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			Praise for Hot Mess

			 

			‘I’d need the fingers and toes of all the Tinder dates that Ellie Knight goes on in Hot Mess – and then some – to count the times I laughed out loud while reading this bawdy broad of a book. More lifestyle-affirming than Bridget Jones, I loved it!’Sarah Knight, author of The Life Changing Magic of Not Giving a F*ck

			 

			‘The most relatable book I’ve read in years – funny, real, filthy, if you liked Fleabag and Broad City, you’ll love this’ Heat

			 

			‘Hot Mess is one of the funniest, warmest books I’ve ever read. Heroine Ellie is a loveable, likeable everywoman and I laughed and sighed with recognition as I turned every page. A truly lovely and lively debut’

			Daisy Buchanan, author of How to Be a Grown-Up

			 

			‘Lucy Vine is always hilarious and with Hot Mess she’s channelling her unique pithy tone into shining a light on the daily toils of being single and millennial. I’d swipe right for Hot Mess’ Grazia

			 

			‘The funniest thing I have read in a very, very long time. Ellie Knight is your new single soul sister and the perfect antidote to nosy relatives constantly asking when you’re going to meet someone ‘‘nice’’ ’ Cosmopolitan
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			LUCY VINE

			 

			 

			[image: Orion_logo_NEW_black.tif] 

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			 

			Praise for Hot Mess

			Title Page

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Epilogue

			About the Author

			Acknowledgements

			Copyright

		

	
		
			 

			1

			7.34 p.m. Friday, 14 February

			Location: A truly horrible bar designed to make everyone feel like they will never belong anywhere in life. There’s a gold-plated moose head on the wall, a giant, fake-gold chandelier, mirrors everywhere, and uplighting. What kind of monster do you have to be to install uplighting?

			 

			I am sitting still, very still. I’ve arranged myself into the perfect casual-but-attractive pose at the bar, with my best side (the right) facing the door. It’s not terribly comfortable, but that’s all right because MWCBTO (Man Who Could Be The One) should be here any second, and if films have taught me anything – and they have taught me everything – love at first sight is key to all this happily ever after stuff.

			A few minutes pass and I remain frozen, peripherally aware that the barmaid is watching my best Madame Tussaud waxwork impression with curiosity.

			‘Are you all right?’ she asks eventually, smiling awkwardly as she wipes around me with her J Cloth. 

			Am I all right? Well. That’s quite a big question. It’s Valentine’s Day and I’m sitting alone on a stool even though stools are my nemesis – seriously can anyone climb on or off a stool with any elegance, and will they show me how because I won’t be able to go to the loo all night – waiting for a potentially no-show blind date. My face is shiny and flustered, and I didn’t bring my blotting patches. Oh, and there is also nervous sweat leaking into my eyes. She probably doesn’t want the whole stream of consciousness, though, so I nod cheerfully instead, and ask for more alcohol (if I’m going to be stood up, I might as well enjoy myself ). 

			She smiles, ‘Will a white wine do?’ I grin, still nodding. ‘You look very nice by the way,’ she adds, pouring liberally without a measure (for which I am eternally grateful).

			‘Thank you,’ I beam at her, thinking nice won’t do. Balancing carefully on one bum cheek, I hitch my skirt up a bit higher and pull my top down a little lower. Nobody wants nice.

			As if by slutty magic, my phone vibrates. It’s him!

			It’s not him, it’s Sophie:

			 

			Are you OK? Xxxxx

			I roll my eyes. Everyone’s worried about me, constantly asking if I’m OK. I’ve had a grand total of eleven messages today from friends and family checking I’m ‘doing OK’ and ‘sending love’. Jackie – fucking fifty-two-year-old Jackie from work whose best friend is in prison for stealing from their local bingo hall – Jackie feels sorry for me. It’s so great hearing how much my loved ones think being single on Valentine’s Day when you’re nearly thirty is worse than death. I make eye contact with the golden moose. Actually, yeah, maybe this situation is worse than death.

			My sister, Jennifer, set this date up. She said – and I’m quoting directly here – If I leave it to you, you’ll die alone. And I won’t come over and stop the cats eating you. I won’t do it; I have enough on my plate. So she arranged tonight with Martin, who is apparently not great looking but you’re desperate and he will do for you. So that’s exciting. He used to work as some kind of sexy-sounding tax lawyer with Jen’s husband, Andrew, and has been single for just a couple of months. But Jen says that’s when you have to pounce. Any longer and they get snapped up. Martin and I have exchanged a few very formal tax-lawyer-y type texts (honestly, I felt like he was going to ask for my National Insurance number at one point) and he chose the bar and time. I didn’t really clock that it was V-Day when we set it up but it’s impossible to forget now, what with all the sad texts. Plus the second I was out the door I saw a couple holding an actual heart-shaped pink balloon. They weren’t even ashamed. There’s only one day of the year those heinous people are allowed to emerge and today is that day. It’s like witches on Halloween, but their magic power is making everyone around them puke.

			A few more minutes pass and I send MWCBTO another text. 

			 

			I hope you’re not lost! I’m sitting at the bar getting trashed alone! I look super cool!!!

			I go back and delete a couple of the exclamation marks. And then I add a winky emoticon in case deleting the exclamation marks makes the message too serious. I press send and check the time. The tax lawyer is nearly thirty minutes late, which seems very un-tax-lawer-y of him. If he’s this chilled out about timekeeping it almost gives me hope that he won’t be like a tax lawyer. I sigh, wondering at what point I should give up. God, maybe he’s here, but his phone has died? Maybe he thinks I haven’t turned up. I have no idea what he looks like because I made a point of not looking him up on Facebook because I thought ADVENTURE and now I hate myself. 

