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Where does all the unused love go?


I roll my eyes, sending a micro cascade of glitter from my lids to my cheeks. That’s what you get for taking a break from tonging beach waves into your hair to gaze at the actual ocean.


I should’ve just jacked up the party tunes and taken another swig of mango margarita. Instead, I’m now wistfully leaning on my window frame, watching the translucent teal water slosh, froth and slap the seawall.


‘Things are about to get stirred up . . .’ I can almost hear my grandmother predicting, with a faint air of glee.


Part of me wants to rush down and revel in the salty bling – the spatter and surprise of ‘mermaid kisses’ on my skin has been a favourite sensation since childhood.


But then my attention is drawn to the couple pausing for a giggly smooch before they run across the road to the fairground. My insides wrench as though lunging to grab a piece of what they have. And so the question repeats in my mind: Where does all the unused love go?


I wish I could believe you develop ever greater reserves of it – all the more to adore someone with – but it doesn’t feel that way to me. It feels as if I’ve amassed an obscene amount of reward points only to discover they’ve all expired due to account inactivity. And this makes my heart feel small and insignificant and under-used.


Except for when I think about Dylan.


Then it soars.


At least until I remember he doesn’t feel the same way.


Not quite. Not yet.


While I wait for Cupid to adjust his sight line – just a hair to the left – I continue to read secret love messages in the velvety latte art he slides my way each morning, pretending I’m inhaling the lavender steam when in reality I’m catching my breath as his shirt gapes and his glinting chain swings away from his trace-a-finger-down-me chest. As he pushes back his tumble of hair, and the curls catch in a way that frames his face to even greater advantage, I feign gazing dreamily at the blue-sky marina view. But when he joins me on the terrace and beckons me into a hug, I succumb to the fantasy that we’re engaging in a lovers’ tryst on the French Riviera, as opposed to palling around on the lesser known English one.


This man has no idea how much space he occupies in my heart, or the massive kick I get when people mistake us for a couple, which has happened consistently in the six years since we met. Sometimes he’ll correct them, like if his actual girlfriend is present. I never do. I just bask in the togetherness and the fact that other people can see what he has yet to. I’ve told him a few times that he’s the best part of my day, my happy place, but he’s always accepted this in an ‘Aw, shucks!’ friend’s way. Though there was one moment when I thought that was going to change: exactly one year ago, at his fortieth birthday party.


His cafe was strung with a million fairy lights, mochas had given way to mojitos and I was following the glide of a seagull as it ascended each layer of the vista, from the quayside shops a-jostle with shell souvenirs and vinegary chips, past the mismatched buildings stacking up the cliffside, all the way to the Victorian villas at the top.


‘Rena – don’t move!’ Dylan startled me as he approached.


For a second I thought there was a wasp getting high on my myriad hair products but then he added, ‘The light has turned you to pure gold!’


As he held up his phone camera and began to click, he smiled at me in such a way that released all the carefully contained love from my eyes, sending it flowing directly into the lens.


‘Wow,’ he husked. ‘Come see.’


Our faces aligned, just a tilt away from a kiss. For once I didn’t recoil at what I saw. Instead of my usual exaggerated grin and spooked eyes, I looked relaxed (aka gently drunk), with an amber glow to my irises I’d never noticed before. Suddenly it didn’t seem utterly impossible that someone like Dylan could love me.


‘Beautiful!’ he breathed.


If only he could have stopped there. Instead, he had to add, ‘Perfect for your new profile shot on Fumble.’


My eyes closed as I expelled a sigh, the night air turning sharply cool as the sun bowed out.


‘I know it’s a disheartening process,’ he soothed, misinterpreting my slump. ‘And I understand that you needed a break after Shakespeare but we have to get you back out there. Just last night Celine was saying—’


‘This is Celine’s idea?’ I challenged.


‘She was just saying she couldn’t understand how you were still single.’


My lips pursed. I wasn’t sure how to take this. On the one hand, I actually like Dylan’s girlfriend and I’m so grateful that she’s not weird about him having a close female friend. On the other, I can’t help but wonder if this was her way of telling me it’s time for me to find a boyfriend of my own, and to stop borrowing hers.


‘Well?’ he prompted. ‘Time to get back out there?’


I shook my head. ‘Not ready.’


‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, this is how you get ready. You wouldn’t run a marathon without training first.’


‘Are either of us best suited to exercise metaphors?’


‘Okay,’ he conceded. ‘How about coffee? Is my latte art better now or when I opened the cafe?’


‘When you started it looked as if someone had frisked you mid-pour.’


‘Exactly. And the reason you can now differentiate between my cactus and my penis design is practice. You need to practise dating to warm up for the love of your life.’


I wanted to tell him that wasn’t the problem; it was the big RESERVED FOR DYLAN sign on my heart. Instead, I insisted we should be focussing on his big milestone birthday, and handed him a small gift-wrapped box.


‘Is someone being a naughty girl?’ Celine appeared out of nowhere, curling a slender hand around Dylan’s bicep.


‘I . . .?’


She pointed to the package before I started defending other sins. ‘We said presence, not presents!’


We. Urgh.


‘Oh, it’s just a joke thing,’ I dismissed her comment. ‘Not a real gift.’


