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			About the Book

			 

			 

			 

			For Jess and Tom, timing is everything.

			 

			For her, it’s the moment she delivers the perfect punchline. For him, it’s the heartbeat in the music he makes with his band.

			 

			And from the night they meet, sharing the same stage at the Edinburgh Festival, their attraction is undeniable. At first, it seems their timing is as perfect in the wings as it is in front of a crowd.

			 

			But as Jess and Tom’s careers take off, the moment for true connection is always just out of reach. With fate pushing them together, only to pull them apart, will the timing ever be right?

			 

			After all, when it comes to love, the timing has to be perfect . . . Doesn’t it?

		

	
		
			

			To Mum and Dad

			For everything

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			 

			 

			Be still, he tells it. Be still, my beating heart. As this poetic refrain rattles around his mind, Tom berates himself for meaning it so literally. There is no romance in the situation. The panic in his blood. The pit in his stomach. The fight-or-flight response of a long-gone relative who chose not to face his fate. The worst part of it all? That this chain reaction of physical agony, this panic attack, is all because someone smiled at him from across a coffee shop.

			Or maybe she didn’t. After all, the ‘someone’ in question is waiting for the man she’s with to bring their drinks over. Tom saw them walk in together and asked himself, ‘What if I could be someone like him?’ His answers offered nothing positive. When eye contact was made between Tom and the stranger for the second time, Tom left for the freedom of fresh air and solitude.

			The truth was, Jess was smiling at him. In the short walk from their meeting place to the coffee shop, Jess had made up her mind about her quasi-blind date. She knew he was looking for a submissive type, and Jess was anything but. That he’d already decided and dictated their plans for the entire evening was enough for Jess to start looking elsewhere. Her eyes found Tom.

			As Tom stood and left, Jess felt a compulsion to go after him. It was an impulse she couldn’t dismiss. Outside the café she looked left and right and left again, like a child crossing a road alone for the first time. The figure she’d been inexplicably drawn to was no longer in sight. Baffled by her own response, she returned to her date.

			Tomorrow, there would be two hundred and fifty miles between Tom and Jess.

			That distance, however, would not be there for long.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Beginnings
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			‘A Nice Dream’

			Tom

			Cemetery Road, Sheffield

			15th July 2015

			I don’t talk out loud to my grandad. It feels unnatural when I see other people do it. Like they’ve seen it in a movie and thought it worth copying. I do still talk to him, though. Just in my head. I tell him about what’s happened over the last month. I tell him about my band and the music and how things are going pretty well. And today, I tell him about the girl in the coffee shop, because, why not?

			‘It would be handy,’ I confess through the power of thought, ‘if I didn’t instantly fall in love with anyone who threw a smidgen of attention my way. I mean, all she did was, maybe, smile at me and I was fantasizing about us owning a cat, a cot and a cottage by the sea.’

			I conjure up a response from him. ‘That sounds like a nice dream.’

			The cemetery is deserted. The sun high enough in the sky to cast only tiny shadows on the rows and rows of headstones taking the form of crooked teeth in the ground.

			Grandad reminds me, ‘Back to this girl in the café?’ His invented interruption takes me back to drinking coffee an hour before. I couldn’t describe what she looked like now. For any would-be criminal, me doing an e-fit of them would be the equivalent of a get-out-of-jail-free card. I do remember her brown hair and brown eyes. I have a type, after all. But as time and distance grow between us, her face fades.

			‘What would Sarah think of all this?’ Grandad replies with his bark of a laugh.

			Sarah is my girlfriend. Sort of. She, rather coincidentally, also lives in Sheffield, so when I take the trip from Edinburgh I can kill two birds with one stone. Visit my grandfather’s final resting place and see my fictitious other half. I made Sarah up after the boys in the band started questioning why I wouldn’t talk to any girls after our gigs. Instead of confessing that I have crippling anxiety – that seems to be worse around the opposite sex – I thought it slightly more manly to just pretend I had a girlfriend who lives far enough away that they’ll never have to see her. ‘Sarah’ is a junior doctor and so she works a lot. She’s also incredibly intolerant of all forms of social media. Handy, that.

			Sarah’s been ‘alive’ for over a year now and, to date, her invention has had no negative consequences. When people ask when they’ll meet her, I offer loose plans about soon or maybe at such and such, then when the day comes ‘Her work is a bit busy’ or ‘She has some family stuff going on.’ It’s a lie that will eventually be caught out, but for now it works wonders.

			It’s a long way to come to Sheffield from Edinburgh, but it’s a journey I’m always glad I’ve taken. Grandad is the one family member I get on with. And while, true, he’s been dead for five years, in many ways I still prefer his company. He was the reason I got into music.

			Patrick Delaney, while never a household name, had a following of some pretty devout fans. He left behind three studio albums and one live record, as well as lending his skills to a number of other albums by better-known bands. His death, and the circumstances surrounding it, only added to his mystique. But to me, his only grandchild, he was a hero before I knew he’d toured the world. Before I knew he’d been praised by everyone from Dylan to Bowie. Thus began my journey to what is undeniably an all-encompassing obsession with music. It’s why I’m so resolute that we will make it. I am driven by an absolute certitude that our music will one day take us to places we could only dream of.