			This is so humiliating. Should I actually ring him? No, that would be more awkward than climbing up on stools. That’s not how our generation does things – we are the people of text and emoticons. I’d communicate solely through links to Buzzfeed articles if I could. Well, I almost do.

			I wait another five minutes. I’ve now WhatsApped, texted and – don’t judge – even sent him an ‘amusing’ Snapchat asking where he is. I steel myself, and make the call. Straight to voicemail. That is a mega bad sign. Should I leave a message? I’m really bad at . . . too late.

			‘Oh! Hello! Um. It’s Ellie here. Eleanor Knight. Jennifer’s sister? Andrew’s wife’s sister? Andrew, who you worked with in 2010 and stayed friends with on Facebook and then his wife messaged you on Facebook about going on a date with her desperate sister? That’s me! I’m in the bar, I think we did say 7.30, didn’t we? I’ve had two and a half wines, which seems like a lot but they were small. Ish. Large-small. I hope you’re OK. Call or text me when you –’ His voicemail cuts me off, which is totally fair because I would’ve cut me off too. Why do phones even let you make calls any more? It’s like they want you to fail at life.

			Maybe he’s dead! I think happily. Maybe he got hit by a car on his way over here because he was carrying a stupid fucking heart-shaped pink balloon that gave him tunnel vision so he stepped out into the road without seeing the Mini Cooper hurtling towards him. I picture the balloon floating serenely away into the night sky, away from the bloody carnage below. 

			That would mean he hadn’t stood me up and also that Jennifer couldn’t be annoyed with me for ruining this.

			The barmaid is back. She has a shot in her hand. ‘Here,’ she holds it out. ‘Drink this and forget about everything. This is about a man, right? A man behaving like a bastard? You need this.’ 

			I laugh and take the tequila. ‘Will you do one with me?’ I ask. ‘I’m being stood up on Valentine’s Day, which I think is pretty glorious, don’t you?’

			She grabs another glass. ‘Could be worse,’ she says cheerfully. ‘I got dumped yesterday by text. He texted me. While I was here, working. I told my boss and he said, “Oh dear. But at least it means you can work on Valentine’s Day tomorrow”.’ She smiles, grimly. We do our shot. 

			‘How long were you together?’ I ask, wiping sticky tequila off my chin – and most of my make-up with it. It’s too late now for love – or even lust – at first sight with the tax lawyer. ‘I’m Ellie, by the way.’

			‘A year,’ she says, pouring us another shot. ‘And he ended it over text. He said he wasn’t ready for the commitment and he wished me well. He. Wished. Me. Well. And he put a crying emoji.’ 

			She shudders and I shake my head. ‘I’m so sorry, what a shit.’ 

			We do the second shot. 

			A gruff voice interrupts. ‘Not all men are shits,’ says the man next to us, who looks a lot like he might be a shit. He’s bright red from too many sunbeds and is wearing a deep-pink, deep-vee T-shirt. The result is a blending and clashing of colours that makes him look both naked and mid-major-arterial-stroke. He goes on, ‘Maybe he dumped you over text because he was afraid of you being a bitch about it.’ The girl he’s with looks mortified, and I can’t tell if it’s at her date’s interruption or just a general sense of being seen in public with a human beetroot.

			‘Thanks for your input,’ I say, grimacing, ‘we actually didn’t say all men. But the guy who’s standing me up right now, and the one who dumped – sorry, what’s your name? – over text are definite shits.’

			The barmaid is nodding a lot. ‘Shits,’ she says, and then adds just to me, ‘Cassie.’

			‘Did you even consider that maybe it’s your fault?’ he says, squinting disapprovingly at my stomach as he gives me the once over. I pull my skirt back down. ‘Maybe all your feminism and high standards are getting in the way of finding a proper, decent guy to look after you,’ he finishes proudly, like he’s solved life for us. All we have to do is accept our traditional role as nice, quiet women and let a man run everything. Simple. I picture this man getting his bones crushed by a Mini Cooper as Cassie and I gape at each other, speechless. 

			A woman the other side of me leans over and, smiling sweetly at Pinky with No Brain, says kindly, ‘You’re a stupid arsehole.’ 

			It’s well put. 

			He shrugs – probably hears that a lot. ‘Feminist bitches,’ he mutters, turning back to his date to find she is gathering her coat and bag. She glances apologetically at us as she storms off, the arsehole in pursuit, drink in hand, bellowing that ‘those girls started it.’

			Cassie laughs and gets us a bottle of wine. ‘I’m having a break,’ she shouts to no one in particular and walks round to climb up on the stool beside me.

			‘Thanks for that,’ I say to the woman on my left, offering her a congratulatory high-five. The man she’s with is laughing hysterically. ‘Isn’t she fantastic?’ he says, wiping tears and smiling proudly at her. Cassie agrees, grabbing two extra glasses and sloshing wine into them for all of us.

			 

			The couple are called Fred and Sarah, and they’ve been together four years. They are the rarely seen, practically extinct type of pairing that actually doesn’t feel the need to tell everyone at all times how in love they are. David Attenborough is set to make a whole series about their Genuinely Happy Relationship next year. In fact, they’re only out on Valentine’s Day by accident. Sarah is incredibly cross about it, she just wanted to go out and get drunk with her best-friend-boyfriend. By the time they realised their mistake, they decided the need to get drunk was even more urgent than before. It’s immediately apparent that they are very drunk, and – I’ve just realised – so am I. We celebrate the realisation with another shot and I tell the group about my blind date. Sarah points to the sky like a cartoon character – a drunk cartoon character – and slurs, ‘Shall we ring your arsehole and leave a voicemail?’ She grabs my phone and I watch through a fog of tequila as it rings on loudspeaker.