‘Actually, I’d say it’s more of a life essential now you’ve hit the big four-oh,’ Nat chimed in, coming to my aid with a knowing nudge.


‘Well, don’t keep us in suspense,’ Celine insisted. ‘Open it!’


Dylan dutifully removed the wrapping and revealed a personal alarm pendant designed for seniors having a medical emergency, while also looking like it could be a new Apple or even sci-fi device.


From him I got the hearty laugh I was going for, but Celine’s words chilled me to the bone: ‘That’ll come in handy when we’re in the nursing home!’


My knees buckled.


‘Why do you look like someone just shot you in the stomach?’ Nat hissed as she gripped my elbow, preventing me from falling.


Only when we reached the furthest point on the terrace did I cry out, ‘That was going to be my slot!’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘The nursing home! I always thought if I just waited long enough, I’d outlast all the girlfriends and we’d end up there together.’


Nat looked stunned. ‘That was your plan?’


‘And a fairly decent one, I thought, until tonight – eventually companionship would trump sexual desire.’


‘I’m sorry, your idea of winning at love is to be parked side by side at Shady Pines with matching crocheted blankets?’


‘But think of the fun we’d have reminiscing about our whole lives!’


‘That’s if you can remember any of it. What if you have dementia?’


‘We’d still get on, because we always have!’


‘Oh, Rena.’


‘I know, I know!’ I swatted irritably, leaning out over the moonlit yachts, wishing I could send my heart on a round-the-world trip just to get a breather from this longing.


‘Look, I get why your crush is constantly getting refuelled – I saw him taking photos of you just now. Anyone would think he was equally smitten.’


I looked up at her. I wasn’t imagining it.


‘But you can’t wish away the next forty years of your life.’


‘I’m not wishing anything away,’ I countered. ‘I’m just playing the long game.’


‘No.’ She took a firm stand. ‘It’s time to come up with a new plan. You have to face the fact that he’s happy with Celine.’


‘I’m not saying he’s not happy, I’m just saying he would be happier with me!’


‘That only works if you both think that.’


‘Could you please keep your reality checks to yourself?’ I reached for an abandoned cocktail. ‘Do you really want me to go back to online dating?’


‘You wouldn’t!’ Nat looked aghast. During my last foray she tracked my phone and kept a dossier on each suitor so it would be ready for the police when I, inevitably, became the Tinder Swindler’s next victim.


‘I have to do something,’ I continued. ‘My best friend is a rubbish wing woman, she scares away all the prospects.’


‘You’d think with all the people that come through your doors at the theatre . . .’


‘I know, but they’re only ever here for a night or two. Though twenty-four hours with Giovanni Pernice might do the trick.’


‘Remember when you got all in a fluster over David Suchet?’


‘I’m telling you, there is something powerfully magnetic about that man.’


Nat pondered for a minute. ‘I could see if Mark has any single friends?’


‘Now you’re just being silly.’


No one dislikes Nat’s boyfriend more than me.


He came into her life via a stag party paddleboard tour she was hosting. She spins the story to make him sound gallant for stepping up and protecting her from the lewd advances of his mates, but I’m pretty sure it was less about respect and more about him wanting to claim Nat for himself. At the time she was in an ad campaign for a new hotel spa and he loved pointing out her jacuzzi bikini pic on the bus shelters along Fleet Walk. Even I can’t deny they are a head-turningly attractive couple, but their relationship dynamic really vexes me – the way she dials down her Nat-ness around him, assuming the decorative role he has assigned her. She insists any shortcomings are compensated for by his mum’s Sunday dinners. (I went once and the roast potatoes were exceptional, all crispy bronzed on the outside and silky soft on the inside, but I spent the whole time wanting to reach my foot over to Mark’s chair and kick him off his smug perch.)


The strangest part is that in every other aspect of life Nat is a truth-blurter and never lets anything slide. Mostly I find this bluntness refreshing – I always know exactly where I stand and what is going on with her. Once in a while I could do with a softer approach but she’s not the type to indulge. There’s no cooing and appeasing, no ‘Oh, he’s probably just super busy with work!’ Or ‘He really likes you, he’s just scared of his feelings.’ She’ll come right out and say, ‘He’s not interested. You need to move on.’


And yet, when it comes to her own love life there’s this massive six-foot-two blind spot. I would say Mark can do no wrong, but he does do wrong, all the time, and she lets him get away with it. At this point, I honestly don’t know what it would take to get her to see the light.


I always hoped that she’d get together with her fellow paddleboarder, Ravi. Not only is he a stunner with a triangular torso and raven hair twisted into a topknot, he has a bountiful heart, donating his free time to water therapy for kids with autism. Last time we saw him in action, I tutted: ‘I don’t know how you are not in love with that man.’


‘I love him as a work colleague,’ Nat had shrugged, adding, ‘If you’re so enamoured, why don’t you go out with him?’


I sighed. ‘Trust me, if I was someone who could pull off itsy-bitsy board shorts I’d be all over him like a rash. Or should that be a rash guard?’


But here we are a year on – Ravi is still single, I’m still ‘Chris Pining’ for Dylan and Nat is still ensnared with Mark. At least he’ll be late to the party because his work trip flight doesn’t get in for another hour or so. I had thought this would leave us free to get ready with a mix of our favourite playlists, alternating between her surf vibes and my show tunes, but apparently Nat is held up.


