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Chapter 1



It was 3.30 a.m. on a warmish May morning, and I was sitting in the reception of King’s College Hospital, waiting with bated breath to find out whether the medical staff had been able to dislodge a vibrating bullet from my best friend’s arsehole.


As someone who considered themselves to lead a fundamentally boring life, I could see the humour of my current situation: being woken up at midnight by a frantic call from my best friend Jean, who went on to tell me – in extreme detail – that he had somehow stuck a ‘bullet’ sex toy far enough up his arse that neither he nor his midnight companion could get it out.


‘Have you tried sharting it out?’ I suggested between my badly muffled guffaws as he hyperventilated down the phone.


‘Temz. Now ain’t the time for gags. I’m having a crisis here! Can you please, please meet me at A&E? I feel like I’m gonna blow up.’ I hear a firm beep as he hangs up on me.


Despite needing to be at work in under six hours, I slid on an old Nike tracksuit and power-walked my way down Denmark Hill to the A&E department. I had my keychain alarm and a heavy-ass empty candle jar (Jo Malone’s Pomegranate Noir, of course; I’m fancy) to hand in case some randomer felt like causing trouble while I walked alone.


I texted Jean to let him know that I’d arrived and took a vacant seat in an empty corner of the waiting area. As I was scrolling through one of my Instagram accounts, swiping through all the spam messages and bot follows that seemed to have overtaken the platform of late, one of the profiles that had recently followed my page caught my eye. Something told me to click on their photo to see their full Instagram page:


@RubesCubes 445 Posts 13.8k Followers 902 Following


Ruben Alexander he/him Follows You


Freelancer in Tech // I like to sing sometimes // Add me on Twitch – @RubesCubes5


Music: info@RubenAlexander.com


For Tech Consultation Inquiries: RubenA@InnovativeTech.com


As I scanned his page, I realised that I was gazing at one of the most beautiful men I had ever had the fortune of laying my eyes upon. He had this gorgeous mahogany skin that almost looked as if it were glowing; probably owing to him adorning himself with the finest of cocoa butter straight from the coast of Ghana itself. He had a perfectly spherical, shiny head and cheekbones so sharp one could probably cut glass with them. His eyes were small, yet bright and inquisitive, and framing his symmetrical lips was a finely trimmed, full beard.


‘Oh, honey, I am FOLLOWING you, OK?’ I breathed to myself as I hit the follow button and proceeded to look through this stranger’s account for the next hour; I needed the entertainment. Given the circumstances and given my shit track record with men at the moment, I needed all the eye candy I could get right now.


Three and a half hours, three KitKat bars and two diabolical coffees later, Jean appeared from the triage ward, looking pained and embarrassed, but with a slight coy air about him.


‘Not gonna lie, that was probably the most action I’ve had in two months, Temz,’ he said, giggling, as we hugged and made our way outside the hospital. He had a slight limp, and would groan anytime he stood up straight. It took every fibre in my being not to get my camera out and record a video of him to post on Instagram.


‘Jean, how on Earth? Who on earth … Just … why?’


‘Girl, it’s not like I haven’t done this before – d’you remember when we all went to Heaven and I kinda disappeared for about fifteen minutes?’ I nodded. We had been at the nightclub celebrating Jean’s new work assignment, which would have him travelling across Europe on location for a photography project. ‘Well, there was this rando who was selling these little sex-toy bullet things by the bar and I bought one, and so Mike and I decided to test it out in the toilets – and, honestly, sis, it was amazing.’


I shook my head as he continued, ‘Anyway I thought we’d try it out again tonight, and well, chile … I guess it was a case of misjudging the distance once it went in, cause I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t have been feeling a vibration around my lungs.’ Jean screamed out in laughter as he booked his Uber. ‘Thank you so much for coming, though, babygirl. You truly are a gentleman and a scholar, and I appreciate and loves ya.’ He mockingly tipped an imaginary hat as I curtsied and playfully offered him my hand to kiss. Jean then glanced down to the empty candle jar in my hand.


‘Erm. Sis? What’s this for? I know you’re all “Woowoo” and everything, but I don’t think smoking the bullet out woulda worked, to be honest.’


‘First of all, you’re very welcome, sir, but next time, I’d appreciate you doing this at a more reasonable hour when I can actually get a few minutes’ nap in beforehand. And secondly,’ I retorted, tossing the candle jar between my two hands, ‘I’m a single Black woman walking through Camberwell in the early hours of the morning; your girl’s gotta stay strapped at all times.’


Jean tried to stifle a laugh before flinching in pain slightly. Hopefully the meds would kick in soon. ‘Only Artemis Owusu would think about attacking someone in the middle of the night with a Jo Malone candle. Not even an Aldi or TK Maxx one you know. Bougie bitch.’


Typical Jean to get into a situation like this. I love the guy and he’s a fucking fabulous mate, but I do sometimes feel more like his caretaker than an actual best friend.


Jean (pronounced ‘jawn’ like the ‘gen’ bit in ‘genre’, as he likes to remind everyone) is the first of my two best friends in the whole world, and the way that we met is a tale I always delight in retelling.


Five years ago, I was on a disastrous first date at the Telephone Exchange bar in London Bridge, trying to figure out how to get out of it. I had met the guy on Tinder, and as he approached the bar and caught a glimpse of me – all five feet six inches and eighteen stone of me – I saw the light slowly leave his eyes. He approached with a strained smile.


Throughout the date, I could tell he was uncomfortable with my appearance and wanted nothing more than to leave. I ordered a pasta puttanesca with a side of garlic bread and the side-eye he gave my plates could have cut glass, or coke, which I presumed he was also high on at the time. Whenever I shifted my dress in my seat, he scoffed and shook his head. He then proceeded to wax lyrical about the online workout classes he took each morning, asking me if I’d be ‘keen to get the YouTube link too?’ I would rather suck a denim vest through a straw while having my taint waxed then wake up at the crack of dawn and emulate fitness influencers with Brazilian Butt Lifts completing bleep tests.


