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			Chapter 1

			I am a legend. A force to be reckoned with. An icon.

			I am also someone who just dribbled caramel latte down her black, AllSaints, recycled-wool-blend, dry-clean-only coat. Regardless, that does not change the fact that I, Sophie Smalls, just happen to be a marketing genius. A brand behemoth. A badass pitch-bitch.

			I pause at the traffic lights wondering whether it would be weird to high-five myself in the middle of City Road. Probably not. Everyone in London is too busy being busy to care. Too busy to notice that they are in the presence of marketing greatness. I had three weeks to implement a new marketing strategy for the dating app Flirt First, which allows the user to connect based on initial flirting rather than photos. It was challenging, given that the idea is bloody awful, but the client, Eddie Bailey, a forty-­year-old man with the personality of a brick, loved it, especially the potential influencer partnerships. To be fair, some influencers are brilliant and very business savvy, but some would partner up with Guantánamo Bay if they got a free orange jumpsuit out of it.

			

			Excitedly, I call my best friend, Naomi, to tell her the news. She’s my oldest friend from Whitby and the best person I know. For thirty years she has been there for me, come rain or shine. I can always count on her. She is my rock.

			She doesn’t pick up.

			I try again. Straight to voicemail. I don’t bother leaving a message as I know she won’t listen to it. According to Naomi, only people with landlines and fond memories of dial-up internet still check their voicemails. Everyone else just waits for the imminent text which, of course, I send three seconds later.

			Gimme a call when you get a min. I have good news.

			It’s fine, I tell myself, she’s obviously up to her eyes in it as usual. I’m sure I would be too if I had a husband, twin six-year-old sons and two dogs named Sid and Nancy to contend with. Our lives couldn’t be more different on paper. She’s an outgoing, artistic, chicken-owning, tattooed mother while I can barely draw a circle, don’t even have my ears pierced and live alone. As friends, we shouldn’t work but somehow, we do. In our second year at the University of Westminster, Fine Arts student Naomi was getting engaged to Philip, while I was doing shots in the student union bar and rocking low-rise jeans which, these days, I wouldn’t be able to get over my calves. At twenty-nine, I was scraping together a deposit for a tiny, one-bedroom flat, while Naomi was happily feeding chickens at her cottage just outside of Whitby. At thirty-five, while I was fighting to get promoted, she was struggling to get pregnant. Ten years, one huge promotion and twin baby boys later, we are both exactly where we want to be. I do miss her, even though she comes to London three or four times a year. I think deep down I still yearn for our student days. Life was fun back then. Hell, I was fun! These days, between work, bills and the monotony of routine, there isn’t a whole lot of time for fun.

			

			When the green man appears, I dash across the road and head towards Old Street underground, tossing my empty coffee cup with its dodgy lid into the bin outside. As usual, it’s mobbed, a sea of miserable commuters with blue Oyster cards moving swiftly through the barriers. I breathe through my mouth as I’m squashed against a man who smells like beer and an untreated infection. Still, only an hour until I get home to my mortgaged-up-to-the-eyeballs one-bedroom flat with a splendid view from my bedroom of my neighbour Pete’s fish van. Sometimes I think it would be easier to live in the centre of London like some of the younger staff in the office but then I remember that I’m forty-five and would rather live in Pete’s fish van than deal with flatmates.

			The tube reaches Edgware and I try Mum’s mobile. I haven’t spoken to her in a couple of weeks. She doesn’t answer either. Unlike Naomi, Pamela Smalls doesn’t have anything to contend with unless you count ‘liking strangers’ photos on Facebook for no reason’ as a viable pursuit. Failing that, she’s probably out with Derek or George or whoever she’s dating these days, I can’t keep up. Even at (an admittedly young-looking) sixty-four, she hasn’t given up on finding the one, even if the one is still living next door to his eighty-year-old mother (I’m looking at you, George) and has an active interest in duck herding. I guess when you’re widowed at fifty, you have one of two choices: have hope that you’ll be happy with someone again or remain alone for the rest of your days. Mum and Dad got married at eighteen and I was born ten months later. Mum has never been truly alone a day in her life. Still, I cannot believe I have no one to brag to about my amazing day, which, now I think about it, doesn’t seem quite as awesome as duck herding. You win this one, George.