			Who cares if, right now, I’m rendered unable to speak to anyone I deem remotely attractive? Because in a few years’ time, when me and the rest of our band are gracing the covers of every music magazine still in publication, then, well then I’ll have confidence. I want that so-called normal life, and ironically, my best hope for getting there is through unbridled success. And with that success, in my own way, I’ll keep my grandad’s legacy alive. When they ask me what my biggest inspiration is, I’ll say, Patrick Delaney.

			I’m suddenly motivated, for the first time ever, to say this last bit out loud.

			‘Love you, Grandad. See you next month.’
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			Little Wiener Men

			Jess

			Matilda Street, Sheffield

			15th July 2015

			The messages from Matt start off nice. Lots of checking if I’m OK. Concerned but respectful. About five minutes after my weird manic moment of running after a complete stranger, I decided our first-date set-up really wasn’t going anywhere and so I let him down gently. Actually, I didn’t do that. I said I wasn’t feeling well and asked if we could rain-check, knowing full well that no matter how sunny the next day, there was no way I’d be seeing Matt again.

			Within the first few minutes he’d wittered on about TV and films I just had to be watching and explained to me the virtues of the beans we were drinking and why they were so special. He was undeniably handsome. But I prefer a face with a little character. I’m not saying I’d love a partner with a gigantic nose or a mug with tattoos, just something unique so I won’t get bored gazing at it if we end up together for the next several decades.

			Like that guy in the corner of the coffee shop. He had something interesting going on. Heavy-set, sure, but he wore it well. His Scandi-look of scarf and hat, even though it was inside and July, set him apart from anyone else I’d seen since the leaves turned green. I don’t know. Maybe I was just looking for a distraction from Matt’s disappointing introduction.

			The nail in the coffin for Matt was his reaction to me finally getting a word in edgeways and telling him about my comedy. His response? ‘I dunno. I just don’t find women that funny. Is that so wrong to say?’ Yes, Matt. Yes, it bloody well is.

			My phone buzzes. Speak of the devil.

			 

			I hope I didn’t say anything to upset you.

			 

			I’ll reply when I get home. Let him know that we’re just incompatible. It’s fair that I’m honest rather than playing the game of ‘Let’s do this again sometime!’ in the hope that he knows exactly what that means.

			Another buzz. I’m Captain Popular today. Oh, it’s Matt again.

			 

			I just don’t understand what I did wrong. Please reply. Please. 

			 

			All right, Matt, bit needy. It’s only been ten minutes. If you’re acting like this between the time it takes for me to get to the next bus, I’d hate to think what you’re like if you couldn’t get a hold of me for . . . Buzz . . . Seriously? . . . Buzz.

			 

			Why are you being like this?

			What’s wrong with you?

			 

			Well, this is escalating quickly. To reply or not to reply? That is the question. Sort of intrigued as to where this is going if I don’t. Another two buzzes.

			 

			I meet women like you all the time. You think your so special. 

			 

			It’s ‘you’re’ not ‘your’ and what does ‘women like me’ mean? You spent approximately five minutes in my company. ‘Women like me.’ Oh. Right. Yep. I can see where this is heading. He’s going to call me a bitch in the next one.

			Just wait.

			5, 4, 3, 2 . . .

			 

			Screw you. I wasn’t into you anyway. And you’ve got fat legs. 

			 

			Fat legs? I love my legs! I’m not always keen on the rest of me but, buddy, if you’re looking to draw blood you can do better than insult my legs. Well. At least he didn’t call me a . . . Buzz.

			 

			Bitch.

			 

			There it is.

			So bloody predictable. Self-entitled tool. Should I reply? Chastise him for his unacceptable behaviour? I could, but my silence is clearly infuriating and I’m getting a cheap thrill out of him sitting in his chinos, sweating over what he may have done wrong. And really, what do you even say when someone is that thin-skinned? Why did I even hope for more?

			I’m done. Done. Done. Done done done. Comedy career first. Little Wiener Men a very distant second.

			  

			‘It’s good material for our next show,’ Julia says, buzzing around our kitchen making herself a gargantuan sandwich.

			In the few years we’ve been housemates she’s really made an art form of turning negatives into positives. It’s why, whenever we bomb at an improv class, or one of our stand-up shows tanks, I always feel like it went better than it did. She’s the Queen of Optimism by Osmosis and has prevented me throwing in the towel on many occasions.

			‘That’s one way to look at it, I suppose,’ I offer, as she hacks into a loaf to make a doorstop that would hold open the gates to Fort Knox. I’d like to see the funny side of this but this Dark Side of the Man is becoming a little too commonplace of late.

			‘Where was this one from?’ she asks.

			‘Birmingham. “This one” – you make it sound like I go on a million dates. I’m twenty-seven. People aged twenty-seven are allowed to go on a few dates. And this is only, like, my third in a year.’

			She affects a dodgy Brummie accent. ‘Birmingham, eh?’ It’s not Julia’s strong suit. ‘We could do a series of sketches, call it “Date Britain”. I’ll play the horror dates from across the UK, you play the poor unfortunate subject of their affections.’

			‘Why do I have to play the sap?’

			‘Because you have beautiful big brown eyes and thighs that make me very fucking jealous. Men love you within seconds.’

			I throw a tea towel at her head because it’s hard to take a compliment, even from your best friend. Even if I do like my thighs very much, thank you, Matt. If I’m honest, I give the tea towel a little more force than needed, because if anyone in this duo gets men to fall in love with them in seconds it’s her. She has cool blonde hair (that always falls the way she wants) and flawless porcelain skin (that would make a china doll weep).

