered a wide smile like a gift, and I wondered how many women had fallen for this routine before. A charming man who leans into your space and convinces you that you’re so special and clever that you deserve the honour of doing his work.


And yet, I knew I’d help. Not because I wanted Hunter’s approval, but because Felix had recommended he come to me. And, quite frankly, I didn’t want it to be done badly. Hunter knew that was my weakness. It wasn’t just that I was a people-pleaser. I was also a control freak. Much better.


‘I see … and how much have you done already?’


‘Oh, I’ve outlined it, so all it needs is a little shading, a little colour. The i’s dotted and all that. Felix and I just need Aly to wave her magic wand!’ He nudged me, and I stamped down on my rage and widened my smile.


‘I’m always happy to help, Hunter, you know that. I can absolutely take a look. When do you need it by?’


‘Well, we’ve got a meeting with their team on Monday morning, so …’ he threw his hands up in a hopeful what are you gonna do sort of way. I looked at the clock. Four thirty on Friday.


‘Do you … I mean …’ I sighed, ‘it’s almost the end of the day, Hunter.’


‘Oh, it won’t take long, babe! Not with your magic powers! I know you’ll do wonderfully.’ He patted my shoulder. ‘Now I’ve got to run, some of the team are going for after-work drinkies, and it’s my round. Thank you!’ He nearly ran away, and I put my head in my hands.


Why didn’t you say no? Why didn’t you tell him it was too late to hand this off now? Why didn’t you tell him this is the third time this has happened this month and you’re not his lackey? I growled a little to myself, tightened my ponytail and got to work. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t be here until the evening.


‘You could always fuck it up so badly the incompetent arse finally gets what’s coming to him?’ Tola said, appearing at my side with two cans of beer. On Friday afternoons, the bar cart came round, to try and show we were a relaxed company with great culture. But the shine tended to wear off after so many Fridays working late.


‘I did consider it. But it’d come back on me. Hunter is one of those golden boys – nothing ever sticks. It would be my fault for not supporting him appropriately,’ I sighed, clicking my neck and opening the Word document. ‘And Felix sent him to me. For all we know, this could be a test for me to prove my worth. He’s always saying I’ve got to step up and take responsibility. I think they’re going to announce the head of branding role this month.’


Tola raised an eyebrow, unimpressed, and then put the can of beer on the table. ‘Didn’t they say that last month? Besides, if you take on much more responsibility you’re going to be running the company. Go on, thirty minutes, I’ll time you. Then you can have your beer and I’ll proofread.’


‘You don’t have to do that! I’m sure you’ve got big Friday plans.’


She stood up. ‘I don’t do things I don’t want to do. So don’t worry about it. Besides, no one goes clubbing until at least eleven p.m. … Grandma.’ Tola winked at me and started to head back over to the group congregating by the bar. ‘If you really want to thank me, start compiling that boyfriends list. I wanna see how many losers you’ve waved your magic wand over.’


I was lucky to have her. And Eric. Even if the two of them were insistent on pulling apart my dating life and discovering all my insecurities. What if all of those men were doing better than I was? What if five years had passed and my life was exactly the same, the only progress being my slightly increased savings account and my running personal bests? I’d told Jason to think about the life he wanted and make the decisions to move towards it. So why couldn’t I take my own advice?


I didn’t want to make that list. Because I had a sneaking suspicion they were right.


I ripped a sheet of paper out of my notebook and started scribbling their names, reverse order, working back in time … Michael, David, Timothy, Noah, Jason … until I reached age seventeen, and then I paused.


Dylan. The boy with the bluest eyes and the loudest laugh in the world. The first one I’d grown up alongside and been helpless for, even as he’d smiled at his girlfriends and I’d hung around on the sideline, the hapless best friend. I started to write his name, but stopped and scratched it through. It didn’t count. It was history. Nothing more.


OK, so that was twelve entanglements in seventeen years of dating. All that time, that energy, and I had twelve losers to show for it. Not even a cancelled engagement or a horrific betrayal to spark an origin story. I had merely … spent time, like it didn’t matter. And now I was here.


I turned back to my computer screen, relieved that at least one thing eternally made sense: Posh boys would make me do their work for no credit, and I would sit at home drinking wine and stewing over it until Monday morning came.


Just as I always did.
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‘And the results are in, ladies and gentlemen,’ Eric said in a TV announcer’s voice while we sat at lunch on Monday. We were perched on a bench in the park behind the office, most of our colleagues camped out around us, lounging on their jackets on the grass, or sat at the little round tables outside the cafe. It reminded me of school, sometimes, us all rushing outside to catch that spring sunshine the minute it hit, faces turned towards the sun as we ignored our phones and drank our overpriced coffee. Thirty minutes of bliss.