			As before, it clicks straight through to voicemail, and Cassie introduces herself by shouting ‘Hello, shithead’. Fred starts giggling again as Cassie continues. ‘Ellie is fantastic and you are a shithead, and you shouldn’t stand people up because that makes you a shithead.’

			All important, relevant points and I take a turn: ‘I am very cross about this, Marty. Can I call you Marty? Because Martin’s a bad name. It makes you sound like a tax lawyer or something. Oh, guys, guys! He is a tax lawyer!’

			We all start giggling again and Sarah shouts ‘Arsehole,’ before hanging up. A small, sober pang in my stomach tells me I will regret doing that tomorrow, and I know Jen will shout at me, but right now I don’t care. I just don’t care.

			 

			‘Do you like being single?’ Cassie asks me a couple of hours later. Sarah and Fred have left to forage in the wilds of London for halloumi kebabs, so it’s just us left, sitting on crates in the stockroom behind the bar, eating Nutella out of a jar with plastic forks. Do I like being single? It’s one of those questions I get asked a lot. I’ve been on my own for pretty much a year now, and to begin with the answer was easy; of course I don’t mind, I love it! After ending a four year relationship with a guy called Tim, I couldn’t have been more excited about the prospect of being on my own. Do you know how depressing it is, having to say that name during sex? Nicknames were obviously out because saying ‘Timmy’ out loud in bed is, I’m pretty sure, an actual sex crime, and he really didn’t like being called fuck monkey. One time I did that and he stopped and asked me if anything was wrong. He said he was worried we weren’t ‘connecting’ during our ‘lovemaking’ any more. Not really surprising, when he used the word ‘lovemaking’. So after we split up I went on the most brilliant sex rampage. There was Guy With Cute Dog, Cries When He Comes, Stole My Cutlery, Dead Wife Guy (although he could also have been called Cried When He Comes), Long And Thin Dude (penis, not body) (but that too). And The Horny Doctor, who should have to re-take his medical exams because he did not seem to understand basic anatomy. As I explained to my best friends, Sophie and Thomas, it was important not to use their real names because much like a stray dog, you don’t want to get too attached.

			At the beginning, everyone kept saying; Oh brilliant! and Good for you and Just have fun, you deserve it and Did his wife really die? But that attitude has really shifted in the last few months. Everyone’s started wearing a permanent look of concern over my singleness, asking me if I’m happy, asking me if I’m lonely, asking me if I think maybe my standards are too high. Which I’m really trying not to hear as Do you think maybe you’re uglier than you think? They’ve been tiptoeing around the subject, like it’s something I must be upset about, like I’m a problem that needs to be solved. Texting me on fucking Valentine’s Day to check I haven’t hurt myself. I thought I was OK – great even! – being on my own, but it’s making me question myself. Making me think there must be something wrong with me. Why am I alone? Am I completely unlovable? 

			I suddenly feel a bit miserable. The Nutella tastes like glue in my mouth and I feel a wave of nausea overtake me. I want to get out of there, but Cassie’s looking at me, waiting for an answer.

			‘I don’t know,’ I say honestly. ‘I don’t feel lonely. Loneliness was only ever something I felt when I was in the wrong relationships. And on nights like this, I feel like I never want to date again. But love is supposed to be the happily ever after, isn’t it? The ending we’re all supposed to want.’ We go quiet.

			My phone vibrates with another text. Which of my pitying friends is it this time?

			It’s him! The bastard tax lawyer, at last. I read it. And then read it again. The words are blurry. I’m very drunk.

			 

			Hi Eleanor. I’ve just seen all your texts. I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake, we were meant to be meeting tomorrow. I said the 15th.

			Oh.

			I check our messages.

			Right.

			Saturday.

			The day after Valentine’s.

			Oh.

			Another text comes through: 

			 

			Hmm. I’ve just listened to your voice messages. I was having dinner with my grandparents so I had my phone off. Let’s forget about tomorrow, shall we?

			Yeah, that’s fair.

			 

			On the way out, some guy offers to ‘pity bang’ me and by the time I get home to my sad, shithole of a flat, I’m wishing I’d said yes.

			 

			From: Alan Knight 

			<Alanknightinshiningarmour@BTInternet.co.uk>

			To: Eleanor.knight@gmail.com

			CC: Jennifer.seevy@hotmail.com

			 

			15th February

			 

			Alan Knight

			106 Castle Rise

			Judfield

			East Sussex

			TN22 5UN

			 

			Dear Eleanor and Jennifer,

			 

			I hope this “email” finds you well. It’s your dad here. 

			 

			As you know, I’ve been seeing a “therapist” lately and I wanted to let you know it’s going very well. She is very nice and has a lot of framed “certificates” on her wall. I’ve “attached” some pictures of them for you. As part of our conversations, she suggested I start writing a “diary”, and I’ve been enjoying it so much, I decided I am now going to write a “novel”. I started last night and it’s going very well. I am very proud of both of you and love you equally and thought you might like to read the “novel” as I go along. Here is the first “chapter”, which I wrote last night. I stayed up until 10.30 p.m.!!!!!!!!!! Do not tell your Aunt Susie or Psychic Sharon because they said could they come over for tea and I said I was having an early night. 

			 

			Love you both and I’m very proud of you both.