			

			Unfazed, I stop on the way home at the Tesco Express to grab some wine and bottled water to complement the huge tikka masala I plan to order from the Old Delhi restaurant on the high street. While it’s not a particularly fiery dish, my spice tolerance is embarrassingly low. I once had dinner at a fusion restaurant where I mistakenly ordered a spicy Pad Thai. Three forkfuls in, I thrust my tongue directly into a glass of water and left it there while my date quickly realised I was probably not the one for him.

			

			Finally home, I kick off my shoes and proceed to the kitchen, where I sponge the coffee stain from the front of my coat. My kitchen is messier than it needs to be. I live alone with no pets and no frequent parties, so realistically I have no excuse to be living like an eighteen-year-old boy who has the house to himself while his parents are away. I stare at the dishes in the sink and briefly wonder whether my washing machine could double as a dishwasher.

			After a quick shower, I get into my pyjamas and dressing gown, like any sensible woman over forty would. On Saturday night Deliveroo is known to take an additional three weeks to arrive, but the wine I purchased (two cheeky eight-quid chardonnay) has already been opened and sampled (half a glass to make sure I definitely like it) while I keep one watchful eye on the app’s delivery tracker. I waste my time scrolling through Netflix and Prime Video, looking for my evening entertainment, already knowing that I’ll just rewatch The White Lotus because Jennifer Coolidge makes everything better.

			Three hours and four (small) glasses (OK, large) of wine later, I check my phone to see if anyone has returned my calls, texted or even WhatsApped me a funny video clip. Scare pranks are my favourite, though I will accept anything with Pedro Pascal or a porcupine making cute noises while they eat pumpkin. Sadly, there’s absolutely nothing. God, I used to have a social life. I miss having a real-life friend group and not just names on a screen. There’s an Instagram notification informing me that my old university friend Jackie is live and no doubt wowing everyone with the filtered good side of her face while she bores on about hot yoga and armpit masks.

			

			I’m not sure why I keep following her but most of my Instagram friends are people I went to university with, some work colleagues, a few friends and of course my mum. She doesn’t use it much, though, and can’t quite grasp the newness of it all despite it being around since 2010. Facebook is easier for her, and she’d be quite lost without the local gossip group, or ‘The Real Housewives of Whitby’ as they like to call themselves. It’s just an excuse to complain about potholes, dog poo and the local receptionist at the medical centre who won’t let you near a consulting room without knowing the gravitational status of your pelvic floor.

			I dismiss Jackie’s notification, open Instagram and start scrolling. Celeste Barber dancing, a cat video that Naomi liked, Kieran from work with his new girlfriend Charlotte, and another university friend Kara with some friends, looking gorgeous. How is it possible that in the past twenty years she’s only aged three of them? As my eyes catch the post description, my heart gives a little flutter, a very particular flutter that I haven’t felt in years.

			 

			Amazing night at @Maya1987 and @charlieFox76 engagement party!

			

			I yank my phone closer to my face, and peer at the man in the middle. Could it possibly be him? Tall, dirty-blond hair and a smile that, when directed my way, used to make me giggle like an absolute idiot who had never seen the opposite sex before.

			It’s definitely him. Charlie Fox. Two years above me at university and the main reason I wore those bloody low-rise jeans when I hung around the student union bar. He was charming, funny and the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. I was madly in love with him, and he never knew. I’ve never longed so hard for another human being in my life. Perhaps if I’d had the guts to tell him how I felt back then, things might have been different.

			He still looks hot: blue suit, undone tie, and a little silver now creeping into his hair. His fiancée is stunning, blissful and completely unaware that some sad case in London is pining for her fiancé, a man who has probably forgotten she ever existed. I should close the app but I can’t stop looking at the photo. I’ve never been that happy in a relationship. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve been that happy ever, apart from that time I found a rogue onion ring hiding in my Burger King fries.

			I throw my phone down and scream into a couch cushion. What the hell is wrong with me? Why has my love life been such a disaster?

			My longest relationship was with Jason Turner for seven years. Three months was the length of my last relationship with Harry. One is the number of flings I’ve had this year and zero is the number of times I’ve ever been in true, glowing, Instagram worthy love. I might be a work legend, but it appears that not only am I rubbish at keeping my kitchen clean, I’m also just as useless at dating.

			

			I barely think about my past relationships, Jason especially because even after all these years, I still hate him. Seven years with a monobrowed marketing manager who had a masters in gaslighting. This was in 2002 when I was twenty-two and before I was even aware of what gaslighting was. Only three of those years were good, the other four were spent picking my self-esteem up off the floor. I shudder at the thought but remind myself that the company he set up in 2018 is now under investigation for fraud.

			‘Hey, Alexa. Call Naomi.’

