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  In the 14 years that she has worked for the Telegraph, Bryony Gordon has become one of the paper’s best loved writers. Her weekly column in the Sunday Telegraph’s Stella magazine, How the Other Half Lives, has won her an army of fans who over the last four and half years have followed her journey from single girl about town to – finally! – settled mum.  Bryony is now 33 and lives in South London with her husband, a financial journalist, and baby Edie. The last sentence is one she never thought she would see written down on paper.




  About the Book




  Bryony Gordon survived her adolescence by dreaming about the life she’d have in her twenties: the perfect job; the lovely flat; the amazing boyfriend. The reality was something of a shock. Her Telegraph column was a diary of her daily screw-ups; she lived in a series of squalid shoe boxes; and her most meaningful relationship of the entire decade was with a Marlboro Light.




  Here in THE WRONG KNICKERS Bryony busts open the glamorized myth of what it means to be a young (perpetually) single girl about London town, and shares the horrible and hilarious truth.  The truth about picking up a colleague at the STI clinic; sinking into debt to fund a varied diet of wine, crisps and vodka; and how it feels when your dream man turns out to be a one-night stand who hands you someone else’s knickers in the morning.




  Bryony’s wonderfully ridiculous and ultimately redemptive story is essential reading for everyone whose ‘best years’ weren’t quite what they were expecting . . .




  For Mez, Jane and Naomi
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  Foreword




  It started, as ever, with a kiss.




  It always starts with a kiss.




  It never starts with five pints of lager, three shots of tequila, and your bottom being groped in a dingy bar, does it? That just doesn’t sound romantic enough. It isn’t a good enough story to recount at your imaginary wedding, or to your theoretical grandchildren. ‘Granny and Grandpa were off their faces in a Soho pub one Friday night, when they decided to go on to an illegal drinking den that is situated down a dark alleyway, behind a graffitied metal door, down some stairs, into a basement, where there was sawdust on the floor and God help us if anyone ever dropped a fag butt. Yes, Granny and Grandpa did used to smoke, quite a lot, actually – and they danced on the beer-sodden floor to the hits of Justin Timberlake and Beyoncé . . .’




  I must pull myself together. I am getting carried away with myself again.




  So it started with a kiss, in that illegal drinking den, as ‘Crazy in Love’ played over the speakers. This, I tell myself, is a sign. A sign that we are going to be together for ever. A sign that we are going to be the UK’s answer to Beyoncé and Jay-Z, only perhaps without the amazing booty and the ability to twerk. I don’t have an amazing booty – it is round, that’s for sure, but round as in roly-poly rather than round as in ripe – and the only time I have tried to twerk – while alone in my flat after a night in the pub – I realised I looked like someone desperately trying to rid themselves of piles, or a hernia.




  Still, right now, all of that is irrelevant. I am kissing Josh. Awesome, handsome Josh, with his dark-brown hair and bright-green eyes and his suit. A suit! He has stuffed his tie in his jacket pocket (I imagine that inside there is also an expensive pen and a selection of business cards) and has unbuttoned the top of his shirt to reveal a few strands of chest hair, a tantalising gesture carried out by a more sophisticated kind of man. But that’s just Josh for you. He attended both Oxford and Princeton and now he is going into the Foreign Office. To do what, I couldn’t tell you. It could just be admin, or research work, but I think we can all safely assume that he has probably been headhunted by some government honcho, who is going to fast track him into the diplomatic corps. I can just imagine the life we will have together, travelling the globe, living in all the best ambassador’s houses the UK Government has to offer, me taking high tea on the lawn and throwing cocktail parties for local dignitaries by the pool. We will start married life in Africa, our children running wild across savannahs, befriending elephants as they go, before moving to Singapore, or Bangkok, or Hong Kong – some hot and humid city, anyway – finally alighting in Washington, where we will be on first-name terms with the President and our children (by now trilingual) will become great friends with his or her children, vowing to be penpals when we eventually make our return to London society, living out the rest of our days in a white-stuccoed house in Notting Hill (during the week) and a cottage in the Cotswolds (at the weekend).