			 

			Best wishes,

			Dad

			 

			75 HUES OF TONY

			A novel, by Alan Bernard Knight

			 

			Once you’ve seen Tony Braxton, you can never forget his face. He has intense eyes that are like liquid coffee with no milk in it and an erotic nose. His mouth is that of a man who knows all the words in the whole dictionary but also knows to stay silent when his wife is having one of her difficult moods which she does actually have quite a lot even though Tony handles it really well. He may be almost sixty, but his physique is that of a much younger man who doesn’t worry about the gym very much but can hold some weight in his stomach area without looking like he’s let himself go even when his grown-up children say he’s let himself go. To sum up: he is very handsome and gets a lot of compliments on his calves. He uses the step machine in his living room while he’s watching the telly almost every day.

			 

			Tony has been going through a difficult stage in his life recently. His wife, Anita, has been extra moody and has even talked about leaving him which is clearly a strange idea – just look at his calves! He’s been incredibly sensitive with Anita’s moods and has had two separate and very lengthy – at least fifteen minutes each – conversations with her last Wednesday and Friday during the advert breaks of The Chase to discuss why she would do such a thing. But alas, he has not been successful. Tony arrives home that Friday evening after a long day at work, ready for nut roast and chicken night to find Anita’s bags gone and a letter with Tony written on the front waiting for him by the landline telephone, which he still uses because he used to work for BT and he doesn’t want landlines to die out altogether.

			 

			The letter from next to the landline is devastating. Anita wants a divorce and while she appreciates that he is the best man she could ever meet and he has always been very helpful around the house, unfortunately she no longer feels she deserves him and feels she should look for a lesser and probably much older man without an erotic nose to cook nut roast for. Tony is very, very upset. He is secure enough in his masculinity to have a little cry but first he remembers that he’s really quite hungry so he goes to look around the kitchen for food.

			 

			Inside of the kitchen that he went into, he is surprised to find his neighbour, Wanda, waiting for him in a very casual way leaning on the kitchen counter. She is wearing a very fetching jumper that Tony recognises from the Boden catalogue that he recently read on the toilet. Wanda says hello and looks immediately down to Tony’s calves, which are on display because he’s wearing shorts because it’s been quite sunny even though it’s only February. He can tell she is impressed and he knows that either a compliment is coming now or else Wanda is about to tell him why she’s here.

			 

			‘You have such shapely calves, Tony,’ says Wanda. ‘And let me now tell you why I’m here.’

			 

			He was right.

			 

			‘Anita told me she was leaving you, which is a strange idea, just look at your calves and your liquid coffee eyes. I thought “poor Tony” and rushed straight over to cook dinner for you. What would you like?’ Tony thinks about it for a good five minutes while Wanda makes it clear that she admires his very attractive thinking face. At last Tony makes his decision and tells Wanda his decision and it is that he would like nut roast and chicken for dinner. Luckily for them both, they have all the ingredients for this dinner because it is nut roast and chicken night, so Wanda immediately springs into action, moving around the kitchen like a beautiful Nigella Lawson, who Tony has often admired basting her chicken. Tony is hoping Wanda will also be like Mary Berry because Tony usually likes cheesecake to follow his nut roast on a Friday evening. Anyway, when it is finally ready, Tony and Wanda sit down to eat dinner together in front of the telly, and then Wanda says something that is set to change Tony’s life FOREVER even though he doesn’t yet know that.

			 

			‘Tony,’ says Wanda. ‘Would you like to come to my book club tomorrow?’

			 

			Their eyes meet and Tony senses that his life is set to change FOREVER.

			 

			END SCENE

		

	
		
			 

			2

			10.10 a.m. Monday, 17 February

			Location: My actually-quite-nice office at design firm The Hales. It’s big and airy with glass walls. At one end of the open plan office there’s a big TV screen and sofas for, y’know, totes casual coffee breaks. There’s also a table football that literally no one has ever used but it helps gives the place a real media-twat vibe.

			 

			I’ve been staring at an InDesign document on my computer screen for the last forty minutes, achieving new levels of nothingness. Every time I try to focus on work, I feel another awful, hot flush of humiliation about Friday night creep up my neck. When I woke up late on Saturday, still fully dressed, with eyes glued together from congealed make-up, I had a grand total of eight missed calls from Jennifer and four furious voicemails, all reminding me in very specific terms that I am a pathetic loser who ruins – quote – everything. My hangover was next level, and as I crawled to the loo to be sick, pieces of the night before came flooding back. The flashbacks kept coming throughout the day as Jen tried to ring me several more times and I kept ignoring her.

			I didn’t need to hear her tell me I had failed again. That I’m stupid. That I’ll be alone forever. That Martin is a perfectly good name. 

			And I really didn’t need anyone else’s help with the looming self-hated. 

			 

			Oh fuck, Jackie’s coming over to my desk. Jackie is the office manager and sees herself as my ‘work mother’. She’s always telling people this, but the only real evidence of this familial relationship is our constant bickering, the way she tells me what to do even though she has nothing to do with my department, and the fact that we basically hate each other. Other than that, she’s a pretty standard human being: married, two teenage boys, thinks I’m broken because I’m single. Standard. She’s that co-worker everyone hates because she won’t stop looking at your computer screen when she’s near your desk. Reading your emails, scanning whatever you’re working on (for me that means Instagram stalking ex-boyfriends). You know those people, they’re dreadful. 