			I’m having trouble understanding you.

			‘Call Ny-OH-mee.’

			Naomi Campbell is an English model and—

			‘Alexa, stop. Just. Stop.’

			I’m sorry, I didn’t understand the question.

			‘Forget it,’ I mutter. ‘I’ll do it myself.’

			I pick up my phone and call her like a normal human. This time she answers.

			‘Soph, I totally meant to call you back, it’s just been—’

			‘I was on Instagram and Charlie Fox is engaged and I have no one. I should have someone. Why don’t I have someone?’

			

			There’s a short pause. Then a weary sigh. ‘Oh, for God’s sake. You cannot possibly still give a shit about Charlie Fox.’

			For a self-sufficient, pigtail-sporting, poultry-raising free spirit, Naomi Bridgers sometimes shoots from the hip with an AK-47. It’s very confusing at times.

			‘Don’t you sigh at me,’ I reply. ‘I’m very upset about this, you know. I loved him.’

			‘No, you had a crush. A hundred years ago,’ she says. ‘I had a crush on Keanu Reeves but you don’t still see his posters all over my walls.’

			‘Left wall, art studio,’ I inform her.

			‘This isn’t about me.’

			‘He looked really happy,’ I say, my heart continuing to sink. ‘They all looked—’

			‘Have you tried not stalking on Instagram when you’re alone and ninety per cent chardonnay?’ she asks.

			‘Wait, how did you—’

			‘It’s always chardonnay. You very rarely get maudlin on pinot.’

			‘Fair point,’ I agree. ‘But for your information I wasn’t stalking him, I just happened to see him tagged in Kara’s post.’

			Naomi had never been particularly fond of Charlie. Pretty boys weren’t her thing, and she always thought he was too full of himself.

			‘Look at him, strutting around like a pound-shop John Travolta. Honestly, I don’t know what you see in him. He’s boring as hell. Full of stories about being drunk, shagging birds and listening to obscure bands no one has heard of.’

			

			Admittedly he was a little boring, but I overlooked that in the name of love. ‘So, tell me,’ Naomi says, ‘what’s his future wife like then? Five foot ten and fifteen years younger? Hang on . . . Boys, get to bed or I’ll send your dad up there.’

			I hear one of the boys laugh at the prospect of this. She might as well have threatened to send a teddy bear up there to discipline them, it would have been just as effective. Accountant Philip Bridgers is the poster boy for placidity.

			‘Hmm, I’d say about five three,’ I reply. ‘But yeah, she looks younger. Mid-twenties, I’d guess, but you can do a lot with Botox these days.’

			‘Well, you could have someone Botoxed, five three and mid-twenties if you wanted.’

			I frown. ‘Why would I want that?’

			‘I’m just saying, if you actually made an effort; you know, left the house on a Saturday night . . . or any night . . .’

			‘Why are you now my mother?’

			Naomi laughs. ‘Sorry. You know I only want good things for you. I want to see you happy! Oh, and speaking of your mum, I was shopping last week, and I saw her on Whitby Bridge. She was holding hands with a cutie. He looked like Bryan Cranston in khaki shorts and a trilby.’

			

			That doesn’t sound like Derek (who would have worn his grey work suit to bed, given half the chance) or George (who looked more like Brian Blessed than Bryan Cranston). Is this someone new?

			‘God, even my mum is dating,’ I say despondently.

			‘You should be too!’ Naomi insists. ‘Get yourself out there and stop thinking that everyone on Instagram is as perfect as they seem. You know Lucy Bainbridge from school? Looked like a thumb in the yearbook photo? She isn’t a married model who lives in Dubai. She actually lives in her car, isn’t allowed to own a dog and works at Marks and Spencer in Croydon.’

			‘I don’t think that’s true.’

			‘It could be true. All I’m saying is, for all we know, Charlie Fox has haemorrhoids the size of golf balls and his future wife is a flat earther.’

			I start to laugh. ‘I know they’re not perfect, I’m not that naive. It’s just a reminder that I don’t have anyone.’

			‘Well, you still have me, and luckily for you, I happen to believe the earth is round.’

			‘And the haemorrhoids?’

			She sighs. ‘Size of Jupiter, mate. I’ve given birth to twins. By the way, what was the good news you mentioned?’

			‘Oh shit, I nearly forgot! I nailed that work campaign!’

			‘The terrible flirty app one?’ she asks. ‘That’s my girl, I’m proud of you! Only someone truly gifted could have tackled that.’