  ‘Fancy a fuck?’ breathes Josh into my ear, pricking the bubble that contains my fantasy world. Granted, it isn’t the most romantic of proposals, but the fact that he is impossibly well spoken does serve to make this question sound rather alluring. And so it is that I find myself squealing ‘YES!’ over the dulcet tones of Jay-Z. The truth is, I don’t fancy a fuck. I like to fancy that I am the kind of person who fancies a fuck – that I am wild and crazy and just the kind of girl who swings both ways from chandeliers. (Has anyone ever swung from a chandelier? I mean, reaching the height of the chandelier would require some sort of stepladder, and that requires a level of practicality that probably doesn’t come naturally to chandelier-swingers.) But I am getting carried away again. I don’t fancy a fuck, but I do fancy a cuddle. I do fancy spending the rest of my life with this man. And I believe that fucking him will greatly improve my chances of spending the rest of my life with him, even if, actually, I have been brought up to think that the opposite is true. It will be different with Josh, I tell myself. Once he has one fuck, he will want more and more and more, endless fucks eventually leading to a hand in marriage or at the very least a relationship to help pass the time during the tricky years that are one’s mid-twenties.




  ‘Yes, I fancy a fuck!’ I repeat.




  Josh smiles at me and takes my hand in his. Then he rams his tongue down my throat and we are away. With hindsight I will realise that he isn’t a great kisser. He is a bit toothy. He seems to lick the enamel of my mouth, as if he is trying to be some sort of human toothbrush, removing food and 52 per cent more plaque than ordinary, plastic toothbrushes, reaching parts that other oral cleaning instruments can’t. It’s not, in all honesty, amazing. But when I briefly open my eyes and make out the concentrated look on his face, I realise, with a sense of pity, that he thinks he is amazing, that he really believes his patented technique is a cut above those ones used by all the other human toothbrushes. So I resolve not to care. You can improve kissing, can’t you? You can gently guide them with your tongue, and your lips. I decide to tell all my friends that he is the best kisser in the world, in the hope I might be able to fool everyone else into believing that I am a sex-mad seductress. If they believe it, perhaps I will start to believe it too.




  ‘Let’s go back to mine,’ he says, urgently.




  We get to his place with the help of an illegal mini cab (another great detail to share with the imaginary grandchildren), the type warned about in posters on buses and trains. Get in to the back of an illegal mini cab, warn the posters, and you may never get back out again – at least, not alive, or with your dignity intact. But the problem, I find, is that after a certain amount to drink, legal cabs refuse to take you, or pretend not to have seen you. They don’t want you to throw up in the back of their vehicle, or to have to drive round for hours and hours while you sober up enough to remember where you live. Illegal mini cabs, however – well, they don’t mind. You can vomit as much as you want in the back of their vehicle because it isn’t actually theirs and, anyway, a bit of sick is the least of their worries when the car failed its last MOT and they don’t actually have a licence to drive it. They will drive for hours around London until you remember where it is you live – in fact, they prefer it that way. It means they get more money. And if you can’t afford to pay it, they will just threaten to kill your family. So here we are, sitting in the back of a people carrier that smells faintly of sick and has no functioning seatbelts, but one whose driver does allow us to drink and smoke in the back, something legal cabs never allow you to do, the spoilsports. And touch wood, or the slightly damp leatherette covering on the seat, nothing has gone wrong yet.




  Josh lives in Fulham. Of course he does. All young men in suits live in Fulham – it’s the law. Despite this distance being just over four miles, the illegal mini-cab driver charges us £50 for the journey. The problem is, we don’t have £50. Between us, we have £20 and $40 US, left over from Josh’s time at Princeton. ‘That’s for the beer you spill on the seats,’ the cab driver explains, when Josh tries to protest at the cost. ‘We need to go to a cashpoint,’ says Josh. ‘There’s one a few streets away at the petrol station.’




  ‘That will cost another £10,’ says the cab driver with a confidence that suggests that in illegal mini-cab world, it is perfectly normal to charge a tenner for a 30-second journey. We are too drunk, too keen for what the rest of the night holds, to kick up a fuss. Sixty quid, done. Sixty quid is, I reason, a small price to pay for a life of globe-trotting with a handsome diplomat.