I head into the kitchen to add a tangy Tajín rim to her margarita glass and then do the one thing guaranteed to make me feel worse: I open my dating app.


I had no idea how many men weren’t my type until I signed up for online dating. I’d catch myself muttering, ‘No. No. Oh god, no. Oh, bless, no,’ as I swiped. Adding, ‘Seriously?’ when confronted with the guy who elected to take his profile selfie in the dentist’s chair. Blue paper bib and all.


Other days I’d feel inadequate for not being the spontaneous, skydiving supermodel of some keto dynamo’s dreams.


Once I tried altering the settings to conjure a Dylan clone, right down to age, body type and star sign (Leo). Nat twigged straight away. ‘It’s like Dylan robbed a bank and these are the suspects the police called in.’ I explained it was my way of being expedient – as if I could simply transfer my love for him onto a lookalike. Obviously that didn’t work, people having their own personalities and all. The man himself said I was being too picky, but I don’t think it’s too much to ask to want to experience a flicker of recognition in your heart, a shimmer of possibility . . . Oh, and preferably no notification that he has been removed from the app due to ‘fraudulent behaviour’. Three times that has happened!


Now, this one is funny, I decide as I return to the present day.


I’m a carefully written, fact-checked essay on the streets and an unmoderated comments section in the sheets.


Unfortunately I’m not enamoured by his pics, which makes me feel shallow and thus undeserving of any love.


I sigh, swiping onward. Okay, this is more my speed: Every time I go to the beach I get this weird feeling women are dressing me with their eyes.


I chuckle, feeling along the counter for my drink.


‘What’s up with your hair?’


‘Gahhh!’ I clutch my chest, falling against the fridge. I was so absorbed with Ricky from Teignmouth’s chest hair I didn’t even notice Nat coming in.


‘I hate to tell you this, Rena, but the one side straight, one side wavy look only works for Instagram hair tutorials.’


‘Oh!’ My hand goes to my head. ‘I got distracted mid-tong.’


‘By what?’


‘Nothing.’ I flush, tucking my phone away. ‘Where’ve you been?’


‘I ran into Ravi on the way here. I have news!’


‘What kind of news?’


She takes my hand and leads me to the sofa, gives her cascade of hair a flip and then announces, ‘Dylan and Celine have had an almighty row and she’s not coming to the party tonight!’


My heart judders in disbelief. Finally, a chink in their seemingly flawless relationship! I know I shouldn’t be happy but I can’t help but feel a zing of hope. And then I frown – I can see why this news might excite my delusional self, but why is Nat so fired up?


‘This is your window of opportunity!’ she continues. ‘This is the night you get to tell him how you really feel!’


‘At his party? With throngs of other people vying for his attention?’


‘You can’t risk leaving it a moment longer – you know he barely leaves a breath between one girlfriend and the next and the last thing we want is for him and Celine to reconcile.’


I sit back, still trying to wrap my head around this intel. ‘Do you know what they were fighting about?’


‘Ravi didn’t say. He only told me so we wouldn’t make a big deal about her not being there.’ Her eyes narrow at me. ‘You don’t look convinced?’


‘Well, I suppose I always hoped he’d be the one declaring his undyings.’


‘Never going to happen.’


‘Oh, cheers!’


‘You know how easy-going he is – he’ll just trundle on with Celine or whoever strays into the cafe, never knowing the wonder of you, unless you step out of the friend zone and spell it out for him.’


‘I can’t even fathom how I would do that.’


‘Which is why I’ve brought this.’ She retrieves the tall gift bag she had set on my side table.


‘A ceramic lamp base?’ I frown as she flourishes a white china column painted with cobalt-blue swirls.


‘I can see why you’d think that,’ Nat concedes. ‘It’s actually a seven-hundred-pound bottle of tequila.’


‘Seven hundred pounds?!’ I reel. ‘Does it come with its own mariachi band?’


‘No, but it’s “añejo”, so apparently one shot is the equivalent to a bottle of wine.’


My eyebrows dart skyward. ‘That’s some truth serum right there.’


‘It’s the one thing of value my dad left me.’


‘You don’t want to save it for a special occasion?’


‘What could be more special than seeing my best friend find true love?’


‘Okay, now I know something is up.’ I cross my arms. ‘Spill!’


‘What?’


‘I know there’s more. Why are you suddenly encouraging me to pursue the very thing you’ve been telling me to get over?’


Her mouth opens and closes. This can’t be good. Nat is as direct as they come. Instead, she turns her back on me and goes in search of my vintage gold-rimmed shot glasses. ‘Let’s have a slug, shall we? Test it out?’


I want to protest but the moment the silky amber-hued liquid makes contact with my tongue, I feel an other-worldly warmth steal over me.


‘It’s so caramelly!’


‘With notes of clove and marmalade,’ Nat educates me.


‘I didn’t know tequila could be like this!’ I swoon, taking another sip. ‘Mmmm, divine!’


‘So, what do you think? Are you ready to bare your heart and maybe a smidge more cleavage to Dylan?’


I adjust the V of my silk dress and then grab her hand. ‘Come on, let’s go now before I lose my nerve!’


She holds me back.


‘What?’