			

			‘I know, right! I nailed it.’

			‘Absolutely. You’re amazing and . . . hang on . . . Michael! Grant! I swear to God, if you’re sliding down the stairs in that washing basket again . . . ! I need to run. Soph, they’re driving me nuts. I’ll message you tomorrow, but well done!’

			The call disconnects while I bask in her compliments. I already feel less hopeless because, as usual, Naomi is probably right. Both about me being amazing and that I need to get out there again. The only problem is, I have absolutely no idea where to begin.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			My plans to sleep until midday and have coffee and pastries in bed are scuppered at 7 a.m. by the sound of the dog barking in the flat above. As much as I love this flat, the walls are clearly made from tracing paper. You could hear a fly fart from the top floor.

			The cause of the dog’s barking this morning, according to owner Gillian’s equally loud accompanied yelling from 2b, is ‘absolutely bleedin’ nothing’. I’ve met Rocco, the chocolate-coloured Chihuahua, on several occasions and can confirm that, although an undoubtedly sweet and good boy, he barks at everything, including people, cars, his own reflection and fresh air. Sometimes I think that people who have yappy dogs in flats are selfish arseholes but then I remember that some people need a little bit of joy in their lives, and I should just invest in some earplugs. Mostly the former, though. I’m not a saint.

			I sit up and yawn, reluctant to move anywhere at such an ungodly hour. I showered last night and as I haven’t been working down the mines, I skip it this morning. Keeping my pyjamas on all day is a far better use of my time. I pull open the curtains and I’m greeted by the most miserable-looking July morning ever. I watch the rain batter my windows then close the curtains again. It’s too early for weather.

			

			Unsurprisingly, I’m still ruminating over Charlie Fox and my conversation with Naomi last night. It wasn’t so much that an old crush was getting married, it was the realisation that I’m still just as single as I was twenty-five years ago.

			Since Jason, I’ve never become involved with someone with a future in mind. I’ve had dinner in mind and sex in mind, but I’ve never imagined meeting the parents, choosing a ring, moving in together or even giving up a side of the bed. I seem to have unconsciously built a little fortress around me, defending me from any future emotional attacks. No one comes in and I rarely go out.

			But I’ve also built a life for myself. A career. A home. The thought of inviting someone to share that life isn’t something I’ve ever given much thought to. However, I don’t feel miserable that I’ve missed out on a great relationship because I was too focused on my career. I love my career. I’m great at my job. I’m just starting to feel a little sad that I’ve never opened myself up to the possibility there was room for both.

			By the time I’m on my second cup of coffee and the pastries have been reduced to atoms, I’m powering up my laptop. If Google can tell me how to perform a lobotomy, it can surely tell me how to find the love of my life.

			

			There are 7,920,000,000 results. Of course, the ‘experts’ are top of the page but as I scroll down, I’m convinced that they are only experts at search engine optimisation.

			Be happy! Happy people are more likely to find love. Yeah, then explain why my late Aunt Brenda, the most miserable human being to ever walk the earth, was married twice and had at least four affairs that we know of, including the minister who officiated her second wedding.

			Don’t seek romance, seek partnership. Am I looking for love or starting a law firm?

			Look to the stars! Zodiac compatibility. My moon is currently rising in absolutely fucking not.

			Take time to be by yourself. How much time? Is forty-five years long enough?

			Try online dating! I thought you wanted me to be happy.

			Then come the articles about being more ladylike, learning how to cook for your man, wearing less make-up, and continuing with the myth that women cannot drive or pull mythical swords from stones . . . I might have made that last one up but I’m sure it’s out there, somewhere.

			Just as I’m about to click off and go back to the lobotomy tutorial, I see an article in the London City News that catches my eye. 365 days of Yes by Alex Steward: How to find love in unexpected places.

			

			Unexpected places? Prison, I think to myself. I bet he’s going to say prison.

			Eye-rolling at the ready, I click on the link and begin to read.

			 

			Being a single man in your forties never used to be a problem. At one time we were proud bachelors. Sophisticated. Out there being manly, mixing martinis and sewing our wild oats. Casually dating but never committing.

			Nowadays, it’s a red flag. Never married? No children? Avoid like the plague. Cries of ‘There’s obviously something horribly wrong with him!’ echoing throughout the land, while my mother sits quietly, wondering if there is any hope left for me at all. Sometimes I wonder that myself.

			My bachelor status wasn’t a deliberate choice. At forty-three, my oats are no longer wild, I don’t like martinis, and above all, I don’t want to be single any more.