‘Nah. I’m OK, thanks, mate. I already have a gym membership, can’t you tell?’ I flexed my arms in jest. He stared blankly at me, not getting the joke. Yep, an absolute write-off.


If I weren’t so used to guys acting this way on dates, I would almost be offended. I started dissociating and turning my eye towards the other patrons in the bar after the Tinder Date Guy asked me whether I would ‘be eating all of that’ for the third time. After ten minutes, someone had caught my eye. A tall, slender-looking man, sitting alone in one of the booths across from us. He had deliciously supple, smooth, caramel skin peppered with light freckles, a jawline that could cut glass, bouncing black curls that framed his handsome face perfectly, a wickedly devilish smile and the biggest most beautifully shaped cloudy-grey eyes I’d ever seen. He was, for all intents and purposes, absolutely stunning; like a porcelain doll of sorts.


What’s more, I noticed that he was noticing me too, looking up every few minutes to smile at me with a cheeky glint in his eye. This carried on for the next half an hour until my date had to go to the bathroom. He never came back. Crushed and slightly drunk with absolutely nothing left to lose, I decided to sexily saunter across to this mysterious stranger and try my luck.


‘I noticed you noticing me,’ I slurred, ‘and I just wanted to put you on notice that I noticed you back.’ He laughed a hearty, deep guffaw that sent tingles of pleasure through each of my orifices before proceeding to tell me that he was, in actual fact, trying to make eyes at my date. I let him know that he had actually left already.


‘You’re very cute too, though, sis, and fuck him for leaving like that halfway through. He didn’t deserve ya. I’m Jean, by the way, pronounced “jawn”, as in “genre”,’ he drawled, as he held out his hand for me to shake.


‘I’m Artemis, but everyone calls me Temz for short,’ I mumbled sloppily.


‘Artemis? Well, OK, I see you, Goddess! Love to see it and lovely to meet you. Now, let’s get a few more rounds in.’


I always used to feel a tinge of embarrassment when stating my name for the first time, because for some reason, people never expect someone who looks like me to be called something like that. A whole dictionary of perfectly reasonable names and my parents had to go and name me Artemis of all things. It’s not that I don’t like my name, it is beautiful, and being named after a Greek goddess was always going to be pretty cool; it’s just one of those names that gives off intense ‘Main Character Energy’, I suppose. I guess that’s what you get when you have two parents with a love of Greek mythology and fine art: bougie for no reason.


Jean and I had a few drinks that night accompanied by incoherent tales about our lives, and when it was time to go, I lazily booked an Uber back to my place and we ended up sleeping together. We remained sex buddies for about five months or so, and in all that time I had only really seen him as a good friend, so it was a pretty cool arrangement for me. We ceased the sexual part of our friendship when we both started dating other people, but we’ve remained the best of friends ever since.


A mere two-and-a-half hours after my A&E excursion, I clambered groggily out of bed and started getting ready for work, with the sweet melodies of Sam Cooke blasting in the background serving as my early morning soundtrack. I started off each morning doing the same thing: I stared at myself in the mirror for a few minutes; traced my bumps and curves with my hands, and my thighs that displayed a myriad of small, moon-like craters of cellulite I had tried so desperately to get rid of as a teenager.


My eyes casually flickered over the other markings on my thighs, secretly self-inflicted during my lowest moments but which I eventually came to accept and love. My small ‘Gye Nyame’ Adinkra tattoo, signifying my Ghanaian heritage, stretched over my expanding ribcage, now resembling more of a Rorschach blob than an ancient African symbol.


I opened up my journal and wrote a list of the awesome things I liked about myself today:




	We are fans of the big lips today. No filler for me!


	My kinky curls look fabulous and bushy this morning, though they could do with some leave-in conditioner, tbh.


	My legs look a bit leaner, I suppose. Note: ask PT about weighted lunges!


	One of my back rolls is currently holding my thong in the right place above my hip. We love God’s strongest soldiers.


	The stretchmarks have a slightly golden hue this morning, like thunderbolts. Not mad at them.





I put my journal away and hopped into the shower, thinking about this morning’s chaos with Jean, as well as wondering what fuckery I was going to have to put up with at work today. I daydreamed of a Pret A Manger cappuccino to relieve the gross fatigue and exhaustion I felt as I hurriedly got ready for work.


‘Artemis, babes? Just a quick one. Can I pull you over to remind you about all the shower stuff?’ my flatmate Natalie called from her room, and the hairs on the back of my neck instantly rose up as I went into flight-or-flight mode.


‘Nat, I’m gonna miss my train – is this something we can chat about when I get home?’


Upon hearing me reply, Natalie peeked her head of voluminous blonde curls around her bedroom door and glanced at me in a manner that let me know that she was approaching her final Karen form. I don’t bloody have time for this …


Natalie is one of a small group of people who refuses to call me by my shortened name, despite me insisting at every instance. She’s been my flatmate for two years and she is – all hyperbole intended – an absolute nightmare, with a puffed-up superiority complex that can only come from a person who has grown up with immense wealth and privilege. But the rent is cheap and I still get to live in Zone 2. Swings and roundabouts, I s’pose.


I check my phone to glance at the time – seven minutes until my train.


‘I just wanted to remind you of the time limits for taking a shower in the morning, Artemis. I know you’re … you’re a bit bigger than me and everything—’ she shuffles as she looks down at the floor; I smile ‘—but I thought we agreed that we would keep it to under seven minutes for each shower? You were in there for at least twelve minutes, is all.’


I stared at her, considering my response. Do I keep it cute and tell her it wouldn’t happen again? Or should I dress my answer up with a little bit of shade? Decisions …


‘I’m sorry, Nat, I know you’re not used to washing your body with a sponge, and that’s probably why it takes you such a short time. But normally, in order to ensure the cleanliness of skin generally, a degree of exfoliation is needed, and this can sometimes take a little more than seven minutes to do. We’ll chat later though, babe!’