I picked at my sad chicken salad sandwich, so carefully prepared the night before, and huffed. ‘Do you really have to take so much joy from this?’


‘And do you have to be so miserable? It’s not a reflection on you,’ he replied, stuffing a piece of sushi into his mouth whole.


‘Um, that’s exactly what it is.’


‘Well, it’s not a bad one,’ he replied, chewing rapidly, and Tola jumped in to play referee.


‘Don’t you want to know our method? There’s a whole data analysis element to this, it’s wicked. So firstly, we had to assess what the metrics for success were. But they had to be matched to what you believed was success. So we went for all the traditional stuff – marriage, kids, fancy job, homeownership, money, all that jazz.’


I didn’t quite like how that comment made me feel.


‘So then, thanks to my expert social media sleuthing skills—’ Tola continued.


‘And the fact that these guys were all egomaniacs—’ Eric added.


‘We managed to assess their lives by those factors. We tried to bear in mind what they were like when you met them, to see if there was an improvement percentage. And there was. Drum roll, please …’


I rolled my eyes, and Eric tapped the table.


‘The average improvement percentage was eighty-seven per cent!’ Tola announced, grinning at me. ‘We call it “the Aly Factor”.’


I blinked. ‘So eighty-seven per cent of the guys are more successful now than they were when I knew them?’


Eric shook his head. ‘Oh honey, no.’


I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Right. Thought that sounded a bit insane.’


‘All of them are,’ he explained. ‘To be precise, every man on that list improved by eighty-seven per cent.’


They were looking at me with expectation, and I couldn’t quite process it.


‘You mean to tell me that every single man on that list is in a serious relationship, owns property, or is high up in a business now … all of them?’


They nodded.


‘Don’t tell me Adrian finally had that book published that he kept sending me random unfinished chapters from?’ Impossible. No one wanted flying werewolf fiction, even if it was set in an alternative Steampunk Victorian England universe.


‘No,’ Tola held her hands up, ‘but he was accepted for an agency scholarship after entering a writing competition that – correct me if I’m wrong here – you helped him to enter. Now he runs online classes for newbie writers while holding down a second job as an IT manager.’


My eyebrows were raised so high I thought I might give myself a migraine.


‘Aly, we can track their improvement back to you. Your energy, your support, your … particular brand of affection,’ Eric explained more gently, as if I wasn’t getting it. And I suppose I wasn’t.


‘Eric, people are responsible for their own growth, their own decisions. Maybe I helped a little, but these guys clearly … grew up somewhere along the way. Met different people, had experiences that changed them.’


‘Or you have some kind of mysterious shagging power that makes men better,’ Tola said solemnly, and then burst out laughing. ‘Your magic vagina! Seriously though, you can’t think this is complete coincidence?’


I stared at her.


‘Between coincidence or me having magic genitals, I’d say coincidence makes more sense.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Besides, it’s like, twelve guys. Hardly a huge sample size.’


‘David gave a TED talk three months ago,’ Eric said, palms flat on the table. ‘David. The guy who never spoke. He credits his confidence to an ex-girlfriend who made him go to a seminar.’


‘He didn’t even go,’ I huffed. ‘He refused, said it was embarrassing. So I went and made notes and brought them back for him, and he watched some of the videos online.’


‘See, you made things happen.’ Eric handed me the list. ‘Look.’


I scanned the list, seeing accolade after accolade. These men were grown-up, impressive, important people. The opposite of what they’d been when I knew them.


‘This is what happens when you date people in your twenties. They tell you they hate marriage and cold weather, and then eight years later you see they had their wedding under the Northern Lights.’


I looked back at the list again and raised an eyebrow. ‘Why is Matthew on here? We never dated.’


Tola and Eric shared a look, and then looked back at me.


‘What?! We didn’t!’


‘You spent months helping him with his career when he joined the company, kissed him once after the Christmas party, and now he’s the same level as you despite only being here two years.’


‘He was new to the industry! I was helping him out!’


‘The man is the human equivalent of beige, and he’s still managed to move up the ranks. Because of the information you gave him,’ Tola argued.


‘Well, if we’re counting every person I’ve ever tried to help with their career, we’re going to need a longer list!’ I growled. ‘He doesn’t count.’


‘Fine.’ Tola rolled her eyes at me. ‘Stats here can recalculate, right?’