			My dating life has always been quite active, especially in my thirties when I had disposable income and great hair, so I’ve never had a problem finding someone. I’ve had a problem finding ‘the one’.

			Advice from my circle of friends varied. From shoulder shrugs while mumbling ‘no idea, mate’ to recommending self-help books on how not to die alone, finally some useful guidance was offered by my oldest female friend.

			

			‘It’s like the definition of insanity. You’re doing the same things over and over expecting a different result. Meeting women for the sole purpose of dating is just, well, a bit desperate. Your ideal woman might be living in a different city, with different interests. Forget about dating. Broaden your horizons. Agree to do things you wouldn’t normally do. Accept invites to places you wouldn’t normally go.’

			This resonated loudly. She was right. My dating routine hadn’t changed in years. Same places, same approach, same outcome. I’d hoped that if I just kept at it, my ideal woman would eventually turn up. It was obvious I needed to try something new.

			I turned my focus away from dating apps and my usual boozy haunts. These had never produced any tangible results. I had to approach this from a different angle. I had to think outside the box.

			So I gave myself one year. One year to say yes to everything.

			Did I want to learn how to bowl? Nope. But I did it anyway. Two weeks of terrible aim and ridiculous shoes led to the opportunity to meet the attractive cousin of a fellow amateur bowler. (She dumped me three weeks later for being an android user. She just couldn’t get past it.)

			Did I want to go on a five-day singles’ wilderness holiday, organised by a colleague? Absolutely not. It was a huge mistake. Camping is awful. I’d rather be single forever than publicly fail at building a fire again.

			

			As the year continued, I soldiered on. There were pottery classes where I made a spoon rest, not knowing that a spoon rest was a real thing that I’ll absolutely never use. Wine tasting where I discovered that all wines just taste like wine, and a trip to Venice where I audibly screamed at a large rat running over my shoe before it disappeared into the canal.

			Did I want to spend the night in a haunted jail? Actually, yes, but that feeling soon passed when it turned out that the scariest thing there was the lack of toilet facilities.

			My final yes required me to accompany my advice-offering friend to her sister’s student art show. After forty minutes of nodding at exhibitions I didn’t understand, I met a woman who was as clueless about art as I was. If I hadn’t said yes, we’d never have crossed paths. We’ve been dating for four amazing months, and I’ve asked her to go on holiday with me. Anywhere except Venice.

			I hope she says yes.

			 

			I’m full of both inspiration and admiration for this man. He made shit happen. He’s done more in a year than I have in two decades.

			I’m quite excited. I can do this. I can step out of my comfort zone and say yes to new experiences, even if I hate every second. Dating apps, group activities . . . Who knows, maybe along the way, I’ll find someone who makes my heart flutter even more than Charlie Fox ever did. It’s a tall order but I’m hopeful.

			

			I’m still not saying yes to astrology, though.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			There are three main teams at The Nighy Agency: client accounts, strategy and creative. I manage the accounts team, but as our agency is smaller than the larger powerhouses, I get involved in many aspects of the campaign with all departments. We’re situated on the third floor of a large glass building but the office space itself isn’t quite as progressive or modern as others I’ve seen. We have an open-plan floor, two conference rooms, a small kitchen, a couple of huddle areas and, thankfully, an excellent coffee machine. But there’s no pool room, no oddly shaped couches or beanbags to lounge on, no beer on tap and no bring your dog to work day, which quite frankly is a breach of human rights, as Susan in accounts has a Pomeranian.

			It’s a good place to work, however. It has a laid-back vibe and everyone works their butts off without too much fuss. No dress code, although I do smarten up for client meetings, especially if they’re old school. Patricia Bloom, who owns three bridal boutiques, wouldn’t part with her money if someone turned up to a meeting in combat trousers and an oversized jumper.

			

			Monday mornings can be a tad hectic, dealing with the emails and potential problems which have emerged over the weekend. We have twenty staff, most of them great to work with (except mediocre copywriter Shelley, who’s engaged to owner Rupert and can’t quite understand why rose petals aren’t thrown at her feet every morning when she graces us with her presence). She’s around twenty years younger than Rupert, who’s my age but he has far less hair and a more substantial backside. Her dad is a disgustingly wealthy entrepreneur (currently a dragon on Dragon’s Den) and Rupert is a bumbling idiot, friends with the political and financial elite and without doubt knows where the bodies are buried.

			‘Sophie. Just a heads up that Eddie Bailey from Flirt First is on his way in.’