I smiled sweetly and slammed the door on my way out, taking delight in seeing Natalie’s incredulous expression as I power-walked through the park and into the station.


I cherished my daily train rides to work as it meant time to carry out the admin for the little side hustle I’ve had for a few months now – my lovingly and thoughtfully named Instagram: Say Aloe To My Little Friend (™ coming soon), where I write about all things houseplant-related.


I’ve already racked up around five thousand online followers over the last eighteen months, half of whom frequently send me a barrage of random houseplant-related questions which – me being ever the professional (by way of owning thirty-four houseplants and being lucky enough to live in a flat with south-facing windows) – I am able to answer with finesse and ease. It’s my dream to one day be to houseplants what Nigella is to home-cooking.


I opened up the Instagram account and checked through today’s selection of DMs:


@KatieB2016: Babes! I hope you’re well. My Devils Ivy isn’t growing and I need to know what I’m doing wrong xx


I respond:


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Hey my love, thanks for getting in touch! Trim the plant underneath the little nodes; it’ll force the plant to grow longer over time – lemme know how it goes! Xxx


@BusyBumblebeexo: Hey Aloe, can you recommend the best soil to plant a cactus in? There’s a weird smell coming from mine atm


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Hey! Any combination of normal potting soil, bark and gravel will work well for cactuses and succulents. Make sure you add loads of stones so the soil drains freely [image: image]


Ugh. I was such a natural. Perhaps horticulture could be my true calling.


@aeo8110: Click HERE for the chance to win an iPhone 14 Pro!!


I carried on scrolling through the various comments on my latest Instagram post featuring my collection of favourite succulents when I came across a comment that caught my eye.


RubesCubes: Damn, ma … that’s hella plants you got there. Impressive.


My encyclopaedic knowledge of US TV dramas and sitcoms kicks in, instantly letting me know that the owner of this comment may be from the West Coast of the US – more specifically, California. Even more specifically, the Bay Area. I briefly looked at the username and caught my breath: it was only Mr ‘Fine-as-Fuck’ RubesCubes himself, who had followed my account earlier. I smiled to myself as I quickly swiped back onto his full profile to remind myself of how just how fine he was:


@RubesCubes 445 Posts 13.8k Followers 902 Following


Ruben Alexander he/him Follows You


Freelancer in Tech // I like to sing sometimes // Add me on Twitch – @RubesCubes5


Music: info@RubenAlexander.com


For Tech Consultation Inquiries: RubenA@InnovativeTech.com


‘Whew.’ I breathed quietly to myself as I swiped through some of his most recent photos. I quickly flitted back to his comment on my photo, liked it, and replied:


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Ahh thank you, yeah I’m pretty awesome with plants tbh [image: image]


I scrolled through his grid posts, briefly dipping into a daydream where I imagined what our prospective kids would look like and which private schools they’d be attending, and liked a few of his photos before putting my phone down, trying to not obsess over whether the Adonis that was RubesCubes would comment back.


Unable to resist, I switched my Instagram account over to my personal account and found Ruben’s again and with the aim of viewing his Instagram Stories of the last twenty-four hours. It seemed safer to do it on my own account as I didn’t want to give him the impression that this random plant page was stalking him and being all weird. I’d have all the time in the world to stalk him privately, though. Then I had a sudden thought – before looking through his Stories, I quickly changed my profile picture to something more alluring. Fat chance he’d even click onto my profile to have a look at who’s been viewing his videos, but on the off chance that he did, I wanted him to be greeted with a photo of me looking like an absolute snack, even if the rest of my profile was currently on private. I quickly sped through Ruben’s IG Stories, all four of them. Him posing in front of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. A photo of the biggest, slimiest cheeseburger I’ve ever seen with the caption ‘Beeftown’s cheeseburgers are the best, make sure y’all check them out!’ A portrait photo of him with a link to his SoundCloud account (which I made note to copy to my clipboard to peruse later) and then a final photo of him topless in bed with the caption ‘Goodnight y’all’.


I lingered on the last photo for a couple of seconds, admiring his chest. He was broad and bear-like; slightly chubby yet toned. He had the kind of body that would be capable of giving a person the greatest hugs of all time, and somewhere deep down in my stomach I felt a sudden twitch of pure, hot lust. I had become – in that moment – obsessed. The fact that he could also sing only added to the allure. I needed more.


Suddenly remembering that I hadn’t caught up with Jean since last night’s events, I sent him a quick text as the train slowly pulled into Victoria Station:


Me: Babes! Just sliding through and seeing if all is OK? Hit me up if you need anything xx


Jean instantly hits me back:


Jean: I’m good babes, will call you this eve! Speaking of ‘sliding through’, I’ve been shitting non-stop since they gave me that enema at the hospital last night xx


I laughed to myself as I made a mental note to ask Jean later if he would mind reviewing my private Instagram page from a man’s point of view, just in case I needed to tart up my profile with some thirst traps for when I eventually decided to follow Ruben on that account. Outside of dating apps, the majority of guys I’ve dated in the past have come from my DMs being slid into on Instagram, and I’m not about to ruin my current streak with this one: Atlantic Ocean be damned!





Chapter 2



Sent at 8.42 a.m.:


Artemis,


I have just booked a meeting for us at 10:30 in boardroom 3 for a last-minute pitch rundown for Maranette Clothing this PM. Please make sure to update the slideshow deck with their relevant social media statistics as well as any prospective content creators and journalists we could potentially offer them. I have left more notes on your desk.


Cheers,


Stephen


I finished reading the email on my phone while simultaneously juggling a pain au chocolat and a large cappuccino in my other hand as I speed-walked down Great Portland Street to my office: an absolute unit of a building on the corner of Margaret Street that overlooked all the other digital marketing agencies on the street. Great. Another last-minute email with work fluff more suited to a PR assistant than the head of content.