			Right now, her excuse is to ask me something about how to enter a key code as if I know how – as if anyone does – and she’s scanning the document I’ve done nothing to. When I first started here three years ago, I found it so infuriating, I would actually try to awkwardly cover my screen or distract her by waving one hand as I talked. I tried leaving my desk, pointedly minimising all my open windows but nothing worked. So now we’re in a stand-off, where she keeps looking, and I find new and inventive ways to piss her off. Until recently, that mostly involved Google-imaging ‘funny looking cocks’ whenever I saw her approaching, but last week I stepped up my game and just wrote ‘Fuck off Jackie’ in a word doc in bright red, positioning it centre screen. She did not like that. I would say it’s weird I haven’t been sacked yet, but my boss is a very nice man. Very, very nice. And therefore, completely terrible at his job. He cannot stand any kind of confrontation, which I find very entertaining. After FuckOffJackieGate, he eventually called me into his office where he was sweating like I have never seen a person sweat. ‘How are you doing just a catch up, just a catch up,’ he said, dabbing at his face with his sleeve. 

			‘Yep, all fantastic, as ever, Derek,’ I replied, ducking the flying droplets. 

			‘Great great. Er . . . so . . . you’re happy with everything? Happy with how your work is going?’

			‘Yes, Derek, very happy. Are you happy with my work?’

			‘Oh goodness, yes! The clients love you and that last project you did was . . . very happy very happy, I mean . . . good. Um . . .’

			We sat there for a few minutes, silently, and I felt a little sorry for him – his neck was pooling and his shirt was gradually changing colour as the sweat spread across his chest – but I couldn’t bring myself to help him.

			‘Anything else you need today, Derek?’

			‘Um, no no . . . well . . . no no.’ I got up to leave and he panicked. ‘It’s just . . . er, Jackie . . . Jackie Jackie Jackie . . .’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Jackie wasn’t sure if she . . . how are you getting on with Jackie?’ he tried so desperately. 

			I gave him a thumbs up. ‘She’s in my top five people in this place, Derek.’

			‘Oh! Good! Good! That’s . . . good. I’ll tell her we had this chat. It’s just . . . did you . . . you . . . Jackie said . . . Jackie Jackie Jackie.’

			I sighed. ‘Is this about the Word doc that said fuck off Jackie?’

			‘Yes!’ His relief was palpable. 

			I smiled. ‘I didn’t do it,’ I said sweetly, eyes wide and daring him to challenge me. Of course he didn’t, he just stared at me helplessly until I offered to return to my desk. He just nodded sadly, aware of his own failings. Poor guy.

			 

			But that was a couple of weeks ago and Jackie, clearly past it, is standing over me at my desk. 

			‘How was your weekend?’ she asks, all innocent-eyed. 

			Aha, now I see. The key code question was an excuse. We’ll get to the real reason for her hovering now.

			‘It was great,’ I say, cautiously. ‘Thank you for asking, Jackie. How was yours?’

			‘Oh, Colin took me for dinner to a wonderful restaurant on Valentine’s Day, but five minutes in, he had an allergic reaction to the salmon, so we ended up on the floor with an epi-pen, and then in A&E for the next seven hours. When we eventually got home it turned out the boys had wrecked the place so I spent the rest of the weekend cleaning and ordering new plant pots from Argos.’ She pauses dramatically. ‘But at least I wasn’t on my own on a day like Valentine’s. It must’ve been much, much worse for you. I can’t imagine having to be all alone, with no one – like you are. I’m so sorry, Eleanor.’ Her smile is syrupy. She is drunk with delight and faux sympathy, awkwardly apologising like someone has died. And certainly, my dignity is on its last legs.

			I breathe carefully, screaming inside as I return her smile and say casually, ‘Actually, Jackie, I had a really great weekend. I had so much sex, with so many different gigantic cocks, that I now have cystitis. Excuse me, won’t you? I have to go drink some cranberry juice and then piss more blood.’ I skip away as she scowls, muttering something about telling Derek.

			I’d love to see him try and have that conversation with me.

			 

			In the office bathrooms – picture your primary school loo – I stare at my reflection. Even three days on, I am yellow with post-binge-drinking jaundice, and my dark eye bags are threatening to become dark whole-face bags. Sighing, I pull out my phone to check for messages. I don’t want to go back to my desk and I consider trying to do a poo just to kill an extra five minutes. But I know it won’t work. The only time my bowels are cooperative is during my period, when I will poop seventeen times a day. Sophie and I keep each other updated on our poo tally during periods. It gets pretty competitive but I always come out on top. It’s the one area of my life I get to win, even if it’s only once a month.

			The bathroom door slams open and Maddie is shrieking my name. ‘Did you tell Ursula that you had sex this weekend? Is it true – was it that date? – or were you just trying to upset her?’

			We call Jackie ‘Ursula’, after the evil sea witch with killer lipstick (it is a good shade, I’ll give her that) from The Little Mermaid. It’s because Ursula has so many tentacles in everything and is basically trying to rule the ocean/The Hales and King Triton/Derek is afraid of her. Plus, she wears these long, floaty black dresses and is obsessed with her garden. We haven’t yet found any evidence that she makes deals with mermaids and then turns them into shrivelled up brown, bug-eyed things, but WE ARE WORKING ON THAT.

			‘Just trying to start an office war,’ I say, giving her a long hug. ‘And I can’t talk about the Friday date yet – it’s too humiliating. I’m in the denial stage.’

			‘Oh, shame. I was excited to hear about it,’ says a crestfallen and slightly squeezed-too-hard Maddie. She loves hearing about my dating life. She’s been with her boyfriend, Ben, for thirteen years – literally since they were fifteen years-old – and is constantly afraid he’s going to propose. It’s got to the point now where she’s started refusing to go on holiday with him because she thinks he might get down on one knee on a beach somewhere. And once a week she rifles through his sock drawer to check for hidden rings that she insists she would throw away. She loves him – of course she does – but she’s also gripped by this fear of having met her ‘one’ so young. What if she’s missed out on other, sexier ones? Other possibilities, other romances, other penises. So ours is a friendship based totally on Maddie’s desperate need for single-people stories. She’s fairly explicit about the vicarious nature of this, and occasionally asks me would I mind please please please having sex with Aaron from the postroom so she can pretend she did it. ‘Let me know when you’re ready to tell me about it?’ she says pleadingly, and then pauses, before asking me for what must be the seven-millionth-no-exaggeration time. ‘Are you still definitely going next Friday?’