			‘If all men loved me within seconds,’ I reason, ‘I think I’d be able to find someone that doesn’t make me want to scratch my eyes out with my own severed toes.’

			‘Oooooh, dark.’ Julia adds half a bag of lettuce to her sandwich, rendering the monstrosity half the size of her head. I gaze at it in wonderment. When she sees me, she radiates pride. She continues, ‘Maybe that’s where you need to go next. Dark and edgy. And sexy, with great thighs.’

			‘Because that’s how we make it in the world of comedy?’ I trowel on the sarcasm. ‘By having nice legs?’

			‘They helped get us booked for the show tonight.’

			I’ve been working on my death stare and deliver it with aplomb. Jules retreats and changes the subject back to my latest car-crash date.

			‘Don’t worry, you’ll find someone who isn’t a complete knob. One day. And you’ll make them very happy.’

			She assesses how best to tackle her lunch, measuring it from every conceivable angle, trial and error. Then in a breathtaking act of physicality I didn’t think possible, her jaw widens and the sandwich goes in.

			‘I’m not the only one,’ I add.

			Through a mouthful of half-masticated food, Julia tells me that who knows, I might meet someone at our next gig.

			‘An “industry boyfriend”?’ I reply with dripping disdain.

			‘They won’t all be like Olly.’

			The mere mention of his name sends a shudder down my spine. Olly, the boyfriend who genuinely had me believing in the existence of ‘good men’. Until the texts and the lies and the ex, who he just couldn’t live without, but didn’t have the balls to tell me about until he was sure she’d take him back.

			I shake his existence away.

			‘Nope. None of that, thank you,’ I tell her, while pinching a crisp off her plate. ‘I’ve decided, after today’s disaster date, that all of my attention needs to be on the comedy if I’ve any chance of making it.’

			She senses the despondency and I know what she’s gearing up to do.

			‘Jess,’ she begins, leaning into it, ‘who’s going to be a huge success?’

			‘I am.’

			‘Sorry, I missed that. Who’s going to be a huge success?’

			‘I am.’

			She puts down the sandwich and grabs me by the shoulder, her mouth thankfully now free of food.

			‘Who. Is. Going. To. Be. A. Huge. Success?’

			‘I am!’

			‘One more time for the people in the cheap seats!’

			‘I AM!’ I scream it with all my heart.

			Our neighbours must love us.
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			Clean Teeth

			Tom

			Cliftonhall Yards, Edinburgh

			17th July 2015

			‘How’s Sarah?’ asks Scott as I arrive at our rehearsal space.

			I’ve never got used to lying to my best friend. Keeping my fibs shorts and boring seems to do the trick to prevent any follow-up, but the act of deception itself stays with me long after the interaction has ended. I often think if I just fess up to the fact that I go to visit my grandad’s grave once a month, the secondary lie about a whole made-up person might not be so hard to reveal. On many levels I’ve convinced myself I’m failing a test of my masculinity with both of these acts. I think it’s going to be a long, long time before either is revealed.

			‘Sarah,’ I parrot. ‘Yeah, she’s good.’

			I’ve learned that keeping it vague is the best way to avoid tripping yourself up later. It also seems to be, or so I’ve gathered from my twenty-five years of observation, how other men effectively communicate about their significant others.

			Scott reveals, ‘Y’know we’ve been talking with a couple of people in Sheffield about a gig.’

			I swallow hard and grin to mask my fear.

			‘That would be great!’ I exclaim, possibly too ecstatically. I yawn, a real yawn, and Brandon yells out from behind his drum kit, ‘Tired from a weekend of rutting, are ya, Ken?’

			Calling me Ken, despite my name being Tom, stems from me being a big, soft southerner. I was in fact born in Scotland, in the house my parents live in now. But we moved south from the age of five to thirteen. Two awful ages to uproot your only child and change countries. When I first moved to Edinburgh, I thought everyone was calling me Ken because they’d finish every other sentence with ‘d’yae ken’, a phrase I would later learn could be best translated as ‘Do you understand?’ I didn’t, of course.

			Secondary school was tough for this, until I met Scott. He was the first to take pity on me and help me get reacquainted with the Scottish tongue. We became friends when I walked into school wearing a BLUR: ARE SHITE T-shirt I’d recently acquired from a Mogwai concert. Being a Mogwai superfan was the initial spark for our friendship, but when he also found out I could play anything from drums to keyboard he quickly recruited me into his band. And now as we all enter our mid-twenties, we’re pretty confident the time is right for our fortune and glory to be presented to us by the music industry.

			I genuinely feel like I could tell Scott anything, including the fact that I’ve been lying to him for the past twelve months. It’s the others in the band I worry about, Colin (bass), Brandon (drums) and Christian (vocals). As the band sets up, with Colin retuning, I look around to see Christian hasn’t arrived yet.

			Like a telepath Brandon says, ‘Prince Charmless ain’t here yet.’

			My fellow bandmates are all good people, but for some reason, known only to men who have been friends since their teens, we communicate almost exclusively in insults and put-downs. Prince Charmless was a name given to our lead singer behind his back about five years ago, and it just stuck.

			As the de facto leader of the band, I should have put a stop to it. But I’m sure they call me worse when I’m not around. It’s one of those ‘things men do’, which I’m pretty sure we all secretly wish we didn’t. Just as I’m about to get antsy with his tardiness – to exhibit a little leadership and professionalism – Christian saunters in fifteen minutes late for practice.