‘First let me fix your hair.’
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When people ask how Natalie and I met, I say we got chatting at Torquay train station, as opposed to the true story: my dad attempted to pick her up on the train service from London.


As he helped her onto the platform I barely batted an eye – older rockers and younger models, a tale as old as time. But when Dad introduced me as ‘Rena from the Princess Theatre’ and volunteered my chauffeur services, I realised they weren’t together, he just wished they were.


‘You don’t mind, do you?’ he said, putting me in an impossible position. I had to drop him off first at his gig soundcheck and then, apparently, I would ‘be delighted’ to take her to her hotel.


To her credit, she did protest but there were no taxis at the rank and when I caught her eye, an inner twang told me she needed a good deed. So I ferried her up Torquay’s most populated guest house street, getting further away from the sea and into Fawlty Towers territory.


When she stepped out of the car and looked up at her tatty, net-curtained accommodation she looked so crestfallen. ‘No wonder it was such a bargain.’ She tried to tough it out, thanking me for the lift and trundling her case up to the glass up to the glass front door. There was a note taped to it announcing that if you’d been so remiss as to not order your cooked breakfast three weeks ago, you should count your blessings that you would be assigned a miniature box of Frosties and a pouch of long-life milk.


‘I can’t let you do it!’ I blurted.


‘What?’


‘Get back in the car. Let me take you somewhere nice.’


She hesitated and then complied. ‘All I wanted was some sea air.’


‘The hotel I have in mind is set away from all the madness – you’ll be able to relax there.’


Again, I noticed her eyes take on a glassy sheen. She couldn’t seem to speak but confirmed with a nod.


On the way to the Osbourne Hotel I learned the reason Natalie seemed a little ‘on the verge’ was that her boyfriend had dumped her that morning.


I did a double take. ‘And you got straight on a train to Devon?’


She nodded. ‘I used to come here as a kid. As soon as the thought entered my head it gave me this sense of purpose. But obviously I didn’t think through every detail. Life rarely lives up to the fantasy, does it?’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ I smiled and directed her gaze to an elegant, creamy-white Regency crescent overlooking six acres of palm-studded grounds, facing a squint-inducing sparkle of sea.


‘It’s actually not too fancy or pricey on the inside, I just felt this view would be a tonic.’


‘Oh, it is!’ She sighed, all tension leaving her brow as she pushed her sunglasses into her hair, not wanting to miss a ray. ‘If I could, I’d move here tomorrow!’


‘What’s stopping you?’ I asked, feeling oddly invested in her happiness. ‘What do you do for a living?’


‘Hair stylist.’


‘Plenty of salons here.’


‘Oh no, if I moved here, I’d be a paddleboard instructor!’


‘Really?’ I laughed.


She nodded. ‘If you’re going to be by the sea, why not go all in?’ And then she stepped out of the car, gravitating towards the tiered terrace of bright flowers and happy hotel diners. ‘Can you join me for lunch? My treat, to say thank you for saving me from what I imagine was some pretty hideous carpeting?’


I expected to say no, because I say no to everything that isn’t related to my work at the theatre, but instead my voice enthused, ‘I’d love to!’


For the first half an hour Nat wanted to know everything about what it was like to grow up here, as opposed to just visiting for two weeks in the summer.


‘Were you always trailing seaweed and shaking sand out of your shoes?’


‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘Of course, you’re picturing it all in sunshine. It gets extra squelchy and muddy in the winter and the sea is slate grey.’


This just seemed to make her swoon more. ‘I’d get little mittens for my kids, and bright yellow wellies!’


We were just comparing childhood crazy golf memories when the waitress brought over a bucket of champagne on ice, courtesy of two admirers. Nat told her to send it back without even looking to see who it was from.


The waitress faltered. My eyebrows raised.


She turned back to me. ‘You were saying?’


‘I, er . . .’ I frowned, leaning in. ‘Don’t you think that’s a little rude?’


She turned back to the waitress. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be short with you – Rena was just taking me back to Pirate’s Bay in Paignton—’


‘I meant to the guys,’ I laughed.


Nat rolled her eyes. ‘Please tell them we appreciate the gesture but we’re not looking for company. Unless you are?’ She turned back to me.


‘Well, it has been a while.’


‘I don’t think they’re your type.’


‘But you haven’t even seen them!’


Nat looked back at the waitress. ‘It’s the two guys in the far corner, right? One is considerably more drunk than the other. One or both are married. I’m guessing they’ve already made about a dozen inappropriate comments to you?’


The waitress nodded dumbly.


Turns out that Nat had trained herself to scope out possible ‘incomings’ the minute she walked into a room, an occupational hazard of being Chalk Farm’s answer to Sofía Vergara.


‘I can’t even imagine what that must be like,’ I told her.


‘Not as much fun as you might think. It’s never the ones you want.’


I wondered if that included my dad.


She then asked about my love life and that was the first time she heard me mooning over Dylan. At that point he was just my barista crush with a quirky fashion taste. I was busily describing my favourite of his autumn attire – Fair Isle knit tank tops and Newsie caps – when the champagne guys lumbered over and one of them sneered, ‘She’s not all that up close!’


Then the other, ‘Yeah, she’s older than she looks.’


I went to defend Natalie but she placed a hand on my wrist. ‘Don’t give them a story to tell their friends.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ I grimaced as they staggered off. ‘They’re not locals.’