			I sigh, turning around to see Rupert standing with a cup of coffee. His face looks unpleasantly pink. ‘Did he say why?’

			‘Didn’t ask,’ he replies. ‘I’m sure you’ll find out.’

			He walks to his office and closes the door while I inwardly groan at the thought of having to have yet another meeting with Eddie bloody Bailey, given that he’s already signed off on the whole campaign. It would have taken him two seconds to garner some useful information, but Rupert doesn’t care. Despite his puzzling apathy towards his own business I hope that he has plans to eventually expand. My promotion and resulting increase in salary don’t seem quite so impressive six years on when a tub of butter now costs three thousand pounds.

			

			‘Bad luck,’ says the voice from the desk in front of me. ‘Every time he’s in he wants to talk about his keto diet. Being bored to death on a Monday is the worst possible start to the week.’

			The look of defeat on my face makes Kieran laugh.

			‘I’d pay good money to never have to sit through one of his nutrition monologues again,’ I say, wearily. 

			‘Well, you know what they say,’ Kieran replies. ‘Silence is golden. Duct tape is silver.’

			He’s absolutely my favourite person at the agency. A six-foot-three, twenty-five-year-old, bearded social media manager, who, like most, works from home two days a week. I love homeworking. I can do it all in my pyjamas and I’m there to collect all the Amazon packages I’ve bought on impulse after three glasses of wine. The other three days are spent at our desks, Kieran’s situated directly in front of mine. We’re like Jim and Pam from The Office, if Jim saw Pam as less of a love interest and more of a mother figure who brings in doughnuts on a Monday. Rupert is the only one who has his own office, which he uses to spray liberal amounts of Creed aftershave and shout about the Wi-Fi speed. I pick up the phone and dial reception.

			

			‘Eesha, do we have anyone in meeting room two this morning?’

			I wait while she brings up the diary. ‘Susan has it booked from twelve until two so you’ll need to dispose of Eddie’s body before then.’

			Eesha is probably my second favourite person here. She’s incredibly bright, funny and willing to share office gossip that might have passed me by. It seems the recent appearance of Shelley’s new fringe was not a fashion choice, it was to cover a botched Botox eyebrow lift. I thrive on this shit.

			Thirty minutes later Eddie bounds into the office, his extreme-hold hair gel glistening under the lights. I’m sure I see Kieran slowly sink under his desk.

			‘Sophie, babe. How are you?’

			Annoyed with your presence already, Eddie.

			‘Good,’ I reply. ‘Nice to see you! Can I get you a coffee?’

			‘No need,’ he replies. ‘I’m actually off the caffeine. Last week I read that caffeine can hinder creativity and I can’t afford to . . .’

			I zone out, intermittently making noises of interest and agreement while we walk to the meeting room.

			‘So, how can I help you?’

			He takes the seat at the end of the table. ‘You know, I’m really not sure about the new logo, babe,’ he informs me. ‘I don’t think it says playful . . . sexy. It’s more . . .’

			

			Appealing to a market who aren’t just looking for hook-ups? Like you asked for?

			‘Sure. OK,’ I reply, knowing that this could have been a quick call resulting in emailing over some alternative ideas. ‘We can work on that. Do you have anything in mind?’

			‘Hmm, just something more . . .’

			‘Frisky? Bolder colours?’

			‘Exactly. I think having the right logo is important. Did you know that the Coke logo was designed by the bookkeeper Frank Mason Robinson? Nothing to do with the squash company of course but . . .’

			Oh, fucking hell. Just stop.

			Ten minutes later, we shake hands goodbye, and I go back to my desk, minus some brain cells. Kieran emerges from under the desk.

			‘You were down there a while.’

			‘Dropped my pen,’ he informs me.

			‘Into the Mariana Trench?’

			He smirks as I turn on my laptop and log in.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Dating apps. My stomach promptly churns. It seems the days of meeting people in a bar and living happily ever after have gone forever. Naomi was the last of that particular breed. She met Philip in a pub across the road from university and they’ve been inseparable ever since. The last guy I dated, two years ago, Harry, sat beside me at a marketing conference in Chelmsford and we bonded over bad coffee and ecommerce. We lasted three months before he decided that he wanted to date someone closer to home. He lived twelve miles from me, drove a Range Rover and an expensive Sirrus bike. I wonder how long it took him to come up with that excuse. Bamboozle her with the distance from point A to B, that’ll work. I wasn’t that upset to be honest. He once spent an hour insisting that Madame Butterfly was just the name of the opera and not the protagonist. Turns out he’d never seen it.