			God, he’s gorgeous, I think as he walks through the door. I say this in a completely heterosexual way. He has the flowing locks of Jennifer Aniston circa 2000 and the jawline of her former husband Mr Pitt. Whereas I, at best, look like the guy that would play Brad’s best friend in a shit romantic comedy.

			I’m a biggish guy and that biggishness has nothing to do with protein shakes or lifting weights. My excess baggage is down to a love of battered sausage and real ale, and an evolutionary aversion to treadmills. I try to wear it well. Expensive haircut and beard neatly shorn. But I know I’m no one’s idea of a perfect specimen. It’s reason number one – on a list of a few hundred – why, until we’re successful, I’ll never be the guy to go up to a woman like the one in that café and say the three little words: ‘Fancy a drink?’

			‘Sorry I’m a bit late,’ Christian announces with perfect diction. Whatever the equivalent of the Queen’s English is in Scottish, Christian speaks it.

			‘I thought practice starts at four,’ Colin says, as if Christian hadn’t just apologized.

			Scott and I, always the Switzerland, step in and play mediators.

			‘It’s OK,’ I say.

			‘Let’s just get cracking, shall we?’ Scott adds.

			Christian takes his long black coat off and tosses it on to the beat-up orange sofa that sits at a right angle to our stage set-up. At the front is his mic, to his left my keyboard; Scott is level with me and Colin, with Brandon at the back. It’s a big old room and the acoustics in it are gorgeous. It’s a little way out of the city and we’re all often late for one reason or another. Today, though, Christian’s lack of punctuality is enough to kick-start hostilities. Hostilities that have way more to do with hidden jealousy concerning his looks (and popularity) than poor timekeeping.

			‘We’ve got a couple of gigs coming up,’ Colin nags again. ‘Make sure you’re not late for them.’

			Scott and I share a look, as if to ask each other, ‘What do we do?’ Sometimes band dynamics need to hit a crescendo, but these little jibes could bubble for days. Something bigger is brewing.

			‘I don’t think I’m the first to be late to rehearsal,’ Christian counters. ‘And I have apologized.’

			There’s tension in the air as Christian steps up to the mic. Colin petulantly flips him a V-sign. Scott and I ignore it, as though he’s a child acting out.

			‘Right. Number four,’ Scott announces before counting us in.

			After less than a minute of play, you can tell we’re all off today. Brandon’s too quick. Christian’s mumbling the lyrics and the rest of us are finding little synergy. I let it play out for a couple of songs but it starts to get painful to listen to. After a few more stops and starts from the beginning, I hammer my fist down on the low notes and everyone looks at me like I’ve let off a stink bomb.

			‘Time out,’ I announce.

			There’re a few shakes of the head and grumbles (and I’m pretty sure I hear Brandon mutter something about that being my catchphrase), but they all down their tools and file over to the corner of the room where a small table and four chairs are set up for this very eventuality.

			They all sit, and I stand.

			‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

			I’m met with a collective shrug and a few kicked heels. It’s like they’re all ten years younger and the headmaster has caught them smoking behind the bike shed.

			‘Come on, guys.’

			‘You were off too,’ Brandon argues. ‘What’s your excuse?’

			The way that everyone is looking at me makes me think this is a Them vs Me thing. I look to Scott for support, but he’s still pretty baffled.

			‘I’m not having a go,’ I say to try to temper the situation. ‘It’s just something clearly isn’t working. I want to know what it is so we can fix it and move on.’

			Christian looks at Brandon conspiratorially. Brandon nods and Christian stands.

			‘I’m still not entirely happy about the decision not to audition for the Fringe Showcase.’

			My blood boils at the fact that this argument has risen again. Only a week after I was sure we’d decapitated it with a clear vote against this being our way into the Edinburgh Festival.

			‘We’ve done this. The decision was made. This band isn’t going on a sodding talent show.’

			‘As two fifths of the band, don’t we get a say?’ argues Brandon.

			Colin is the next to speak, with a pretty lazy put-down that Christian and Brandon should ‘get a room’. It’s a comment that riles Scott, and before long the five of us are making more noise with our mouths than we had minutes earlier with amps and an undampened drum kit.

			‘LOOK!’ I yell above the din. Silence descends. ‘We had this vote. I get it. Two of you want the exposure. Three of us don’t. That’s it. All right?’ If I thought the look Brandon gave Christian was conspiratorial, the one they share with Scott is like something from the Illuminati playbook.

			‘Scott?’ I ask with the quiver of a man who knows he’s about to be stabbed in the back by his best friend.

			Scott asks the others to give us a minute and they step outside for a smoke. Once they’re gone, we trade the arguments and counter-arguments we had before. This time the counter-arguments are all mine, whereas before he’d played a pretty neutral position until it came to the crunch and he decided to side with me and Colin.

			‘I just can’t believe you want to sell out.’

			‘It’s not bloody X Factor, mate. It could be good for us.’

			‘It’s a popularity contest, Scott!’

			‘And?! It’s a local contest. In our city. We are actually quite popular around here.’

			‘Christian is popular. I don’t know what we are.’ My words cause Scott to drop his head and I try to come up with something that might pick him up, yet also get him back onside. ‘Just believe in the band. It’s a waiting game sometimes. The timing is off at the moment . . .’

			He sighs heavily and looks me square in the eye.