*Note to self: speak to Stephen about me potentially getting an assistant.*


My boss Stephen was – for all intents and purposes – wonderful at his job as a marketing director, but also scatty and very last-minute dot com, often to the detriment of the rest of the team.


I made it to my desk with seconds to spare, trying to stabilise my breathing to make the two flights of stairs I’d just climbed sound less like I’d just completed a twenty-six-mile marathon.


My role as head of content meant coming up with creative strategies and marketing plans for clothing and luxury retail brands wanting to expand their visibility online, in print and on TV. As someone who would often internally scrutinise and amend tube station billboards and magazine ad concepts during my daily commute like the apparent jobsworth I am, I took to the role like a duck to water. Despite it becoming a little boring, I enjoyed my job for the most part. The money was great and most of the people were cool.


My meeting with Stephen was a little chaotic, to say the least. We’d been trying to pitch Maranette, a huge national clothing chain, for months, and after finally being able to get a meeting in, Stephen had taken an almost neurotic approach to ensure that this afternoon’s meeting went without a hitch. However, not only had I forgotten to include at least four key media contacts in my slideshow, I then accidentally knocked my coffee over the keyboard, immediately short-circuiting the laptop. This was shaping up to be an amazing day!


‘Artemis, what’s going on? Speak to me,’ said Stephen, propping himself up on the edge of the table looking like a concerned social worker as I mopped up the keyboard, apologising emphatically. I was exhausted after last night’s shenanigans, but I needed to get it the fuck together. I wasn’t going to tell him that, though.


‘I’m fine, honestly, Stephen. Again, I’m sorry about the laptop. I have a back-up of the presentation in my emails so it’s all good. I promise you, I’m ready.’ Today was my opportunity to show Stephen and the clients why I was so good at my job – today’s clumsiness excluded, of course.


‘OK, well, get yourself another coffee and I’ll ask IT about borrowing another laptop. I know you’re probably a bit nervous about today, but you’ve got this. The whole department believes in you! You’re gonna slay this thing.’


Thanks, Stephen. ‘Slay.’


I’ll try to!


I decided to take an early lunch down Great Portland Street in order to prepare myself for the Maranette pitch in the afternoon, grabbing Claudia – my work bestie – from her desk on the way out.


Claudia Aoki is my day-one buddy. A safe space. An ally during times of distress, anxiety and sporadic freakouts at work. We started at Season Eight Digital around the same time, and I remember our very first introduction to each other with much fondness, alongside a tinge of embarrassment. Halfway through my induction, I had suddenly found myself overcome with a nervous bout of what I can only describe as the ‘green apple splatters’ (also known as The Shits). I spent approximately eighteen minutes in a random seemingly empty bathroom on the eighth floor relieving myself while singing several show tunes from my favourite musical, Hamilton. As I reached the climax of the song, a voice from a couple of stalls down from me suddenly arose out of nowhere: ‘LAFAYETTE!’


It took another few minutes of digesting my shame before I came out of the stall and faced the person who would eventually end up becoming my best work friend.


‘Babes, we’ve all been there. I, too, like to find an inconspicuous bathroom where I can shit and recite Hamilton to my heart’s content. Hi, I’m Claudia, by the way.’


Thus began what would go on to be a beautiful friendship. We were also the only ethnic members of staff in our little department, making us bond even more as we spoke about workplace microaggressions and traded our traditional food recipe link over Slack, with me sending through some Ghanaian soup dishes while Claudia would link me to her favourite Japanese recipes. As well as being brilliant at her role as my number two in the office as content executive, Claudia’s also an incredible listener who always makes time for me and my Series of Unfortunate Dating Events sagas. As someone whose relationship with her fiancé began long before the boom of dating apps, I’ve always treasured Claudia’s perspective and advice when it comes to my online dating woes, even if she does view them from a place of mild interest.


I paid for my protein buddha bowl and latte and found us a seat at our favourite cafe on the corner of Great Portland Street and Mortimer Street.


‘How did your date go last week by the way, babe?’ Claudia asked, midway into devouring a ploughman’s sandwich.


‘Oh, him,’ I mumbled, suddenly remembering the random Tinder date that cancelled on me two days after matching. The story of my life. ‘The bastard ended up calling it off. To be honest, he referred to himself as a “Sapiosexual”, and that immediately triggered my fight-or-flight response, so it was probably for the best.’ That kind of talk always tends to give me the ick anyway. ‘You would think it would be easier to just call yourself a dickhead.’


Claudia gazed at me incredulously behind her sandwich, raising her eyebrow in a way that even Dwayne Johnson would be proud of. ‘Lord! Not “Sapiosexual”! That is, indeed, worthy of being considered a Capital Crime, Temz,’ she whispered in a low voice in a tone that reeked of sarcasm. ‘This is what you do, though, isn’t it, Temz? You have a tradition of always going for guys you have nothing in common with! I’m not sure what it is with you settling for dudes that aren’t on your level, but you need to snap out of it because you’re a fucking catch.’ And with that, Claudia took another bite of her sandwich and sipped her tea in a way that let me know she was subtly throwing shade.


She’s right. In a perfect world, I would be this super empowered, super confident woman who doesn’t take any shit from men, knows her worth and can march to the beat of her own drum, but in reality, I’m a somewhat-confident woman that dates random guys who either constantly mispronounce my name or date me because they think I’m easy. So yeah, I could kind of see Claudia’s point there.


‘All I’m saying is,’ continued Claudia, now staring me dead in the eyes, ‘you’re an absolute hot spice, OK? You could have your pick of any guy you wanted if you really wanted to. If you just … I don’t know, made an effort to actually look for someone nice. You always seem to think that it’s about your weight or something, but I don’t think it is at all – it’s your attitude, babe. You’re a – what is it you say all the time? Pong thang, so to speak!’


I grimaced at the last part of Claudia’s motivational speech. *Note to self: stop teaching Claudia slang.*


‘Um. I think you mean “Peng ting”, Clauds.’