  We head inside, upstairs to his top-floor flat. He rushes me through a kitchen, grabbing something from the fridge as he goes (champagne?) and then he pulls me up some more stairs into his attic bedroom. It’s all cream and light browns, with a bookshelf that contains only four books – something by Tony Parsons, a biography of Bill Hicks, a travel guide to Mexico, his school copy of the English Oxford Dictionary. The other shelves are covered in certificates and awards gained while at school, telling of extraordinary sporting prowess on every surface imaginable: football pitch, rugby field, running track, swimming pool.




  He is a twenty-six-year-old man who is still living off the glory of his sixth-form days. He is a twenty-six-year-old man who owns only four books. I should have left then.




  He pulls me on to the bed and kisses me. I try and look for the champagne he has brought upstairs with him. I can’t see it. Strange. We go through the motions, him unwrapping me from my clothes like I am a Quality Street. I feel nervous, inexperienced, like a fawn trying to stand up for the first time. I have had sex with precisely two people before: the first, a spotty seventeen-year-old who took my virginity on his living-room floor while his parents were out, an Olympics Opening Ceremony blaring in the background (I think it was Atlanta, 1996). The second was a long-term boyfriend I made wait until I knew I really loved him. And though I know that I really could love Josh, have imagined all the ways that our love might blossom, I am currently not that confident that he really loves me. Or if he simply admires my tits.




  And where is the champagne? I want to take this slowly, sipping fizz from flutes as we go. He hasn’t even offered me a glass of water. Who invites someone into their home and doesn’t even offer them a glass of tap water? At the back of my head, I am slowly becoming unsure of Josh’s intentions, though at the front I am still telling myself that this is it, the big one, the man who will father my children . . .




  ‘I think we should use this,’ says Josh, breath hot on my face. What does my expression say at this moment? I hope it says ‘purrrrr’, but I think it might actually say ‘errrrrrrrrr’. Use what, exactly? An ice bucket to chill the champagne? A teacloth to mop up any spills should the bottle bubble over when opened? I am becoming desperate here. A CONDOM?




  But Josh has other ideas, ones favoured by people who use fetish websites and like to wear latex. For Josh doesn’t want to pour me champagne. He doesn’t want to practise safe sex. What Josh wants to use is a packet of Lurpak butter.




  You read that right. Butter. Salted, for her pleasure.




  He holds it aloft, like a trophy, eyeing it lustily. He wants that packet of butter, I realise, possibly more than he wants me. ‘It really helps smooth things,’ he says, suddenly seeming less handsome suit-wearing Oxford grad, more sad former boarding-school boy. ‘It makes it more . . .’ I think he is going to orgasm right then and there, ‘. . . pleasurable.’




  And the worst thing is that this doesn’t put me off him. It doesn’t make me gallop out of the door and into the Fulham night, searching for that sick-scented illegal mini cab to take me home. The worst thing is not that he wants to use a breakfast food as a lubricant, that he wants to butter up my vagina as if it’s a piece of toast, thus possibly giving me thrush or cystitis or God-only-knows-what embarrassing condition that I will have to explain to a doctor. The worst thing is that, to allow my ridiculous fantasy of a life together to continue to flourish, I find myself making up an excuse instead of telling him to get lost. I find myself buttering him up, if you will.




  ‘Oh,’ I say, thinking on my feet. ‘I’d love to, but I’m lactose intolerant.’




  He looks at me blankly.




  ‘I’m allergic to dairy. It makes me come out in hives. Puff up like a fish.’ I blow out my cheeks for good measure. ‘It means I’ve never really known the joy of a cream cake, or a chocolate bar. Can you imagine? It’s terrible, really. I mean, if you had some margarine made from soya, we might be able to, but I’m afraid Lurpak is a no-no.’