			I remember my mum recounting a time before dating apps when people placed singles adverts in newspapers, without photographs, and you’d reply based on their advert. Couldn’t spell? Didn’t matter, the newspaper would correct all your mistakes. All you had to worry about was whether your ad was placed between the models or the air hostesses. They were everywhere. She was certain some of these women lied, because there was an usually high amount of five-foot-ten, slim-build cabin crew in her hometown of Scarborough. Still, if I’m going to embrace this challenge, I’ll need to take the bull by the horns. Unless that’s an actual activity. Being gored by a three-thousand-pound animal just to change my dating status is a step too far.

			

			The only app I know indepth is Flirt First, given that I’ve just spent two solid weeks staring into its badly designed abyss. I’m reluctant to sign up for this, considering my involvement. What if they find out and make me a damn spokesperson? At least for this one there are no photos required from the get-go. I hate that photos are a requirement. Hair, make-up, decent lighting and cropping out all the bras that have been removed and thrown across the room when I get home from work. I don’t have time for that. Well, I do, but it seems like an arduous task. That T-shirt bra can remain on my couch until I need it again.

			By 12 p.m., I’ve narrowed my list down to Tinder, Bumble, Hinge, Plenty of Fish and Match.com. They seem to be the main apps. I was surprised to discover that Match was still a thing, but it seems that it’s still somewhat relevant in 2025.

			

			I abandon my search for half an hour while I go and make some lunch. Poached eggs and toast. I’m an expert at this particular delicacy, which is not always easy to pull off. Surely that’s got to be dating material? Not everyone can poach eggs to perfection so they don’t resemble little floating ghosts. I text Naomi to get her advice.

			Why are you asking me? I’ve been married for three hundred years. Would def mention the eggs, though. That screams ‘keeper’.

			Back on my laptop, I begin with Tinder, the worst fucking thing to ever happen to me, according to one review. Still, there are some with positive feedback.

			I met my wife on here!

			Easy to hook up in another city.

			Just swipe everyone! Five stars.

			Reluctantly I sign up, using two recent-ish photos of me from Instagram: one from the last office Christmas party (taken before Rupert tripped and splattered eggnog down my velvet dress) and one from a long weekend in Ibiza with my friend Ashley. Five weeks later, she selfishly decided to move there. Mum joked that it was an over-the-top way to just stop hanging out with me and I laughed while briefly considering that it might be true.

			I set my age range from forty to fifty. At forty-five, anyone under forty seems immature and even with only a five-year age gap, over fifty feels like they might age rapidly and expire right in front me. As I scroll, I realise just how right I was. It’s also obvious that ninety-nine per cent of these men are just looking for a hook-up. Which is fair enough but for the love of God, please trim your nose hair before taking a selfie.

			

			Using the same photos, I sign up for Bumble, where women always make the first move. Hinge is touted as an app for serious relationships but they want six photos. I consider emailing to ask whether they all have to be me exclusively because I have quite an extensive collection of cats I met in Greece in 1998.

			Next is Plenty of Fish but after a quick snoop I decide to draw the line here. I’d barely chosen a username before the messages flooded in from men asking wot u up too, presumably with one hand. Match want me to pay for the privilege of messaging, so I figure I’ll just see how these go first and save my money for my inevitable therapy.

			I pull up the page with Alex Steward’s article, looking for more inspiration. There must be other online ways to find human beings who don’t want to debate opera or move to Ibiza.

			 

			I began looking outside of my own interests. I wasn’t into pottery but that doesn’t mean I’m not interested in someone who is.

			 

			

			He makes a good point. I hate bagpipes. Maybe there’s someone perfect out there that happens to play the bagpipes.

			Dating for musicians. Does playing the recorder in primary school count? I think it does.

			Dating for the over-forties. I don’t want to be over forty but maybe someone does? I can respect that.

			Just as I’m wearily ending my search, I see a link for the TV show First Dates. First Dates? Would I have the nerve to go on television and eat my way into a public refusal? No. But this is the new me. A woman who will risk her dignity and say yes when every fibre of her being is screaming no. I fill in the form and press send. If nothing else, I’ll wow the nation with my astonishing ability to spill food that hasn’t even reached the table yet.

			I bring Alex Steward’s article back up and read over it again. He makes this sound so easy. Fun even. I bet he looks like Theo James. How could dating not be fun if you look like Theo James? At the bottom of the article it says:

			 

			Alex Steward is a writer and fitness coach. 