‘Oh, yeah, that’s it. Well, whatever “Peng” means, you’re it, OK? And you’re gonna smash the meeting this afternoon too!’


‘Thank you, my love,’ I replied, sighing. ‘And uh, we’ll work on your London lingo, OK?’


She was right. As I stared into the foamy folds of my pistachio latte contemplating my latest dating dilemma, I felt my phone buzz in my jeans pocket. I unlocked it to find that I had received a message on Instagram – and for some very strange reason, a small cluster of butterflies began to flutter in and around my diaphragm. Could it be that fine ass Mr RubesCubes himself? A slow grin spread across my face as I logged into my account, an action that didn’t go unnoticed by Claudia.


‘What – or should I say WHO – has got you grinning all thirty-two teeth this early in the morning then?’


‘First of all, it’s half past twelve, Clauds – your timing and navigation skills need work. Secondly, it’s nothing; one of those spambots again.’


I wasn’t in the mood to incur yet another lecture from Claudia, so I decided to keep RubesCubes to myself. Not that there was anything to hide. As I logged into my Instagram messages, I was annoyed to find out that I was, in fact, once again, the latest ‘WINNER FOR A BRAND NEW IPHONE14 PRO!!!!’


Fuck’s sake.





Chapter 3



Boardroom 3 had been booked out for two hours for what would hopefully be one of the best pitches of my career. At the height of their popularity, Maranette Clothing had been the go-to fashion brand for customers aged eighteen to thirty-five. They were a premium brand made popular by B and C list celebrities, as well as all the big fashion influencers, and their pieces were routinely featured in the likes of Harper’s Bazaar, Who What Wear and Elle magazine. However, they’d had a string of publicity stunts gone wrong, culminating in a shockingly fatphobic Christmas meme post on their Instagram page featuring a plus-size woman starving herself to fit into one of the Maranette ‘It’ dresses with a caption underneath reading ‘BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY’. Needless to say, that secured them a one-way ticket to Canceltown.


When Claudia informed me that they were taking meetings with agencies for new PR and marketing representation to help mend their reputation, I jumped at the chance to lead the operation. As a size 26 woman who finds it hard to source decent, good-quality clothing, I’d never been one to shy away from dragging brands for filth over their lack of representation, but I’d always wanted the chance to revamp dying clothing brands by sprinkling some *Fat Girl Magic* into the mix.


As the members of Maranette took their seats in the boardroom later that day, I silently breathed in and out to get rid of last-minute nerves and made my way to the front to switch on the presentation document projection and introduce myself and the team.


‘Thank you all so much for taking the time to visit our offices today. I’m aware that you are meeting with a host of other agencies, so we all appreciate you being here to listen to our pitch today.’


So far, so good. The presentation goes off to a great start, with me gesticulating and moving around the podium like the absolute boss bitch I am.


‘… One of the main things we’d suggest is actually expanding your clothing range to at least a UK size twenty-eight. Statistics show that the average size of a woman in the UK is a size sixteen, so to us it seems counter-productive to only create pieces that exclude a vast majority of the audience you’re trying to—’


*beep!*


Shit. I forgot to put my phone on mute.


‘—target. Apologies for the interruption. In a bid to tackle the recent allegations of fatphobia and weight shaming that the brand carries, it would also be a good idea to issue a sincere apology in a non-defensive manner, acknowledging the mistakes made in uploading the memes, acknowledging that they were, in fact, fatphobic—’


*beep!*


‘I’m sorry, guys, let me just put that on silent!’ I announced, smiling weakly at the clients while grabbing my phone to turn it off. Right before the phone shut off, I spotted two new Instagram notifications from my newest crush of less than twenty-four hours, Mr Ruben Alexander. The butterflies returned yet again as I wondered how he had responded. Did he notice I’d watched his Stories from my private account? Has he even clicked on my profile? Do I have any outstanding follower requests on that account, and if so, would he be one of them?


A cough from the corner of the room quickly brought me back to reality. I put the phone on the table, deciding that the tension of waiting till later to read the message freely would give me something to look forward to. I resumed my presentation with a bit more pep in my step than usual.


‘So, as I said earlier, alongside the apology, I think it could also be a great idea to arrange some kind of focus group, where you invite some of your plus-size customers alongside some notable plus-size influencers to sit down and give some feedback on the collection – like a focus group of sorts? This could be a great opportunity to place Maranette as the brand who cares about its audience and actually cares enough to action their customers’ concerns without it coming across as virtue signalling.’


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the creative director of Maranette nodding and smiling while taking notes, with the marketing director staring at me in awe, hanging on to my every word. I was on a roll, and they knew it.


‘Given how popular your pieces are with the Gen-Z crowd, I would even go so far as to collaborate with a well-known plus-size influencer on a capsule collection to show your consumers that you do care about trying to be as inclusive as possible. It’s important for clothing to be accessible to everybody, as style doesn’t have a size. Take me, for example.’ I paused and jokingly did a twirl, showing off my outfit, which was thankfully met with smiles and laughs. ‘I’m a size twenty-six, and I for one think I dress fabulously! The plus-size style market in the UK is worth nine point two billion pounds, and worth two hundred and eighty-eight billion in the States, going to show that plus-size people are definitely spending money on pieces that not only make them look good, but feel confident in their bodies. I’ve drawn up a few recommendations of some influencers who I think would be a fantastic fit for the brand.’


I turned to the next PowerPoint page, smirking as I confidently made my way through the rest of the presentation without a hitch.


Upon returning to my desk, I saw a new email from Stephen:


Fabulous work with the Maranette pitch today, Artemis! We think you smashed it. We should be hearing their decision by EOP today, so thank you for all your hard work, Queen!


Quick side-eyeing of the use of ‘Queen’ aside, I decided to celebrate my little win with a caramel Frappuccino. Grabbing my purse, I skipped down the stairs, a feeling of immense joy overtaking me, accompanied by tiny fragments of pride.