			‘Mate, you just came up with three different ways of saying let’s do nothing. I’m saying let’s do something.’ After a decade of friendship, I know when Scott has made up his mind about something. And on this, he’s sure.

			‘I don’t want to side against you, Tom.’ He puts his hand on my shoulder and searches for a sign that this isn’t going to be something we won’t recover from. ‘It’ll be OK.’ His tone of voice is comforting enough, but my stomach still lurches at the prospect. I offer a petulant see-if-I-care shrug.

			As a little olive branch, I joke, ‘I just can’t believe we gave everyone equal voting rights.’

			Scott smiles at me as we make our way back over to the rug to find the others fiddling with their equipment.

			‘OK,’ Scott proclaims. ‘I propose a new vote on whether we play the Fringe Showcase.’ I feel nauseous as soon as the vote is made final and very much not in my favour. As if to add another coat of shite to proceedings, the door to the warehouse opens and in walks Christian’s newest girlfriend, Gretel.

			‘I thought this was a no-partners zone,’ Brandon says grouchily. Gretel waves hello to us all, and the nausea I felt at the band’s decision moments earlier gets turned up to eleven by her presence. I know it has nothing to do with her personally. She’s actually really quite lovely. Smart and funny. She brushes past me and the smell of her perfume causes my breathing to suddenly become shallow.

			‘Sorry for crashing rehearsal,’ Gretel says, before pulling a set of keys out of her leather jacket pocket. ‘You might need these if you’re to get home tonight.’

			We all back off as she hands the keys to Christian. They embrace and he kisses her on the lips. I realize I’m staring directly at them both as they make out, while everyone else is being normal and looking away. As they separate, Gretel looks right at me. She smiles uncomfortably and says her goodbyes.

			But it’s too late. Something has been tripped inside me. I shuffle nervously and tell myself to count my breathing in and out. Dry my hands. Get rid of the signs and the symptoms might follow suit. I scrunch my feet up in my shoes as my heart beats like a bass drum in my chest. I know this action doesn’t help, but muscle memory causes me to try regardless. Scott sees me shuffling from foot to foot and asks if I’m OK. If he hadn’t asked, I might have got through this.

			‘Just need a little fresh air, that’s all.’

			I mercifully make it outside and round the corner of the building. I find a quiet spot to get the weight off my feet. I wait for the dizziness to subside. Is this all because of the presence of Christian’s girlfriend? Or is it the talent show decision going against me? The frightened part of me easily convinces myself it’s the former. The part that says I’m not good enough for anyone else.

			  

			My first ever panic attack was in the dental hygiene aisle of the Broughton Road Tesco. And that had nothing to do with the opposite sex. I was nineteen. I’d just come back from a heavy week of truth, beauty and freedom at the Glastonbury music festival when the toothpaste attacked.

			I was actually seeing someone at the time. My second girlfriend, who, just to be clear, was an actual real person. Beth, the only substantial relationship I’ve ever had, had texted asking if we were meeting later. We were due to see each other that evening for the first time in a fortnight. I wanted to make myself as presentable as possible and thought it best to start with getting rid of the bum-mouth I’d developed over a week of dirty campsite living.

			It was the choice that undid me. There were – and I swear to everything holy I’m not exaggerating here – forty-seven different types of toothpaste in front of me that day.

			These were the options:

			Colgate – Total Original

			Colgate – Total Active Fresh

			Colgate – Total Advanced Deep Clean

			Colgate – Total Clean Breath

			Colgate – Total Whitening

			Colgate – Advanced White

			Colgate – Sensitive Sensifoam

			Colgate – Sensitive Pro-Relief

			Colgate – Cavity Protection

			Colgate – Maximum Cavity Protection

			Colgate – Max White

			Colgate – MaxFresh

			Colgate – Deep Clean Whitening

			Colgate – Triple Action

			Colgate – Max White Expert Complete

			Colgate – Charcoal + White

			 

			And that’s just one brand. Then there’s . . .

			 

			Oral-B – Complete

			Oral-B – Pro-Expert

			Oral-B – Pro-Expert Healthy White

			Oral-B – Pro-Expert Strong Teeth

			Oral-B – Pro-Expert Sensitive and Gentle Whitening

			Oral-B 3D White – Perfection

			Oral-B 3D White – Enamel Care

			Oral-B 3D White – Whitening Sensitive

			Oral-B 3D White – Arctic Fresh

			Oral-B Gum & Enamel Repair

			Arm & Hammer Advance White Extreme

			Arm & Hammer Charcoal White

			Arm & Hammer Sensitive Pro Repair

			Sensodyne – Rapid Relief

			Sensodyne – Rapid Relief Extra Fresh

			Sensodyne – Rapid Relief Whitening

			Sensodyne – Deep Clean Gel

			Sensodyne – Repair and Protect

			Sensodyne – Repair and Protect Extra Fresh

			Sensodyne – Repair and Protect Whitening

			Sensodyne – Daily Care Original

			Sensodyne – Daily Care Extra Fresh

			Sensodyne – Daily Care Whitening

			Sensodyne Pronamel – Daily Protection

			Sensodyne Pronamel – Extra Fresh

			Sensodyne Pronamel – Gentle Whitening

			Macleans – Fresh Mint

			Macleans – Whitening

			Aquafresh – Triple Protection

			Aquafresh – Active White

			 

			And finally, there’s number forty-seven: Tesco Essentials Toothpaste.