			 

			Fitness coach. Ugh. I bet he’s shredded as well. This doesn’t give me hope that us mere mortals will have the same luck. I open Instagram and start searching.

			

			There are more Alex Stewards than I thought there would be and at least five with private accounts. However, I find one that has writer in his bio but a profile photo with five other people: three guys and two girls. No help with the tags either, unless he’s secretly a female synchronised swimmer from Ohio. I turn to Google to see if I can find anything.

			Alex Steward writer 365 days of yes.

			I skip past the article, trying to find anything else he might have written. Unless this was the only thing he’s ever written. Finally, I find another article, explaining the difference between a fitness coach and a personal trainer. At the end – Alex Steward. Writer and fitness coach. No photo to compare to the accounts on Instagram but there is an email address. Bingo.

			 

			To: Alex Steward

			Subject: Hello!

			Dear Alex,

			I just wanted to send you a quick message to say how funny and inspiring I found your ‘365 Days of Yes’ article. (Unless you’re the wrong Alex Steward, in which case, I now know the difference between a fitness coach and a personal trainer, so thanks.)

			Anyway, despite my initial trepidation and the constant need to violently gag at the thought of this, I’ve decided to follow your advice and see if this 365-day plan works for me. Can’t hurt, right? I just thought you might like to know that your words have inspired action.

			

			Best,

			Sophie

			PS It takes a brave man to publicly admit to using android. (Just kidding, I’m Samsung forever.)

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Today’s Krispy Kreme box is demolished by 11 a.m., quite possibly a new record. My professional, highly educated colleagues turn into ravenous degenerates, clambering over each other at the mere whiff of a doughnut. I am no different. It was a fight to the death for the last Original Glazed.

			With my first Zoom meeting of the morning done, it occurs to me that my mum still hasn’t responded to any of my calls. If they had any ravines in central London, I could have been stuck at the bottom of one and she’d never know. Vexed, I try her again.

			‘So your mobile does work!’ I exclaim as my mum finally answers. ‘Why haven’t you called me back?’

			‘Ali? Is that you?’

			‘Cousin Ali is Spanish, Mum. And male.’

			Across the desk, I hear Kieran snort.

			She places me on speakerphone. I can hear Smooth Radio playing in the background. Tina Turner’s ‘What’s Love Got to Do with It’ almost drowning out the hum of the washing machine.

			

			‘I was going to call you back, Soapy,’ she insists. ‘Time just keeps getting away from me.’

			Soapy. The way I pronounced my name when I was two. Forty-three years later, she still thinks it’s cute, despite my regular protests.

			‘I’ve already done two loads of washing and I still have to hang out my bedding and clean the bathroom.’

			I can picture her running around in her old tracksuit trousers, her hair pulled back, held up by a hair claw. For as long as I can remember, she’s always been a clean freak. She’d have a fit if she ever saw my flat.

			‘You sound swamped,’ I reply. ‘Time flies when you have a new man, I guess.’

			She giggles like a schoolgirl. ‘How did you know that?’

			‘My spies are everywhere,’ I tell her. ‘So, who is he then, this new fella? What happened to George? Or Derek?’

			‘Oh, Derek, I haven’t seen him in ages. Lovely man, just not for me. I think he bought a narrow boat and moved to Daventry. I could never, far too cramped. And George . . . well, you know how it is. Sometimes things just don’t work out.’

			I smile. ‘It was the ducks, wasn’t it?’

			‘I stood around for two hours in that effin field while they put these poor ducks through some peculiar assault course. This is not how I plan to spend the next forty years on God’s green earth, Soapy.’

			

			Forty years? She’s sixty-four! That level of confidence in life expectancy is nothing short of impressive.

			‘But Paul, he’s a real sweetheart. Very handsome. I’ve been seeing him for a couple of weeks. Lives in that big house in Prospect Hill. Retired air force pilot. Loaded. Luckily for him, I know my way around a cockpi—’

			‘Mum!’ I exclaim, visibly cringing. ‘It’s eleven thirty in the morning, can we not?’

			‘Massive feet.’

			‘MUM!’

			She cackles. ‘Did I make you clutch your pearls there, Soapy? You really need to lighten up.’

			As much as I love my mum, I sometimes feel like our roles have reversed and I’m the parent, scolding and disapproving at every turn.

			‘How did you meet?’ I ask, rapidly moving things along. I do not need to lighten up, I need to remain completely in the dark about all things relating to my mother’s sex life.
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