‘You don’t have to apologise for their behaviour.’


‘No, but you don’t need the aggravation. Not today.’


‘Don’t get me wrong, I love any excuse to practise my kickboxing, I just didn’t want us to get thrown out before dessert!’


We ended up ordering a bottle of wine and sitting there most of the afternoon. It felt so good, having some quality female company. I’d drifted apart from my local friends when my granny died – they soon got impatient with my grief, which ran so deep that at times I could barely catch a breath. At one point I heard ringleader Claire complain, ‘The woman was eighty-five, what did she expect?’ I know she was relieved when I opted out of our girls’ trip to Ibiza. After that I realised I was just meeting up with them out of habit, having treadmill conversations, going to the same bars and nail salons, always happiest when our time was up. Nat was different. I liked her city savvy and the fact that she seemed so utterly unconcerned with people-pleasing.


When she eventually went to pay, my dad’s embossed black leather card fell out of her phone case.


‘Do you plan to call him?’ I asked, trying to keep my voice light as I handed it back to her.


‘Hmm, he asked me to go to dinner tonight but I’m not sure . . .’


My stomach dropped. He was supposed to be having dinner with me. And it wasn’t like we would have other opportunities – he was only in town for one show.


‘On the one hand he was the perfect antidote to being dumped, such a charming distraction on the train, and of course he’d be the ultimate revenge sex guy.’


Oh god. I blanched, shielding my face as if from the sun.


‘But on the other hand, he’s not really what I’m looking for.’


‘And what is that?’ I reached for my sauvignon.


‘Someone to have children with. He doesn’t look the family type.’


I tried not to choke on my wine. ‘No,’ I recovered. ‘He’s not.’


‘You know him through the theatre?’ She squinted at me.


‘Actually.’ I sighed. ‘He’s my dad.’


Her eyes widened and then flicked around, as if reviewing their conversation. ‘He said he lives in London.’


‘He does.’


‘How often do you see him?’


I gave a little shrug. ‘Once in a blue moon.’


‘Did you two have dinner plans for tonight?’


I looked away. ‘We didn’t have any reservations . . .’ Why were my eyes welling up?


She shook her head and slid his card back to me. ‘I’m just going to have an early night.’


‘Really?’ I looked back at her.


She nodded. ‘I might go to the beach and have a paddle, but that’s it.’


For the first time in a long time I felt safe enough to truly exhale.


‘So.’ She smiled. ‘Tell me a bit more about the neighbourhoods around here . . .’


Within a month, Nat moved into a one bedroom behind Torquay Museum. And, though she stayed on good terms with my father during his sporadic visits, she made it clear that she’d chosen me, which I am still rather chuffed about. I have to say, we’re a good combination – as she says, she’s too abrasive and I’m too nice, so we balance each other out.


‘Pre-party selfie!’ she insists as we pause five minutes from Dylan’s cafe.


We’re grinning excessively, me in my new pale blue silk dress with its asymmetrical hem, Nat in her silver halter neck and white shorts. So carefree in this moment.


‘Oh, who even needs men?’ I say. ‘I have you and the theatre and the sea!’


But then I see her expression change.


‘What is it?’


She takes a breath. ‘I want you to know you’ll always be my friend, no matter what changes.’


My body turns to cement. I knew something was up. ‘Please don’t tell me you’re moving back to London?’


‘No.’ She shakes her head.


My eyes dart around in a panic. ‘You’re not getting married?’


‘No!’


‘Oh, thank god!’ I exhale.


‘Rena!’


‘Sorry. I can’t help it.’


She takes a breath. ‘I’m going to ask Mark to move in with me.’


Even through the tequila sedation, my chest constricts.


‘I thought tonight would be a good time – he’s been away so he’ll have missed me, his flat lease is coming up for renewal and if we cohabit, we can save so much money on rent. I want to go paddleboarding in Norway, he wants to watch the rugby in New Zealand, we’d be able to afford both trips within a year . . .’


She’s trying to play this off as a savvy practical arrangement but I wonder if it’s actually an attempt to keep closer tabs on him. He’s been extra sketchy lately. Perhaps she thinks she’ll be able to relax if he’s coming home to her every night, but I fear the opposite will be true. She’s always on edge around him, always trying to second guess his every need, and if he moves in, she’ll be feeling that way from morning till night . . .


‘Say something,’ she prompts me.


‘Are you sure about this?’ is the best I can manage.


‘Look, I know he’s not perfect, but he’s mine.’


I want to interject the word ‘mostly’ but bite my tongue.


‘For you, it’s enough to tinker around online and love Dylan from a distance but I need someone real, someone I can build a life with and, when he’s ready, start a family.’


I know she desperately wants to be a mum. I want that for her too, just not with Mark.


‘I know you’ve never really hit it off,’ she continues. ‘But I wanted to ask if you’ll give him a fresh start?’


‘By which you mean do a better job of hiding my disdain?’


She nods, looking uncharacteristically vulnerable.


‘Of course,’ I say, though I can’t see the dynamic changing any time soon – I think he’s an arrogant arse who can’t be trusted, he thinks I’m the needy friend who takes up too much of Nat’s time.


‘I suppose this isn’t the moment to tell you that Calvin from the box office was asking after you again?’