Eric looked grouchy but got out a pen. ‘Sure, but I beg of you, go to therapy. And stop helping Matthew, he’s secretly a little weasel.’


‘I thought he was beige?’


‘You don’t hear the stuff he says around the guys. Beige is a front for evil. Always.’ Eric tapped his pen. ‘OK, so the Aly Factor changes to eighty-five per cent. Our point still stands.’


I rolled my eyes and watched as Tola and Eric shared that look again. Like I was being unreasonable.


‘What? What about my reaction here is so disappointing?’


‘We want you to admit that maybe you had an impact, that’s all,’ Tola said softly. ‘Isn’t it a gift to be able to see how much you’ve influenced someone’s life?’


Not if suddenly they’re all ahead in the race, I thought, and I’ve been left behind.


‘I’m just … irritated, and I don’t know why. I’m not jealous of these men. I’d vomit if I had to give a TED talk. And I definitely don’t want to work in investment banking or have my wedding announced in Tatler. It’s … I dunno …’ I sighed.


Tola tilted her head. ‘Maybe you’re wondering where you’d be if you’d spent all that time and energy on yourself instead?’


Maybe I’m wondering why the hell I kept dating projects instead of people. And what that says about me.


All I’d ever wanted was what my grandparents had. That enduring kind of love, where they looked across the room at each other with a secret smile, like they had their own language. I didn’t need to be somebody’s everything, I just … no matter what I did, how much I gave, it never seemed to be enough.


I sighed and packed up my lunchbox. ‘Well, this has been incredibly fun, and well done on your researching rigour, but I’ve got to get back to a full inbox and a smug Hunter.’


They looked up in concern as I left, and I didn’t really know how to feel. So what if all these men I’d dated had turned from hopeless, self-indulgent man-children to grown-ups? So what if I’d put in all the hours listening to their childhood traumas and comforting them, and putting up with their bullshit when they absolutely should have gone to therapy? So what if now their current girlfriends and wives were reaping the rewards of my hard work? I’d made the choice to support them, to play at being the perfect girlfriend for the short time I was with them. If that helped, I should be proud of myself. And it was nice that Jason credited me with believing in him, and that David remembered the workshop. Maybe I’d been like the fairy god-girlfriend these guys had needed at that time in their life.


But where did that leave me?


Tola and Eric had always laughed when I said I found relationships exhausting. That I was too tired to date. But now it made sense. I’d be better off getting a puppy; at least I’d get affection in return for dealing with shit. But, just once, it would be nice to have someone around to say, ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got this.’


As I headed back to my desk, I could hear Becky, one of the women in accounts, talking to some of the others. She sat a few desks over from me, so that we almost always ended up accidentally making faces at each other when we were frustrated or thinking too hard. Catching an accidental eye-roll from Becky, followed by an embarrassed smile, always made me feel better.


She also always seemed to be the wise sage the younger girls came to with their boyfriend drama, which was why their little friendship group seemed to huddle around her desk. But today, apparently, it was her own relationship that was the problem.


‘He said he doesn’t believe in marriage and he doesn’t know why I’m so obsessed with it!’ she sighed, and the other women made sympathetic noises. I thought of Jason’s likely excuse for his change of heart about marriage – a change of woman. But Becky didn’t need to hear that.


‘He’s probably just putting you off the scent!’ said Katherine, who’d watched entirely too many Richard Curtis movies. ‘So when he does ask, you’ll be surprised!’


Becky shook her head. ‘He said we’ve got a lovely family together, what does it matter? And I don’t really know how to explain it, because it does sound dumb, saying I want a big fancy party with a white dress. We’ve got our kids, and we’ve built a home together … he’s right, I should be satisfied.’


Something about the aggressive gratitude felt familiar. The feeling that it wasn’t OK to want more than what she had, and it wasn’t OK to want something other people thought was unimportant. I clenched my teeth as I dropped into my chair and reached for my headphones, but with a start, I found Tola and Eric standing behind me, eavesdropping just like I was.


‘Hey, Aly,’ Eric smiled at me, ‘you know what happens after you come up with a new theory?’


Tola grinned, crossing her arms and tilting her head towards Becky. ‘You test it.’


We went to the Prince Regent, a pub around the corner from the office. It was cute enough, with framed portraits of random royal family members and that ever-so-charming spilled beer smell. I had a weird affection for the place, where Tola and I had worked our way through the (limited, and pretty disgusting) cocktail list, and where Eric and I had started our friendship over two bottles of Pinot Grigio and a lot of crying. Sure it had sticky floors and only served salt and vinegar crisps, but it held our history.