			I’d been living in a field with limited access to running water for the past five days. I just wanted clean teeth. If I were normal, if my brain functioned the right way, I’d have focused on one aspect, like the prices, realized I had £13.12 left in my bank account and picked the own brand because it was only 50p. But I didn’t. I just stared at them, reading each one in turn, my eyes flicking between two at a time, my brain firing questions I didn’t understand, questions I didn’t have the answer to, even if I had understood them.

			The strip neon lights buzzed miles above me in this cath­edral of things. My hands started to get clammy, my legs weak. And then I noticed my heart. The heart that’s always there, doing its job just fine in the background. But, my God, once you notice it . . . When you think about the damage your heart could do if it wanted to. And right then, as Aisle 4 and Aisle 5 seemed to close in against each other, my heart very much felt like it wanted to hurt me. It was crying to be let out. I fell and hit the highly polished linoleum of the supermarket floor, taking some own-brand mouthwash with me. I came around, a few minutes later, to a crowd of unfamiliar faces and one name badge that said ‘Debbie – Here to Help’. My shoulder and ego were both bruised but I was on my feet and out before too much damage was done. All because I couldn’t decide between MaxFresh and Gentle Whitening.

			The next day I went to the doctor to see what the diagnosis was. Once I let slip I’d been at a week-long music festival I was sent on my way with a friendly pat on the back and an oral subscription to ‘Take better care of myself’. She said to come back if it happened again. I never mentioned it to Beth, and we split up a few months later.

			My next attack wouldn’t be for another year.

			 

			A lady carrying shopping bags stops on the other side of the street and looks at me sitting on my arse, ashen-faced. She’s about fifty or sixty. I don’t know, I’m rubbish with ages and right now it’s the least of my worries. I blink a few times and get my bearings. I glance at my watch and see that not much time has passed.

			‘You all right, love?’ she asks. ‘Just, you look like a sack of shite.’

			‘I’m fine.’ The old dear looks at me with scepticism and sniffs to try and work out my level of intoxication. ‘Honestly. I’m fine. Just a bit tired. Been burning every end of the candle, that’s all.’

			My excuse seems to be enough for her as she nods, picks her shopping back up and trudges off. I brush off any dirt I may have collected from the ground and make my way back inside the building. Gretel has gone. The band are in a circle chatting, a beer in each hand. It looks like a mini-­celebration. Even Colin seems to have been converted to the cause.

			‘All right, Ken,’ Brandon says, chucking me a beer. ‘Thought we’d lost you then.’

			I open it and chug. It’s finished in under ten seconds. It’s my most self-destructive party trick, one that I honed during college. As someone who felt like an outsider, I learned pretty quickly that if you can be seen as the one who parties well, people will forgive your less attractive qualities. Self-annihilation by alcohol gets you cool points. I lob the empty can into a bin ten metres away to the sound of ironic cheers.

			‘Right, if we’re entering this piss-poor pissing contest, we better win. Let’s get on it.’ As if my words are magic, they put down their drinks and assume their positions. I look to Scott.

			‘Number four?’ he suggests.

			‘Number four,’ I repeat.

			Now the music works. It fits. The tension’s gone and we play as one. Any roughness, any rawness, is exactly as intended. When we’re in the middle of it, I don’t feel pleasure or pain. Everything fades away. It’s just the music.

			Everything is in its right place.
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			Exposure

			Jess

			Orchard Lane, Sheffield

			17th July 2015

			‘You’re not funny!’ yells out Arsehat #1.

			Arsehat #2 offers, ‘You’re not fit either!’

			It’s always a tough choice between giving them the attention they want with a witty put-down and a comeback to a heckle, or persevering and sticking to the script. We choose the latter, because Julia and I both know we have a secret weapon up our sleeves for the closer. The room is almost three quarters full, about eighty punters, and we’re doing well enough that ‘The Arsehats’ are pissing off those who paid their money to see some ‘new’ and ‘exciting’ comedy.

			Julia and I have collectively generated a nice little following in Sheffield and some very favourable reviews for these shows of ours. It’s a real mismatch of sketches and stand-up, and it would be fair to say a large portion of my stuff on stage is impressions. But when the Academy votes for actors who are basically mimicking real-life people year in year out, I’ll be damned if I’m gonna see it as a lesser form of comedy. And my Angelina Jolie is on point. It’s all in the lips and the hips.

			We’re coming to the end of our set. Our penultimate skit is one of Julia’s favourites – a ‘what if’ where the ‘what if’ is ‘What if Harry Potter never got his invite to Hogwarts and had to go to a state school.’ I’m not as big a fan of it as Julia clearly is, but it’s going down well tonight.

			Arsehat #1, completely oblivious to the applause and laughter which shows that what we’re doing is working, yells out, ‘Don’t give up your day jobs, loves!’ Their re-entry into proceedings is perfect timing for what’s to come. And when comedy is all about timing, really, we should be thanking them both.

			Julia moves to the back of the keyboard. I turn and smile as sweetly as I can at our two hecklers, before purring with a Jessica Rabbitesque piece of seduction, ‘This song is for the two handsome fellas in the front row.’ And then we launch into our ‘Tiny Wanger’ song, with ‘wanger’ being my absolute favourite synonym for a man’s joystick. ‘Joystick’ being second.