			Maddie doesn’t get out much for things like parties. She and Ben bought a dog, Alfred, six months ago who they treat like a needy desperate baby. Worse than a needy desperate baby. They read multiple parenting books in preparation and slept in shifts for months so Alfred the dog wouldn’t have to be alone. It’s been a very difficult period because apparently Ben’s into ‘attachment parenting’, while Maddie says that the dog should have a regular bedtime and sleep in his own room. Yes, the dog has his own room. It’s caused some tension, and Maddie keeps trying to tell me how damaging helicopter parenting can be for a dogchild. And I keep trying to tell her how damaging this conversation is for our friendship.

			I laugh. ‘Of course I am,’ I reply, squeezing her hand reassuringly. ‘Even if you weren’t making me, it’s pretty much a three-line whip, isn’t it? It’s the first time I’ve ever seen Derek put his foot down about anything.’

			The Friday in question is a work event (I say ‘event’ because I refuse to use the word ‘party’ after ‘work’). It’s the official launch of a national art competition and The Hales is one of about fifty sponsors. Which means there will be a hundred guests who think they’re being ‘fun’ because they’re not wearing a tie, and will pretend to be drunk so they’ve got an excuse to dance and flirt with each other. That’s despite the ‘drinks table’ – which will consist of seven bottles of Jacob’s Creek white wine – totally running out of alcohol by 7.02 p.m., at which point we will all drink from jugs of Robinson’s Summer Fruits squash and pretend we’re having the best night ever. 

			I’m looking forward to it.

			 

			Maddie and I stroll back to our desks together, and she tells me about Alfred’s latest behavioural problems and how his therapist is at his wit’s end. I nod supportively and slump back down at my desk. As Maddie wanders off, I sigh loudly and other sighs echo back at me from around the room. Everyone’s feeling the pressure over a new project we’ve been pitching for. Derek wants some sketch concepts outlined ASAP, but I seriously cannot be fucked. I want to shout that across the room but then I remember that they do technically pay me to be here. The Hales is a design company that produces children’s literature; books, magazines, posters, educational pamphlets, that kind of thing. The office is mostly made up of men over fifty – which you’re thinking seems creepy, but that’s just sexism and ageism. In reality, it’s creepy because they’re all creepy people. 

			My job here is as an illustrator. In theory. But there rarely seems to be any illustrating involved. It’s all just meetings with clients to pretend I’m impressed by their terrible ideas (‘What about if this character is a pig?’ ‘Could we make this character’s nose look more like a pig’s nose?’ ‘Did you know pigs are smarter than humans?? I read it somewhere.’ I blame Peppa Pig for this bullshit).

			It’s mostly fine, but it’s not exactly my dream gig. I did an art degree – which is a real degree OK GRANDMA GLADYS? – and for years I thought about becoming an actual, real life artist. I did a lot of painting at home – big, colourful profiles on huge canvases – before I moved into The Shithole, where my box room barely fits the squeaky single bed. But I won’t be stuck there for much longer. Once the old place is sold, I can find somewhere just for me. Maybe I’ll even have my own studio flat and I can paint the walls bright colours that everyone will complain hurt their eyes. I smile at the thought and then remind myself it’s unlikely to happen any time soon.

			I think again about asking Dad if I can move back in, and suddenly my phone rings – it’s him. If you’re thinking that’s a coincidence, it’s not really. It is coming up to eleven a.m., so of course this is the obvious time for a person to ring another person who they know works regular office hours.

			 

			Dad retired early a year ago and it’s like he immediately forgot how work, y’know, works. He’s always baffled – BAFFLED – that I’m not able to chat at 3.40 p.m.on a Thursday afternoon about who’s trying to murder whom on Coronation Street this week. Usually I let it go to voicemail and ring him back at lunch but all this cock talk has got me in the mood to speak to my dad (that is a disgusting joke – don’t worry, I feel ashamed). I press answer and wander casually into reception, making eye contact with Ursula across the room, daring her to tell on me.

			‘Hello Dad,’ I say warmly.

			‘Lenny? Is that you? It’s Dad.’

			‘Yes, it is the daughter whose mobile phone you rang. I see you’re calling on the landline, good for you. Last one left I’d say.’

			‘How do you know that?’

			He sounds amazed. He does use a mobile too, so it’s always entertaining that he’s so confused by their various abilities. But then, he’s confused by most things about the modern world. My dad is the cutest thing. He’s short and round, with huge, bushy grey hair – mostly sprouting from his eyebrows – and looks quite a lot like a middle-aged woman from the back. And, indeed, the front. He gets called ‘madam’ by strangers quite a lot, and last week a man wouldn’t let him into the gents at his local pub. He kept pointing him towards the ladies and they had this awkward stand off until Dad gave up and wandered off.

			I ignore his question.

			‘How are you, Dad?’

			‘Oh, I’m fine, love. Just fancied a chat.’

			‘OK well that’s very nice, but I am at work . . .’

			‘ARE you? But it’s . . . (I know he’s checking the wall clock) (yes, he’s also the last person in the world to own a wall clock) . . . it’s 11 a.m., Lenny?’