Even though I was always heavily into being creative, as the only child of two Ghanaian parents I was expected to follow in my grandad’s footsteps and become a lawyer. I switched to Marketing and Public Relations halfway through my law degree, to the absolute disgust of my parents – my mum in particular – who had by that point already made it her business to tell our whole family that I had passed the bar and was already practising Criminal Law, much to the delight of several dodgy uncles of mine.


That was, until I started bringing home gifted product samples from clients, which very quickly changed their minds about my career switch. A brand-new, top-of-the-range coffee machine and several premium skincare products have a way of doing that, I suppose. Suddenly it was all ‘My daughter works for big big clients in New York!’ and ‘Abena, can you message Mark Zooterberg and tell him to unblock my account?’ Parents, eh?


I picked up my coffee and was headed back to the office when I got a WhatsApp notification:


The Sisterhood of the Travelling Lace Fronts [image: image]


Aneni, Jean, You





Jean: Babygirl, are we still meeting up at Prince of Peckham this eve?


The Sisterhood of the Travelling Lace Fronts is a WhatsApp group consisting of me, Jean and my other best childhood friend Aneni, whose mum is best friends with mine. The group got its name (a proud creation of mine) through me and Aneni constantly loaning each other our lace front wigs to wear on nights out. Most people invest in stocks, shares, handbags and Crypto, but Aneni and me? Wigs were our poison, and so in order for us to save and purchase the highest quality Peruvian lace front wigs, we’d put our money together, buy a wig ranging between £500-£800 and wear it on rotation. An unconventional, yet super useful, life hack. Another side hustle, if you will. After making friends with Jean, I added him to the WhatsApp group. Aneni and Jean’s friendship is a tad volatile, to say the least, but I like to think that I’m the glue that holds us (and our wigs) all together.


Artemis: Yep yep if you’re still down for it! I absolutely smashed my pitch at work today so I feel I deserve to consume as many alcoholic beverages as possible this evening, at the expense of you and Nen.


Aneni: Congrats sis! Happy for you. I’m coming but I’m gonna leave a bit early – got another date with Mr Man, lol




Jean: … Prioritising dick over your best friend? Rah boy. Couldn’t be me!


Aneni: …?


Artemis: Lol Jean pls. I’m sure it’s not like that! See you both later x


Oh, yeah. Over the last three years, Jean had desperately been trying to get me to drop Aneni as a friend. It’s not that she’s a horrible person. She’s a sweetheart for the most part. But she’s also a typical Sagittarius (read: Sagiterrorist): aloof, rude and sometimes messy.


We’d been best friends our whole lives due to our mums being best friends as well as next-door neighbours, but growing up around her – especially during puberty – was, frankly, annoying. She is incredibly stunning, which is great and everything, but she never lets me forget it. Aneni has light-brown skin the colour of pine next to my deep-brown complexion. She has the kind of figure that the Beyoncés and Doja Cats of the world flaunt proudly: a hugely curvaceous shelf of a bum, and hips underlining a contoured, lean waist, complete with long legs, big boobs and small, almond-shaped eyes. On the plus side, Aneni and I balance each other out personality-wise; she’s always been able to bring out the fun, somewhat passionate and spontaneous side of me, with me in turn being able to ground her and be the rational thinker whenever she develops a flair for the dramatic during a crisis. That’s fire signs for you, I guess. Chaotic.


When I got back to the office, instead of going back to my desk, I grabbed my laptop and headed to the office ‘breakout zone’ (which in reality consisted of a couple of old sofas and some raggedy-looking bean bags artfully thrown in between a couple of large, tropical-looking indoor plants).


My phone rings and it’s Aneni. I sigh, popping my AirPods in to take her call.


‘Temz. What the hell is Jean’s problem, man? I don’t get why he still has an issue with me after all this time? Wasn’t it all sorted?’


Sensing where this conversation would be heading, I took a seat on one of the kitsch, over-the-top loveseats and opened up a game of Tetris on my phone. Ladies and Gentlemen, Act I of the Aneni show was about to begin.


‘Nen, I don’t know what you mean,’ I told her. ‘You know how you guys are – it’s all banter at the end of the day, so I wouldn’t pay it any mind.’


I cleared the first three levels of Tetris while Aneni continued. ‘But I don’t get it. Even after everything that happened between you and me a few years ago, I’ve never been rude towards him, but he consistently sends out these cheap shots as if I can’t see what’s going on. He can’t seem to move past what happened, and it’s annoying. It wasn’t even anything to do with him. Anyway, you know how much I love you Temz and I am SO happy that your pitch went well, but I did arrange this date a couple of weeks ago … I know you understand?’


Level 13 complete. I love Aneni, but she’s never had the best listening skills; I’ve found that a bulk of my advice tends to go into one ear and out the other, so checking out mentally seemed to be the right thing to do, sporadically coming back to the conversation with an ‘uhhuh’ or a ‘mmm yeah’ just so she knows I’m still on the other end. Whatever beef that was still lingering between her and Jean needed to be sorted out between the two of them.


I was halfway through listening to her talk about her newest Sugar Daddy (or Glucose Guardian, as I prefer to say) dating arrangement when I realised that I never ended up checking my Instagram for the message that came in during the pitch.


‘Hey Nen, babes, I’m happy for you and I would let you finish but I’ve got another meeting in two minutes. I’m sure that whatever’s going on, we can sort it out later? I’ll see you in a bit. Keep your head up and all that.’


I ended the call before she had time to respond; I would apologise to her that evening.





Chapter 4



RubesCubes: Yo Aloe, thanks for responding to my comment [image: image]. I’m a big fan of your page, by the way; over the last few months I’ve somehow turned into a bit of a Plant Dad and your Monstera hack posts have been helping a brother out greatly. I may slide into your DMs again in future and enquire about some more plant trouble I’m having.