Nat purses her lips.


‘So this is really happening?’


‘Well, we’ll see what he says. I wanted to tell you first so you could be prepared. Plus, now there’s this opening with Dylan – it would be so amazing for you to have someone of your own.’


For some reason this line smarts more than her saying that I ‘tinker around online’ – as if my being single is somehow draining her. At least it explains why she’s suddenly encouraging me to pursue Dylan. She knows we won’t get nearly as much time together if Mark moves in.


‘One more, with the big wheel behind us.’


I force a smile. Because, really, what choice do I have?


‘So I have your blessing?’ she asks as we continue on our way.


‘Please don’t ask me for that!’ I wail. ‘Isn’t it enough that I won’t actively try to frame Mark for some crime that would have him banged up for twenty years?’


Nat’s mouth twists into a smile. ‘You’re a good friend!’


‘No, I’m not,’ I huff.


‘Yes, you are, you’re the best!’ she says, pulling me into an extended hug and then handing me the bottle of tequila. ‘Now, go give that man the best birthday present of his life!’
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The party is already in full swing when we enter.


Last year the vibe was mellow and dreamy; tonight, the DJ has jacked up the speakers, creating a thumping, forget-your-own-name throb. I latch on to the cafe regular we refer to as Dear Bob – an eightysomething Quaker who radiates goodness and loves a cranberry orange scone.


‘Blimey, Bob, it’s a bit loud!’ I yell over the beat. ‘Was this your request?’


He chuckles but I’m not sure if he can even hear me.


For a moment I pause to admire Ravi, out on the terrace, giving Aquaman vibes with his hair loose and cascading, catching the breeze and rising up like he’s underwater. As he sweeps a hand over it, he catches my eye, but before I can even give him a wave, Nat grabs my arm.


‘Over there!’ she says, directing me to Dylan.


He’s dressed in a sleeveless sequinned top and tight black trousers, looking every inch the star of the show. Nat seems to sense my flutter of nerves, jamming the bottle of tequila into my hand and launching me in his direction.


‘Renaaaaaaa!’ He lunges at me, holding our hug longer and heavier than he normally does, though he may be just trying to regain his balance. ‘Now it’s a party!’


‘Are you okay?’ I ask, holding on to his elbow.


‘Do you mean am I plastered? Yes, Ms Ray, I am!’ He throws up his arms.


He seems perfectly happy with the arrangement but it makes me a little uneasy, especially when he spies the bottle I’m holding and cheers, ‘Woohoo, someone brought the big guns! Let’s get some glasses!’


‘Dylan! Dude!’ We look up and see the cafe’s most annoying customer heading our way.


‘Oh god, not him.’ Dylan swerves us into the former broom cupboard that serves as his private office.


He likes to light his old lantern and sit at the desk as if he’s writing with a quill pen on a creaking galleon, when in reality he’s just doing the cafe accounts.


‘Let’s play our dating game!’ he says, pulling me onto the outsize bean bag in the corner.


‘Dylan!’ I complain, trying to regain my balance. ‘It’s your birthday!’


‘Exactly! That’s why I get to choose the games.’


‘Not tonight,’ I say, conscious of how awkwardly close we are, not that he seems to care that our legs are overlapping.


‘Where’s your phone?’ He wiggles his fingers in time to the music.


I sigh. He’s a very hard man to say no to. This ‘game’ started when Dylan was trying to encourage me to get back out there and I told him I had such bad taste in men that I couldn’t trust my own judgement. He offered to ‘hold my hand’ every step of the way. As this was all I ever really wanted, I agreed and he quickly became my dating coach, guardian angel and ego-booster. Suddenly I wasn’t just chatting with him over my morning coffee, I had reason to message him at all hours: pre-date nerves, mid-game analysis, post-mortems. I found even the most awful dates tolerable because I knew I’d soon be laughing about them with him and he’d always tell me to hang in there because I had so much to offer.


The ‘in cahoots’ attention became addictive. But then I had a few nasty dates and put the whole thing on pause.


‘Come on!’ he rallies. ‘We haven’t done this in ages!’


‘I don’t want to look at other men!’ My voice cracks as the truth slips out.


‘Well then, let me look for you,’ he says, missing my point and taking my phone from me. ‘Well, hello!’ He brightens at the first option.


I sigh, dismissing the sculpted-jawed pouter. ‘Too good-looking.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Yup.’


Dylan strokes his chin in exaggerated ponderance.


‘What?’


‘I’m just trying to think if there’s a man alive who would turn down a woman for being too hot.’


‘You might have a point there,’ I concede. ‘But it’s still a no. He’s got catfish written all over him.’


‘Look at you, all savvy now!’


Next.


‘Too fit.’


‘And this is a problem because . . .?’


‘Because I’m not. He’d want a gym buddy.’


‘You presume!’


‘No, it says right here: looking for a gym partner.’


‘Oh.’


‘Now this one I find oddly sexy,’ I confess, snuggling up.


The guy in question is wearing a fishnet bodystocking and black eyeliner, giving the camera a heavy-lidded look of lust.


‘Why do I get the feeling you’re going to say he’s too sexy?’ Dylan asks.


‘Because I am. I’m not wild enough for him.’


‘How can you possibly know that?’


‘Look at him! I’m way too conventional.’