			I’m not totally sure what his point is.

			I clear my throat. ‘Maybe I could call you back at lunchtime?’ I offer.

			‘That would be nice. But not when I’m watching my soaps, if that’s OK, Lenny.’

			Hey, do you remember when Neighbours and Home and Away were on twice a day? Once at lunchtime, and once around tea? Dad liked watching it with his lunch, so now he records it (ON VHS, I SHIT YOU NOT) and watches it during its old time slot.

			He pauses. ‘Although I could watch them later on if need be?’

			This is extra kind of him. I know he likes his routine.

			‘No, that’s fine,’ I say and then pause. ‘Dad, are you sure you’re OK?’

			‘Yes! Yes. Actually I do quite want to talk to you if possible. It’s something my therapist has encouraged me to speak to you and Jenny about. Don’t worry about ringing, but would you be able to pop round this weekend?’

			If this is coming from his therapist, it could literally be anything – maybe his tomato plant isn’t coming along as well as it usually does.

			‘Saturday? Of course I will, Dad.’

			Honestly, I go over pretty much every Saturday anyway, he doesn’t have to act like I’ve abandoned him.

			‘Lovely! Candice says she’s going to make a cake for you. You’ll like it.’

			She recently put tomatoes in a fruitcake – I won’t like it.

			‘What a treat,’ I say enthusiastically. ‘Right, I better get back to my desk now, Dad. I’ll see you on Saturday, love you.’

			‘Love you, Lenny.’

			I return to my desk to continue not working.
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			6.54 p.m. Friday, 21 February

			Location: Outside my best friend Sophie Ellis’ beautiful red brick house, hidden away from the main road by a row of huge old trees. The house is in the middle of getting a major basement excavation for a ‘games room’, so it’s currently covered in scaffolding, because – dahling – everyone in Surrey has a games room in the basement. But trust me, underneath all the ladders and men showing their bumcracks, it’s a really nice house.

			 

			Sophie opens the door looking pristine. Her long hair is neatly tied to one side and flowing over her shoulder like she’s Princess Jasmine, and her pressed white shirt is actually white. I mean, unlike every white item that I own, which are all more yellow-y grey. On her bottom half are what I think might be chinos but I don’t really know what chinos are. Whatever is happening, it’s working. God, my best friend is fabulous. Sometimes I just show strangers pictures of her so they can marvel at the perfection.

			Sophie swishes her hair and shrieks hello, pulling me in for a hug, and for a second I wish I’d spent some of that half hour train ride applying make-up. To be fair to me, I was pressed into someone’s nipple for most of the trip and I don’t think nipple guy would’ve liked a ring of lipgloss to take home to his wife/husband/interfering mother. I’ve come here straight from work, always thrilled at the prospect of seeing Sophie. And, of course, Thomas, who has just appeared from the living-room, laughing and pushing past Sophie for a bear hug. He picks me up and fireman lifts me inside, as Sophie sings ‘Here comes the bride’, and I joyfully kick my legs and add solemnly, ‘All fat and wide!’

			Thomas White is in love with me. Definitely. Everyone says so. I think it’s mostly a fancying of convenience because we’ve been friends for so long, and everyone else is coupled up, but I will take any crushing I can get. We’ve never talked about the situation, and I think again now, as he puts me down in the kitchen and pats me on the head, that I hope we never do. I adore Thomas, totally and completely, but I’m pretty sure that’s all there is to it. And I don’t really want to be forced to analyse it too closely. Plus, it’s a dumb cliché, but it would ruin the friendship trio, and I’d never forgive myself for that. 

			Sophie shouts that she’ll fetch me a drink and orders me to say hello to her daughter, Ciara, who is aged somewhere between a couple of months and a couple of years (I checked my phone calendar – apparently she’s twenty months old, who knew?), and sitting quietly in the living-room. I wave in the direction of Frozen, duty done, and return to the alcohol Sophie’s pouring. We cheers to the prosecco and to being in the suburbs where it’s all anyone drinks, and for the next few minutes we shout over each other in that way old friends do. Complaining about work, scrutinising the weather, and asking after Sophie’s new people – Ciara, and Ciara’s dad, Ryan – who are only really ‘new’ compared to us.

			Sophie and I have been best friends since we were thirteen, when her Russian-Latvian-African heritage proved too much for a group of unevolved fifteen-year-old boys to cope with. I’d seen her around the playground, as one does, but we met properly when I found her crying one day in the biographies section of the school library. So obviously I started crying too.

			‘Is this about Ryan Atwood?’ I asked her after a few minutes of quiet sobbing, thinking about the dramatic cliff-hanger on the previous night’s episode of The OC.

			Of course it wasn’t about Ryan Atwood, she explained, it was about some first-class playground racism. I don’t remember what I said, but I know I checked she was an OC fan before I offered any comfort re: the racism. We cried a bit more together, and then we decided, there on the floor, that we should be best friends. I promised to protect her from the boys with the help of my recent arrivals – hey, overnight boobs! – and their powers of distraction, and she promised to help me locate Adam Brody in real life and seduce him, again, probably with the help of my overnight boobs. The problem though was my fairly strict one-in-one-out policy when it came to friendship, so Sophie and I went to visit Thomas over by the maths block. Thomas and I had lived next door to each other as kids and been best friends ever since, but he wasn’t really into The OC, which was starting to be a deal-breaker for me. I explained the situation and he was pretty fine about no longer hanging out, but then Sophie suggested maybe we could all be best friends? She said we could be a trio and she had all three costumes for the Powerpuff Girls at home that we could wear to fight crime! But Thomas didn’t like that idea and said friends was enough. And so we became a three, and even though we didn’t have Powerpuff magic, we did have the combined super power of my thirty-two double Ds and Thomas’ popular-boy position as striker on the football team. The racists – along with the rest of the school’s population – pretty much let us be after that.