Eric and I sat on stools at a high table, watching Tola as she spoke to Becky at the bar. We couldn’t quite hear them, but I knew Tola was telling a glorious tale of how I had changed previous boyfriends’ minds about marriage, and how I could do the same for Becky’s commitment-phobic partner.


‘I do not want to do this. I don’t even know this man,’ I said.


‘Well, you’ll get to know him. You did a psychology degree, right?’ Eric nudged me with his elbow and smirked into his pint.


I snorted, ‘No, I did a summer course in counselling and an advanced course in marketing techniques. It’s messaging and manipulation, not therapy.’


‘Is that what you did with them all?’


‘No, I was dating them and was nice and tried to help! Besides, this is some random guy, so we’re gonna have to come up with a play, otherwise he’s going to think I’m chatting him up!’


I gritted my teeth as Becky swivelled on her barstool and gave me two thumbs up, a hopeful, grateful look on her face. Oh God.


Tola jumped off the stool and swaggered over to our table, pausing to check her hair in the mirror on the way. She held two glasses of Coke and put them down with a flourish. ‘We are all systems go, ladies and gents.’


I pointed at the drinks. ‘Did you forget one of us?’


Tola wiggled her eyebrows. ‘These were a gift from an admirer.’


Eric blinked. ‘We didn’t even see anyone approach you!’


Tola narrowed her eyes and grinned. ‘I test well with the bartending demographic. It’s rum and Coke, take it.’ She pushed it over to me.


‘What’s it like to be universally adored wherever you go?’ Eric asked, holding up his phone as a fake microphone.


‘Well, I really want to say it gets old, but it doesn’t.’ She raised an eyebrow at me. ‘Look at the face on you. Nervous? Drink your drink.’


I took a tentative sip and looked back at her, pleading. ‘Did I say I don’t want to do this?’


‘Yes, and we told you being a coward isn’t in line with your personal brand as ass-kicker. You should be thanking us, babe. We’re giving you the opportunity to shine,’ Tola teased. ‘So what’s the play?’


‘You know the first rule of marketing?’ I sucked on the straw, resigned.


‘Make more money than you spend?’ Eric offered.


I rolled my eyes. ‘Give people what they need. Tell them exactly what they want to hear.’


‘How do we know what he wants to hear?’


I leaned in, so they could hear me over the rapidly increasing din of the pub, the regulars getting rowdier, the newly off-the-clock loosening their ties. Tola and Eric leaned in too, as if they were intrigued.


‘We don’t.’ I grinned at Eric expectantly. ‘Which is why we send in someone to scope him out.’


‘Why do I feel like by the end of the night you’re going to be Tony Soprano?’ Tola asked, hand on hip. Eric snorted.


‘Nice reference, bit vintage for you.’


‘Look, Eric is going to go in first and get a few answers to some important questions. From that, we’ll know how to sway him.’


‘And you really think some chance encounter with a random person in a pub is going to change this guy’s entire mindset?’


I shook my head, ‘No, of course not. It doesn’t have to change anything. It only needs to crack it a little. Let the light in, plant a seed. The chance for something else to flower, that’s all.’


I looked at Becky, swirling her wine around her glass at the bar, chin resting on her hand, head tilted like she was waiting for something. She looked … sad. We might be able to help her. I was doing this.


‘And it’s got to be me?’ Eric asked, frowning, ‘You’re sure?’


‘Um, who never stops telling us about how excellent he was in Hello Dolly at university?’ I replied, and Tola joined in, grinning.


‘Yeah, wasn’t your Teen Angel in Grease given a standing ovation? And you won some sort of award for West Side Story?’


Eric raised his chin and pursed his lips, as if recognising an adversary. ‘Oh hello, look who’s suddenly invested now.’


I shrugged. ‘If I have no other choice, I’d like to do it well. Besides, you’re excellent at the “banter with the lads” bullshit. It comes naturally to you.’


Eric looked at me in surprise, waiting for me to apologise, but I laughed. ‘Come on, be honest.’


Eric mimed offence. ‘Fine, I’ll turn up my straight man likes sport impression, just for you, sweetcheeks.’


We watched as Becky’s boyfriend came in, and I gasped, nudging them all to be silent. But, of course, it was so needlessly dramatic that Tola and I got the giggles.


As much as this was absolutely ridiculous, it was fun. It was an excuse to be out on a Monday evening with my work friends, instead of going home to an empty flat and calling my mother to hear what stupid thing my father had done now. Instead of brainstorming ways to show I deserved that head of branding job. Instead of lying in bed wondering why time was passing so quickly and yet nothing seemed to change.