‘But he liked you.’


‘So we also know his judgement isn’t good.’


Dylan rolls his eyes. ‘Do we need to sign you up for a therapy app next?’


‘That’s not what I need.’


Something about my tone shifts the vibe in the room. He looks up at me, a little glossy-eyed but also curious.


‘What do you need, Rena?’


My stomach flips. That’s my cue. It’s now or never. My lips part, ready to form the word, ‘You . . .’


‘Oh my god!’ Dylan suddenly propels himself out of the bean bag and yanks me to my feet. ‘They’re playing our song!’


I’m not sure how the Jonas Brothers’ ‘Leave Before You Love Me’ became ‘our’ song, but it seems oddly apt, what with him leaving before I can declare my love.


I’m frustrated for about ten seconds. But then we get into the chorus groove and suddenly I’m having the time of my life.


Dylan is just so loose and unselfconscious as he takes my hands, shimmying into my personal space, pressing close enough for me to feel the sequins on his top through the silk of my dress. It dawns on me that, for the first time in a long time, I don’t have to contain myself for fear of upsetting Celine – I can just go with his rhythmic flow, letting him spin and twirl me, matching his hip bumps and hair flicks. Funny how certain words jump out at me, like ‘bed’ and ‘naked’. He gives me a big grin and I grin back. This feels so much better than an awkward confession! Besides, what’s the rush? We’ve got all night!


As the beat from the next song starts to infiltrate, Dylan startles.


‘What?’ I gasp.


‘The tequila!’


I glance at the office.


‘Come on!’ he says, grabbing my hand, then the bottle, then bundling me into the kitchen.


‘I know we have some shot glasses here somewhere,’ he says as he opens and closes cupboard doors, moving things around and accidentally smashing a cafetière into the sink. ‘Oops!’ He giggles as he contemplates the broken glass. ‘I’m going to be in so much trouble with the boss!’


‘You know what?’ I step towards him. ‘I’m actually more thirsty than anything. Shall we just have some water?’


‘Are you crazy?’ he hoots.


‘Okay, what about a Luscombe Rhubarb Crush? You love those!’ I clank bottles around in the fridge. ‘Dylan?’ I try to get his attention, but I’m not the only one.


‘Dylan! Dylan! Dylan!’


A chant has started up on the other side of the door. I peek out and see the flicker of candles. ‘Your birthday cake!’


He looks dismayed.


‘You should go,’ I advise. ‘Looks like your niece has outdone herself this year.’


It’s a huge multi-layered sponge oozing lavish frills of piped cream. All coffee-flavoured, of course.


He pauses for a second and then looks back at the tequila. ‘Who needs glasses anyway?’ With that he releases the stopper and glugs directly from the neck of the bottle.


‘No, no, no!’ I cry, pressing down the base to stem the flow. ‘This stuff is insanely strong!’


‘Stronger the better!’ He whoops, then grabs my face and plants a caramel kiss on my lips. ‘Happy birthday!’


I’m left stunned.


Dylan just kissed me!


On the mouth.


With his mouth!


My fingers go to my lips as I watch him stumble back out into the room, legitimately concerned that he’s going to fall face first into the cake. Which would be better than what he actually does, which is take the DJ’s microphone.


This can’t be good. Especially not with people raising their phones to video the moment.


After a final blast of ‘In Da Club’, he begins:


‘Friends!’


Big cheers.


‘Romans!’


Okay, he’s going that way.


‘Celine!’


What?


All heads snap round, following his gaze to the door.


No! Nooo!


There’s a moment when I think there’s still time to step between them, or that she’s here to slap him, or announce she’s returning to Paris. But instead, they fall into such an intense embrace it’s clear they’re skipping any recriminations and fast-tracking to the make-up-sex portion of the argument.


I feel like I’ve been slapped. This can’t be happening. Not tonight. I catch Nat’s eye. She conveys infinite commiserations but all I can think is, It’s never going to be my turn.


But then it gets worse.


Still clutching the microphone to his chest, Dylan gazes into Celine’s eyes and muffles the words, ‘Marry me!’


There’s a collective gasp.


I feel my soul leave my body.


This can’t be happening! Not minutes after our first lip-on-lip kiss!


With barely a beat Celine responds with a breathless, ‘Oui, mon ange! Oui!’ I feel as if I’m falling.


‘Rena!’ Nat swoops to my side.


‘I have to get out of here!’ I grip her hand.


‘Thank you, one slice is enough, we’ll share!’ Nat tells barista Alice as she hands out the birthday/engagement cake.


And then, to my utter horror, Nat tips the paper plate, splatting all the cream and sponge into my fragile silk dress.


‘What did you do?’ I choke, stunned.


‘I just gave you a reason to leave!’


I look down, incredulous. The dress is ruined.


‘I can help clean you up!’ A leery guy leans in.


‘Put your tongue back in your mouth or you’ll find yourself cleaning the toilets with it!’ Nat snaps.


I take the opportunity to bolt for the exit.


‘Wait! I’m coming with you!’


‘No, no,’ I insist, desperate to let all my anguish escape my body with a primal howl into my pillow.


‘I can’t leave you like this!’


‘You need to stay for Mark.’


‘His flight has been further delayed.’


‘Honestly, I just want to be alone,’ I plead.