I read the message four times before finally acknowledging that he had really sent it. I’m used to receiving lovely comments from my followers who are having various plant issues, but I’m not used to fine-ass men like this Ruben Alexander sliding into my DMs all willy-nilly. Don’t get me wrong, I normally don’t tend to dwell on or romanticise random attractive men if and when I come across them. On the topic of dating, romance and attraction, I have a robot-like ability to switch my hormones and emotions off when it comes to men I deem super attractive or interesting, due to automatically assuming that they would never be into me. As much as I believe I’m a great catch, a part of me has always acknowledged that body types like mine aren’t normally the preference for the majority of the men I’d come across while dating.


But THIS guy? I’m not sure what it was about this random Instagram user from across the pond, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since I saw his comment earlier. I’m normally very level-headed, unfazed and logical when it comes to these types of situations, and realistically, I don’t know him from Adam. But damn is this Ruben a little bit of me. AND he slid into my DMs? Little old me?


But maybe that’s what it is. I haven’t had the opportunity to romanticise someone in a long time. I haven’t had the opportunity to be reckless and delusional, and I miss being in that chaotic frame of mind, even if said interaction has not one ounce of implied sexual, flirtatious or romantic intention.


I decided that the rest of the afternoon would be dedicated to me doing some ‘client research’, so I took my laptop and headed to one of the available smaller meeting rooms for some privacy in order to formulate my response to Ruben, as well as to go on a quick ‘liking’ spree of his posts so he knew I was at least interested in his content and not just his bear-like body:


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Why thank you so much, kind sir. I appreciate you taking the time out to message and I hope you’re doing well! Please feel free to message me with any plant queries, and I’ll happily try and help as much as I can!


Delete, delete, delete. Sounding like a customer service assistant was not the way to go.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Heyyyyyyy Ruben!


Nope, too unhinged. Calm down babes.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Hello Ruben …


Maybe addressing him by his first name feels too personal, considering he doesn’t know mine? After I quickly scanned a few websites for tips on how to create engaging replies, I wrote:


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Hi Ruben. Thanks for the message and I’m glad you like the posts! Love the fact that you’ve become a Plant Dad; we need more like you in the world. I’d be happy to give you some plant tips so just let me know when you’re ready. Xx


PS Severe apologies for the ‘liking’ spree by the way. I realise I may have been a bit trigger-happy haha. Also – you sing? We love a talented King! I’ll have to check out your stuff sometime.


Somewhat content with my response, which kind of sat within the ‘pleasant-and-engaging-yet-keen-to-let-you-know-I’ve-been-preeing-your-hot AF-photos’ spectrum, I pressed ‘send’ and busied myself with a bunch of admin housekeeping tasks for the rest of the day. I checked my work emails and answered a couple of messages from Claudia and Stephen, and was about to get ready to pack up and leave for the day more jubilant than when I’d arrived, when I received a buzzing notification on my phone.


I felt the tiniest flutter of butterflies. Surely he wouldn’t respond that quickly? But also more importantly, once again, why on earth am I acting so giddy over a total stranger?


I stared at my phone, grimacing as I realised it was just a message notification from Tinder. I gave a subtle groan, and opened the app to respond to James, Jonty, Josh, or whatever the match’s name was.


Temi, so what qualities do you look for in a high-quality man? I believe myself to be an alpha male, and of course I have specifications for the kind of female I would like to entertain, so I’m curious to hear yours. Speak soon, Joe


If I had a pound for every time I’ve been approached by these High-Quality Alpha Male type-guys, I’d be sunning it up somewhere in the Maldives with my millions. The kinds of misogynistic men I seem to attract always look as if they own a female-bashing podcast where they reminisce about the ‘good old days’ when women were barefoot and pregnant, and how they would hate for their significant other to make their own money due to it being against the natural order of things.


I swiped right to unmatch. Jim/Jonty/Whateverhisnamewas would have to take a back seat for now.


A couple of moments later, I get another ping on my phone – and this time, it was from Ruben. I instinctively clutched my imaginary pearls: we have communication, ladies and gentlemen!


RubesCubes: Hey hey Aloe [image: image] Some advice would be great thanks, I’ll try not to take up too much of your time though! I bought a snake plant last summer just to give my place a bit of life and well … I’m now fifteen plants in and beginning to feel a bit overwhelmed, haha. Appreciate you engaging with my pics too, you’re sweet [image: image] And yep I’ve been singing for a few years now – nothing serious or anything, I perform every now and again, but thank you so much! You gotta let me know what you think when you have the time. Have a great day.


I tried to hold back from dissecting his message too much, lest I ended up becoming completely obsessed. I was enjoying this little back-and-forth between us, though. One of the reasons why I probably felt so inclined towards this guy was because it’s quite rare for me to engage in any kind of civil, proper conversation with a man who wasn’t a family member – or Jean – without it immediately taking a weird, sexual or super flirtatious tone. It could also just be the case that he was incredibly hot, seemingly sensitive and emotionally intelligent (purely going on him being a Plant Dad of fifteen) and I was just horny.


I messaged back:


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Hi Ruben, I hope you’re having a great Wednesday! Love the fact you’re already super into Plant Fatherhood. [image: image] From what I can see from your photos, your snake plant looks really healthy, so you must be doing something right, haha.


I checked out a couple of your songs earlier too; you have such a gorgeous voice! Something so old-school about it, I almost get a Donny Hathaway vibe. How long have you been writing music?


Send. I thought it was an OK-ish message. Polite, yet curious to know more, plus a little compliment in there to boot. As much as I loved talking about plants, a part of me wished that I could have hit him up on my personal account so that we could really get into some actual non-plant-related gist. To my surprise, I noticed that he had already read my message and was in the middle of typing.


RubesCubes: It’s currently two-something in the morning over here, so I’m still waiting for my Wednesday to begin, haha. And thanks! Whitney is my pride and joy (I name all my plants) so I wanna make sure I’m doing right by her. Speaking of which, can you recommend a good fertiliser?