			Sixteen years later and we’re still mostly only into each other. Sophie’s husband, New Ryan (not Atwood), turned up a few years ago, but he knows he’s not really in the club. He’s really lovely – Thomas and I thoroughly approve of him, or, obviously, there would’ve been no marriage – but he understandably feels left out when we’re around, so he tends to clear out on a Friday night to make way for us. You can’t blame him. Who wouldn’t feel out of the loop listening to three adults heading down a school-related rabbit hole, discussing the sexual inappropriateness of Mr Trump the science teacher, who once tried it on with all three of us aged sixteen, when we met him in a pub on a Friday night in town. (Sophie was up for it but we talked her out of it) (he was at least fifty) (and his wife was literally at the bar) (he also had a neck beard) (but, like, no other facial hair?) (It was so weird, like he forgot to shave his neck when doing his face. So weird right?). Ryan also doesn’t get it when we call him New Ryan, and gets even more confused when we explain about Ryan Atwood. He wasn’t really into telly when he was younger, so cultural references are lost on him. He’s dead smart – an accountant for, like, billionaires – but he has these weird holes in his general knowledge. We call it the ‘genius gap’ and whenever he is here, we sit around asking him about stuff he hasn’t discovered about the world we live in. Last week we added Friends and crumpets to the list of basic things he’s missed.

			 

			Sophie’s cooked us a salmon stir-fry and over dinner talk turns, as it generally does, to my life as a single person. Sophie’s already heard the excruciating detail of last week’s non-date, but Thomas listens, fascinated, to my woeful failure. He doesn’t say anything when I tell him about Cassie shouting ‘shithead’ into the voicemail of a man who was trying to have dinner with his grandparents, and he nods solemnly when I tell him how Jen shouted at me for eighteen solid minutes when she eventually got me on the phone. It was a new record and she awarded me a week long ‘sibling penalty’. Jen gives penalties to people who piss her off, it’s her thing. It’s a bit like being in adult detention or getting grounded, but in this case I’m not allowed to call or text her for a week. If I do, that time period will be extended to a month. I finish up explaining and pause, waiting for lovely, lovely Thomas to comfort me, or offer some wise and reassuring words.

			He leans in seriously and, after another beat, says, ‘Can I have the barmaid’s number? She sounds great.’ I growl and flick food at him. Sophie tuts at me like I’m a badly behaved child, but we all know Ciara would never behave so childishly (although, if someone was feeding me meals with an aeroplane-spoon maybe I wouldn’t make such a mess either).

			Sophie pats my hand affectionately. ‘Try not to worry about it, these things happen. At least you never have to see him again. And Jen will forgive you eventually.’ Then Sophie’s face lights up. ‘What about Tinder?!’ she says excitedly, like she is the first person to think of such a thing and not, in fact, the six-hundred-millionth this month.

			I shrug. I tried a bunch of dating apps after my break-up with Tim, and found the process really fun and then horribly, horribly depressing within the space of eight minutes. Or weeks. Not sure. Time blurs inside the Tinder vortex. 

			Unfortunately my shrug has been taken as consent (it’s like a drunk campus party in here), and Sophie has already snatched my phone. Thomas shuffles over next to her and the pair of them start giggling about photos and location ranges. Since I clearly don’t have a role to play in any of this, I go stare at Ciara in the other room. Frozen has finished and she’s now giggling over a copy of The Hungry Caterpillar that she can’t even read. I gave her this copy (I’m such a thoughtful godparent). But one day I hope she’ll like it because it was one of my favourites when I was little. I loved the bright colours and the delicious-sounding food. I remember making Mum read it to me over and over again. Ciara giggles again as she sticks her chubby little finger into the holes. 

			‘I think that’s funny too,’ I tell her, crouching down and poking one of the other holes. She looks up at me and beams, reaching out her fat little fists for my face. 

			Isn’t it funny when your friends have babies? You have this tight knit group – people you’ve carefully selected over the course of your lifetime, who you like and want to spend your time with – and then one of them has a baby and you no longer have that choice. This tiny new person is an automatic part of your gang and you better hope they’re cool, because even if they’re not,  they’re one of you now.

			 

			It’s a good job Ciara is so nice. She fits in very well, partly, I think, because she leaves us to it and Soph doesn’t change her nappies in front of me. I pick her up and sniff her head. People talk about how babies smell, don’t they? Especially if you’re a girl – you’re told that sniffing a baby will make your womb throb and throb, until you can’t help but Google local sperm banks. 

			That doesn’t happen to me.

			I put her down, wishing I felt more than I do. I think she’s cute as anything – and I know from having met other babies, that this one is the easiest ever – but she doesn’t make me want one. And I don’t know what that means for me. I feel a flash of frustration with myself. I want to want one, but I just can’t imagine a time when I will ever feel grown-up enough to be a parent. 

			When Sophie told me a couple of years ago that she was trying for a baby I was in such awe. The idea that she could see herself as responsible enough to grow another person and put that person out into the world is . . . just unfathomable. Sophie! Sophie, who texts me to boast about her poos. Sophie, who slept with three guys in one twenty-four hour period when she was twenty-two (the year of The Great Slut Race). Sophie, who once sent me a close-up picture of her nipple and tried to convince me it was a UFO. That person is now a mother to a real-life human being. And she doesn’t even seem worried that Ciara could go on to become the next Hitler.
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