			Our song is a reasonably well-crafted reworking of Elton John’s singalong hit, which substitutes observations about seventies California with reasons why we know men have got a small penis. It’s crass for sure, but it always gets a laugh. Thanks to our hecklers it should prove even more of a hit tonight.

			And so it does.

			As we reach the final verse, Julia changes our usual line ‘Because you heckle us on the street’ to ‘Because you heckle us at our shows’ and brings the house down. The objects of our ire slope off before we take our bow.

			It’s a good show and one that was badly needed.

			  

			One of my absolute favourite parts of stand-up comedy is after-work drinks. It’s always the relief that you made it through an entire set that feels so good. Even if no one turns up and nobody laughs, you know you did a thing that few people have the guts to do. That sense of accomplishment and the release that comes with it is palpable in everyone sharing the line-up, so then you get to spend the early hours of the morning with completely relaxed – usually a bit squiffy – people who also happen to be pant-wettingly funny. You do, however, need a very thick skin to be out on the lash with fellow comics.

			There are five of us tonight (including me and Julia), with Tariq, Jim and Hannah. Hannah is Sheffield born and bred and specializes in character comedy. Everyone is convinced her ‘Patty C’ – a white girl hip-hop star – is going to be huge one day. We all get a turn to be roasted and, because I was foolish enough to state an unhealthy attraction to Labour politician Chuka Umunna, it’s now my turn to be mercilessly ribbed. Tariq kicks things off: ‘Er, Jess, I’d like to show you the, er, inside of the Labour HQ.’

			I eye-roll. ‘That’s more Obama than Umunna, you big fat racist.’

			In character, Patty C offers up, ‘Obama, Umunna, you know Jess wanna do ya. If you got a cheese-face, she’ll dip ya like fondu-a.’

			Julia applauds this like a seal because she’s been in love with Patty ever since she met her. That she’s still yet to admit this to me makes me sure it’ll be a helluva long time before Patty finds out. I sometimes wonder if Julia knows herself.

			I turn to Jim who’s stayed surprisingly quiet thus far. ‘OK, Jim, what have you got?’

			He sips on his neat whisky, a pompous drink that is so unbelievably Jim.

			‘First, I don’t think a white girl from Sheffield,’ he points an accusing finger at Hannah, ‘should use the term “cheese-face”, and secondly I can’t believe you’d fawn over some neo-liberalist Blue disguised as Red, metropolitan elite . . .’

			The four of us boo in unison, drowning Jim out, until he holds up his hands in surrender. Hannah slides over to me and whispers, ‘Don’t look now. But there’s a guy at the bar who’s been checking you out for the last half-hour.’

			I look and I make eye contact. He’s wearing an expensive suit, has slick black hair and he’s carrying a black A4 legal pad. The whole look is a little bit eighties yuppie/serial killer. As soon as we lock eyes he starts striding over.

			‘I told you not to look,’ Hannah chides.

			As he approaches, he sticks out his hand to me and says with an American twang, ‘Julia?’

			We shake. ‘No, I’m Jess. This is Julia.’ Julia stands and shakes his hand too.

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jess and Jules.’ He says our names as if we’re one word, like we’re the iconic brand we’d like to be. ‘Can I join you?’

			In unison, we realize he’s an industry type and it might be best to act professional. Hannah does not get this memo and lets out a really teeth-rattlingly disgusting belch.

			He ignores it and says, ‘I work for Topanga Talent. My name is David Matthews.’

			Hannah snorts and is about to say ‘Like the band!’ but Julia kicks her under the table as we all take our seats again. David has his back to Tariq, Jim and Hannah, and faces me and Julia.

			‘I really liked your set. I thought you did a great job in holding off on those two fools in the front row until the last possible moment. It showed great—’

			‘Timing,’ Tariq chips in. David turns and gives him a withering look – not of contempt so much as somewhere between pity and annoyance – then he turns back to us.

			‘. . . it showed great commitment to your act. I’ve seen older, more established comics lose their way under that sort of pressure. You’ve also got a fantastic—’

			‘Timing,’ Tariq tries again and gets a death stare from all three of us.

			David continues ‘. . . surety of who you are. A real voice.’

			Behind his head, Hannah – or to give her the benefit of the doubt, let’s say it’s Patty C – mimes a double blow job.

			‘And let’s not forget your—’

			‘Timing?’ Julia and I ask in unison.

			‘Exactly. Do either of you have plans for Edinburgh next month?’

			It’s a conversation we’ve had countless times. While playing Edinburgh is the Holy Grail for upcoming comics, we’re not naive to the fact that attendance for first-timers in Edinburgh is about one to one. As in, one member of the audience for every one comic. We’ve got a semi-good thing going on in Sheffield. A reasonable crowd, some good material. Are we ready to jettison a fair bit of money on what could turn out to be a big fat plate of rejection? But he wouldn’t be asking if he didn’t have an offer of some kind.

			‘We’re thinking about it,’ Julia says with the sort of come-hitherness I’d usually reserve for gangsters’ molls in the forties. I squeeze her knee under the table to stop myself laughing.

			‘Giving it serious thought, certainly,’ I add. ‘Why do you ask?’

			‘It’s a couple of weeks away, but there’s a little showcase I’m putting together. I suppose it’s a little like a talent show, but y’know, not as lame as I’m sure that sounds. Would you be interested in that?’

			Julia nods and I reply, ‘As long as it’s not named something godawful like Edinburgh’s Got Talent, I think we could be game. What’s it called?’