Becky’s boyfriend was wide and muscled like a builder, but he had a sweetness to him you could see in the way he looked at her, the gentle way he stroked her arm. Which meant we likely had someone who was only teasing his girlfriend, knowing how much she wanted to get married, or who didn’t believe in it as a concept at all. Either way, the man across from us looked like he’d do anything for her, and I could see a gentle nudge in the right direction wasn’t going to be particularly difficult.


‘So you know what questions you need to ask,’ I asked Eric again, and he nodded. ‘OK, go forth. Use the force well.’


We watched as Eric slicked his blond hair back, walked over, and greeted Becky with that million-watt smile he was so good at producing when he needed it. He made a deliberate movement, pulling at the blue tie around his neck before he introduced himself to her boyfriend. We watched Eric in ‘sell’ mode, shoulders back, broad frame on display as he shook hands, clapping Becky’s boyfriend on the back, and then immediately gesturing to the bar. ‘My treat!’ we heard him insist, throwing his hands up as if he wouldn’t hear of anything else, and grabbing the bartender’s attention.


‘God, he’s so smooth,’ Tola said by my side, watching it like daytime television. ‘We need to find him someone soon, or he’s gonna stop trying to date and forget about love altogether.’


‘Agreed. The shagging about is getting old, no matter what he says. Do you know anyone for him?’ I saw her shake her head out of the corner of my eye.


‘All my mates are too young and probably a bit too … out there for someone like Eric,’ Tola considered. ‘He needs, like, some relaxed guy who wears cardigans but makes it look hot. And cooks, because Eric is terrible at that, and I want someone to throw a goddamn dinner party worth going to.’


I chuckled. ‘Excellent points. Very selfless.’


After about twenty minutes, Eric came back to our table. He deflated from his macho persona and fed through what he’d learnt. I kept an eye on Becky and her boyfriend at the bar. They didn’t look too traumatised.


‘It’s the money, I think,’ he said, taking a slug of my drink. ‘And I think he’s a little shy. He just doesn’t see the point of some big day for no reason when they’ve got kids to send to after-school clubs and stuff.’


I clasped my hands together, nodding, watching the couple’s body language. OK, I knew how to handle this. ‘Don’t worry, guys, I’ve got this. One hundred per cent.’


When I returned to Tola and Eric afterwards, it was like I was a goddess. A celebrated actress who bent people to her will, rather than someone who had a skill for listening and providing solutions. Or manipulating, if you wanted to get technical.


‘What did you do? His face went white! Are you trying to scare him into proposing?’ Eric tried to hold in a laugh as they left, waving at us, Becky’s face clearly saying, Well, thanks for trying, eyebrow wrinkled, right shoulder raised in half a shrug. This time, her boyfriend did look traumatised, and I tried not to giggle at how shell-shocked he appeared, grasping his pint for dear life.


‘I spun a story about leaving my boyfriend of fifteen years because he wouldn’t propose. Because he kept saying it didn’t matter, that I was desperate, but really all I wanted was to have him show he loved me, to have him pick me. That it was easy enough for him to stay when I cooked his meals and did his washing, but he’d never picked me. That I didn’t even want a big wedding, just something small to show him off to the world, to tell them all this was my man, and I was so proud of him.’ I looked off into the distance, hands clasped at my chest. ‘So I was going, and now he could cook his own dinner because some guy I’d met at the gym who looked like Jason Momoa wanted to marry me instead.’


Their jaws dropped.


‘You came up with all that?’ Tola asked.


‘More importantly, you fancy Jason Momoa?’ Eric tilted his head like a dog who’d found an unexpected titbit. ‘Interesting.’


‘Becky does. And the point is that everything’s a narrative.’ I shrugged. ‘It provided justification for her feelings and created a hint of fear. If nothing else, it’ll spark a conversation on the journey home, and maybe she can make herself heard.’


Tola blinked at me, almost dazzled. I liked that expression. ‘Babe, there is something here. You can feel it, right? Like, how many women are in Becky’s position? How many women have been putting all this … emotional energy and money and time into being whatever their boyfriends needed? We could help them.’


‘By forcing boyfriends to propose?’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘Not exactly doing the lord’s work, is it?’


Tola looked skyward, clenching her fists. ‘No, not the proposals. The emotional labour! The hours of extra housework and admin and childcare and being in control of everything all the time. And not getting anything back in return! We have a generation of exhausted women on our hands.’
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