Also, DONNY HATHAWAY? Damn, that’s such a huge compliment; he’s actually one of my favourite singers! I’m humbled, thank you! I mostly do covers, but every now and again, a Ruben Original might slip through the net – depends on what I can find to inspire me, but I’d say I’ve been writing for maybe ten years or so. [image: image]


He named his plants? Clearly, he was on a mission to get me to fall in love with him. Making sure to curb my smile so it didn’t appear that I was doing something other than work, I hastily texted back. A part of me felt bad for messaging him so late his time, but there was also a very gassed part of me that loved the fact that he was choosing to speak to me at this time of night, too.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Of course! My fertilisers of choice are any that contain magnesium, as it provides great nutrition for the soil. Fish blood is also great – albeit messy. You can pick up those online.


How/why are you awake so late? – Also, yes, you’re giving Donny Vibes with that throat of yours. The ladies must love you, haha! I think it’s so awesome that you’ve been able to carve a creative outlet for yourself to funnel your creativity – very commendable!


As we started to message back and forth, in the back of my head I wondered why we couldn’t produce men like him in London. This was a pleasant departure from the ‘what’s good babes what u sayin’?’ I was used to.


RubesCubes: Fish blood huh? Well, damn, you learn something new and gross every day! I’ll make a note of that. I’m a bit of a night owl – slight insomnia and shit – so it takes a while for me to get to sleep. This is the time when I’m normally at my most creative, so I don’t mind much, to be honest. Also, I’m such a homebody, I ain’t entertaining any ladies with my voice!


A sexy, plant-loving, creative, bearded American man who also liked to stay in the house? I made a note to tithe 70 per cent the next time I went to church.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: I’m sorry to hear that you get insomnia. Damn, now I wish I knew as much about biology as I did plants so I could prescribe you something or share some advice! It’s cool that you’re able to create music as a result of it though. Who inspires you? Also, a fellow #TeamHomebody here, we love to see it!


RubesCubes: People are always surprised when I say I like to stay in the house, idk why. Also, that’s sweet of you, ma, but I’ve had insomnia for so long that I don’t even notice any more. As far as inspiration goes, Stevie Wonder, Musiq Soulchild and the aforementioned Donny are my icons. I remember when my Pops took me to the Fox Theater down here in Oakland when Stevie was playing a few nights out here when I was young, and I saw him on that piano singing his heart out? I fell in love with his voice, man.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Great choices, Stevie is one of my favourites too!! It’s incredible that you were able to witness him live. That must be such a great core memory to share with your dad. I’m not surprised people are surprised you prefer staying indoors; you give off ‘outdoor energy’. Maybe it’s the beard; it looks like it’s been meticulously shaped and styled to be seen outside haha. So you’re from Oakland in California, then?


RubesCubes: Yeah it’s a dope memory with my pops for sure. And yeah, I live out here now. I’m originally from Georgia, but moved out here when I was seven years old with the fam. They all live slightly north of here in a place called Richmond, but I moved to The Town for work so now it’s just me, Whitney, Reggie, Mae, Addie, Stevie, Mahalia, Ella, Diana and Sarah in my little apartment. I got six more but I won’t bore you with naming the whole brood. [image: image] Also, as for my meticulously shaped and styled beard, don’t be a hater! My finely crafted beard and I stay in the house, eat cereal and watch TV on the weekends.


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: First of all, ain’t no hateration or holleration over here, I can assure you. You have a rather splendiferous beard. Georgia, huh? A southern gentleman! Also, damn, fifteen people? You must have one hell of a huge apartment haha – is the rent that crazy over there lol?


RubesCubes: Hah. You’re cute. Those are the names of my plants! I told ya, I take this Plant Daddy job seriously. What made you develop an interest in plants? And what’s the UK like?


SayAloeToMyLittleFriend: Daddy? More like ‘Zaddy’, no? *rimshot*. And the UK is cold, rainy and for the most part, full of miserable, sarcastic, passive-aggressive people (I’m including myself here), but hey, free healthcare, amirite? Why did you move from Georgia to California? And bonus question: what’s your favourite meal, i.e. the meal you would have as your last supper on death row?


RubesCubes: ‘Zaddy’? Lmao, I wish, sis, you’re too kind!! The UK sounds … fun, but from our convo you sound like a ray of sunshine to me so I’m not inclined to believe this description (for now)! Um, we moved cuz my parents lost the house and I had an uncle in Richmond who offered to put us up temporarily while they got back on their feet. We’ve been here ever since. My favourite meal? Mmm. It’s gotta be my grandma’s mac and cheese for real. Can’t beat it. What’s your favourite?


I could feel my heart swell slightly larger with each response. He seemed so open and talkative, and I loved it. Again, WHAT was stopping the men of the UK from being like this? I didn’t want the conversation to end, but I was wary of the time, and Ruben seemed to be thinking the same.


RubesCubes: It’s been great talking to you, Aloe. You’ve been a great distraction from my inability to sleep over the last hour, but I’m gonna try and squeeze in a few Zs now. I’ll holla at you later – it’ll be nice to know a bit more about you too. Night/morning!


I said goodnight back, closed the app and let out a sigh. In an attempt to mine as much information about Ruben as possible, I had been bombarding him with questions while being vague about my interests. I was conscious that I had been messaging him from my Aloe account. While I wanted him to be as impressed with me as I was with him, a small part of me somehow felt like our conversation would probably have hit a dull or awkward point if I were to direct him towards my personal Instagram page. Besides, I hadn’t tarted up my profile with the proper thirst traps yet. I wanted this man to be WOWED by me when the time came for him to add me to his friends list.


As I fought my way to a spare seat on the train to Peckham for drinks with Jean and Aneni, I decided to once again check my Instagram for any message updates from Ruben, even though he would probably still be asleep. Then I had more of a look into his Instagram profile. Ruben was thirty-two years old (as per his birthday cake photo posted several weeks ago); a couple of years older than me, perfect. According to his bio, his tech work had landed him some huge clients: IBM! Microsoft! TikTok! He was also pretty popular with his music hustle too, I noted; no big surprises there.
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