			The professionalism of Mr Matthews flies out of the window as he goes a shade of red that would make a beetroot blush. ‘Well, it’s not called Edinburgh’s Got Talent any more, that’s for sure.’

			‘Is there money in it?’ I ask directly, causing Julia’s butt muscles to flinch so much I can feel them quiver through our shared seating.

			David points a finger at me. ‘I like you. You’ll go far in this business.’ He tilts his head like he’s doing maths on the spot. ‘We had contemplated a purse for the winner . . .’

			‘What, like a Mulberry one or something nice like that?’ pipes up Tariq to stifled laughter.

			‘. . . but exposure would be the real prize.’ A groan comes up from the other comics. Jim leans over as if he’s absolutely entitled to join our conversation.

			‘Ah, the great “exposure”! The thing that’s been keeping artists warm since time immemorial.’

			‘Quick, everyone,’ Hannah joins in. ‘Take a bite of this lovely “exposure”. It tastes so good and fills you up for weeks.’

			David Matthews holds his hands up in surrender. ‘OK, OK. We could probably stretch to a grand or two for the winner.’

			‘How many are on the bill?’ Julia asks.

			‘Ten acts. There are four bands so far. Three comics and two poets. You’d be taking the last spot.’

			‘OK, how about a guaranteed two hundred quid for each act?’

			The businessman amongst comics shakes his head. ‘Why do I feel like I’m being hustled?’

			Julia and I extend our hands in perfect symmetry, then say the word ‘Deal?’ in unison. He smiles begrudgingly and shakes our hands.

			‘This conversation has cost me two thousand pounds. How did that happen?’

			‘Welcome to Sheffield,’ Julia says with a grin.

			He gets to his feet and pulls out a business card from his wallet. ‘Email me on this and I’ll send you the details.’

			We shake hands for the third time and he exits into the night. There’s an awkward silence around the table as we all try and figure out what just happened. Then Tariq finally opens his mouth and we all know exactly the word he’s going to say.

			 

			Park Grange Court, Sheffield

			18th July 2015

			‘Mum!’ I yell, barrelling through the front door.

			As I enter the house, I hear Radio 2 blaring and I follow the sound of Credence Clearwater Revival to the kitchen. I’m met with what can best be described as a forest’s worth of admin paper covering every inch of the dining table. The family cat, an aged tortoiseshell named Agatha, is sprawled on top of the documents, pawing a packet of biros off the table one at a time.

			‘I like your new tablecloth,’ I jest as I enter.

			‘Oh, Jess, I wasn’t expecting you,’ she says as she hugs me tight, pulling me into the back of her chair from her seated position.

			‘I was in the neighbourhood,’ I white-lie. ‘So, what’s the sitch?’

			‘The “sitch”, my dear, is that Sheffield City Council have deemed our little four feet of extra space a planning permissions violation. They say our only option is to remove it, and that’ll end up costing more than the initial build.’

			My stomach cramps a little at the thought of her dealing with stuff like this alone. Our dad walked out on us when I was four and my little brother, Dominic, was two. I know some cod-psychiatrist would use this (a runaway father) and Olly (a duplicity weasel) to explain my current relationship obstacles, but if they tried to do that to my face, I’d bend them over and shove an entire couch up their rectum.

			The truth is my parents were both heavy drinkers, and not in that ‘we’re British and we’re fun’ way. I suppose it really stopped being fun for him when he had the actual responsibility of two human lives to look after. And so, he ran. Mum’s drinking took longer than it should have to stop, but stop it did. I have nothing but admiration for her for getting there in the end.

			She did an amazing job with both me and Dom, sacrificing everything, because my a-hole of a ‘biological’ father couldn’t just suck it up in the trickier times. To me, she’s a superhero, and if she needs my support every now and again during episodes like this, she gets it. One hundred percent. Above all else.

			I scratch under Agatha’s chin and slide a piece of paper out from under her, a BT phone bill from ten years ago. ‘So, what are you looking for in this tree massacre?’ I ask.

			‘I don’t know really,’ she giggles. I love it when she giggles at the ridiculousness of life. ‘I just assumed I’d magically land on the document that says, It’s All Fine, Really.’

			I leaf through a few more letters.

			‘Here it is!’

			Mum peers over to see what I’ve found, and I shield it from her so as not to shatter the illusion that I’ve just picked up an old mortgage statement. ‘It says, “To Whom It May Concern, piss off back to chasing real criminals and leave my brilliant mother alone.” Brew?’ I start the tea-making ritual before she responds, because in my twenty-seven years she’s never said no to a cup.

			She nods and smiles. ‘What would I do without you?’

			‘You’ll never have to find out,’ I assure her.

			As she turns back to the paperwork, I see the worry on her face and start to visualize the worst. I open each cupboard one by one.

			‘The tea is where it always is, Jess. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.’

			Even though I’m the one playing parent here, I hate being rumbled.

			‘You don’t need to check the place for contraband. I’m doing OK. Even my mouthwash is alcohol-free now.’

			I offer her a sympathetic smile. ‘I know, Mum. You’re doing better than OK. But . . .’ I hold up the paperwork as if it’s evidence in a courtroom ‘. . . I also know how crap like this can be triggering. I had to do a self-assessment in January and almost turned to smack.’

			She barks a laugh and a fictional Freud enters the room to tell me how my chosen profession is entirely built around the warm feeling I get from making my mother happy.
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