She tries to put a comforting hand on me but I shrug it off. Suddenly everyone feels like my enemy.


‘I have to go,’ I say. And I start to run . . .
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The tears begin the minute two teenage girls laugh and point at the state of me. I take off my shoes and head down onto the beach, wondering for a second if I might wade into the sea to wash off the sludge of cream and crumbs but then decide against giving the fish a sugar rush. I’m so mad that I fell for Nat’s psyche-up that tonight was the night to show my heart. I should’ve known better. I did know better! All the time I’ve wasted mooning over this man! What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I switch it off? And why doesn’t he love me?


The next thing I know I’m on my knees sobbing, clawing at the sand as the pain chugs out of me. I feel like I’m drowning in heartache, too weak to fight any more. Am I ever going to shake this feeling of not being wanted?


Barely able to catch my breath, I try to focus on the waves to calm myself, but my brain continues to race. Did those dance moves not feel good to him? How can I feel so much and he feel nothing at all?


Eventually I’m able to prop myself up against the wall. A few passersby offer concerned looks as I sit there, but I just let the tears stream and stream. And then my fingertips return to my lips. He kissed me and then proposed to another woman. I feel sick.


Actually, I think I might be sick. I need to get home.


As I scrabble to my feet and pick up my pace, I notice something strange happening: the soul-crushing hurt is morphing into anger. Not exactly a positive force but a motivating one at least.


‘Something has to change!’ I grunt as I struggle with my lock.


Once inside, I look around my flat, feeling the need to do something reckless, something life-changing, something to set myself on a different path.


I’m going to find him! My guy, not someone else’s.


I take out my phone and start swiping through Fumble, getting increasingly agitated by all these faces that are so blatantly not for me. And then I decide to play a kind of Russian roulette – what does it matter anyway? All my careful assessments of their interests and our compatibility have come to nothing, so what if I make my selection blind? I close my eyes and swipe left three times, right once, left five, right three. Love is random, isn’t it? Maybe this is a better approach. And then I open my eyes.


‘You again!’


There must be a reason Welsh Owen keeps popping up. I can never bring myself to swipe left because he looks such a sweetie, I don’t want to be mean to him. Perhaps tonight is the night I give his sandy hair a digital rumple. Still, I hesitate. You’d think I was about to bungee jump off a bridge.


I walk into the kitchen and finish the mango margarita. And then knock back a couple of Baileys miniatures. Now I feel really sick.


I ask Alexa to play ‘Why God, Why?’ from Miss Saigon and then tell her to stop halfway through.


Finally I swipe right.


The sky doesn’t fall in.


But I do flump down on the sofa. This can’t be right. Other people meet someone and feel like they’ve been struck by lightning, the attraction is so intense. Why am I trying to use the booze equivalent of jump leads to create a spark that just isn’t there?


Why is this all so hard?


And then up pops one of those mind-reading ads.


Do you feel dragged down and disillusioned with online dating?


Obviously. Who doesn’t?


Do you long for:


° Bridgerton levels of passion and desire?


° A toasty feeling on the inside and an ‘I am loved’ glow on the outside?


° Someone special to come home to?


My heart pangs at this last one. That’s my weak spot – I can have the best day at the theatre, feeling all buzzy and sociable, but a quiet sadness seeps over me as I step into my flat at the end of the night.




Imagine how much more time you’d have to enjoy your life if you could nix feeling sorry for yourself! Instead of wishing and dreaming, you could focus on actual plans to build a wonderful future.





Exactly! That’s what I want – to move on from this holding pattern.




Haven’t you waited long enough?


Yessss!


Are you ready for one quality, forever love rather than a phone full of maybes?


God, yes.


What price would you put on romantic happiness?





Here we go – the money catch! How can these ads think anyone would ever fall for them?




How much are you currently spending a year on dating apps? £40 a month is £480 a year. And what if you have two or three accounts? You could be spending £1,000 or more and still not get what you are hoping for! Never mind all the time and effort you are wasting.


True.


Let’s imagine you have an extra £500 in your account. What would you spend it on?





Hmm. I have been saving up for a trip to New York to fulfil a lifelong ambition of seeing a Broadway show.




And after you’ve bought that item, will it change your life for the better as much as a healthy, happy relationship?


I guess not.


We understand you may still feel there’s a risk involved. So here’s how Love Guaranteed differs from the dating apps: we fully guarantee that you will find true love within twenty-four hours!


Twenty-four hours?!


Yes! Twenty-four hours! Can you imagine how it would feel to know that you would meet your true love in the next twenty-four hours?





I take a breath. Wow. That would be major. I think I’d feel triumphant. Liberated even – like my life had taken on a new dimension and I was finally in the game. I could even raise a glass to Dylan’s engagement because my heart would no longer be at his mercy.




What if we said that if you don’t meet your true love in twenty-four hours, you will get your MONEY BACK?


What?


Are you in?





I give the YES button a hearty click. Perhaps I’m being a total sucker but I also feel like I’m taking a stand, making a commitment for a better life.


Now it is requiring me to read the disclaimer:




This is true love we are offering, not a passive happy ever after. Love is unpredictable and challenging. You will still need to make compromises and work at your relationship. A relationship is not a solution to everything you wish was different in your life. Please click the box to show that you understand and agree.
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