  Why don’t I have the confidence to assert my right not to have my genitals covered in butter? Why am I blathering about milk substitutes instead? The truth is, I’m not intolerant of anything – men with strange sexual fetishes included, it would seem – even though I would dearly love to be. If I had allergies to bread and dairy I might not weigh eleven stone; I might not have people describe me as ‘voluptuous’ and – here’s the worst one – ‘Rubenesque’, as if these were compliments, as if as well as being fat I am too stupid to realise they are barely concealed insults.




  ARGGGHHHH! My life!




  ‘That’s a shame,’ says Josh. He seems deflated of desire, suddenly sleepy. I panic. Instead of gathering up my clothes and leaving with my dignity vaguely intact, I try to initiate butterless sex. ‘We could still, you know . . .’ I try to wink at him. It comes off more as a squint. I crawl across the bed, start to kiss him. His body language says he is irritated by me, disappointed, let down. I realise, as it’s happening, as he bears down on me, that he is having sex with me because he feels it would be rude not to, because he is so arrogant that he actually thinks he is doing me a favour.




  And once he has done me this favour, he rolls over and falls immediately into a deep sleep without so much as a cuddle or a proposal of marriage.




  I lie awake for another hour or so, still daydreaming of a cuddle or a proposal of marriage. Then I lie awake wondering what is wrong with me. Why don’t I think, ‘Yuk, this dude should be reported, possibly put on some kind of sex-offenders register’? Why do I actually continue to like him, despite the fact that I have an education, that I worked my non-amazing booty off to get good A-level results, that in every other way I am a reasonably intelligent human being? And yet. And yet and yet and yet . . . This butter-wielding hunk has rendered me as thick as several planks of wood.




  I sleep fitfully that night, if indeed I actually sleep at all. Josh has a king-sized bed, but he positions himself across three-quarters of it, leaving me a measly slither of mattress and a corner of duvet to get comfortable under. It amazes me that even in sleep, a man could manage to express such arrogance in his body language – and then it amazes me that despite all of this, I still kind of want him. In fact, I might even want him more. I will later realise that this screwed-up behaviour on my part is not just some sort of one-off, that it’s simply what I’m like. The moment someone goes cold on me, I don’t, as I have always been told to do, think, ‘Fuck you, I’m going to go cold on you, too.’ Instead, I worry that I have done something terribly wrong to make the person go cold on me, and then go out of my way to stop them going cold on me. ‘There must be some sort of psychological condition to explain this,’ I tell my friend Chloe on one of many nights spent trying to work ourselves out. ‘Yes there is,’ she replied without hesitation. ‘It’s called being needy.’




  Maybe I am. But right now, there is very little I can do about it. I lie there, trying to make my body smaller to fit the space, staring at the skylight above me. Even if I had half the bed, even if he had shared with me a meagre quarter of his duvet, I wouldn’t be able to drift off. I am too uptight, too nervous about what might happen if I allowed myself to sleep properly. I might do a gigantic fart, waking him up in the process. And talking of farts, what if I want to do a number two in the morning? I can’t do it here, in his flat. Although it’s a simple biological fact that all humans must defecate, there is still a widely held belief among young men that women don’t. What do they think we do? Do they think we remove it all via a designer colostomy bag when they’re not looking? Do they think our colons are made of a delicate glittery substance that breaks down waste products into the bloodstream, meaning we don’t have to shit? I mean, what on earth do they think we have bottoms for? Do they think God gave them to us just in case we decide to go into pornography, when they will come in handy if a director wants us to be taken roughly from behind? I mean, no! Just NO! Women shit, just as men do, and yet we have all agreed never to talk about it, meaning that in the morning I will have to hold it in all the way home – or, if he wakes up and wants to have sex with me again, thus making it impossible to get home without being late for work, until I can lock myself in the blissfully isolated disabled loo at the office.




  Oh God, I really need the loo. And I don’t even know where it is. If I’m not careful, I’m going to wee in the tiny corner of this bed, and then we’re never going to Washington together. I also really need a glass of water. My mouth is drier than the Gobi desert. I bet you Josh has been to the Gobi desert, trekked across it. I bet there’s a certificate somewhere in here, telling of his achievements. But where was I? Yes. I have to find the loo, because then I can both relieve my bladder and my thirst by sticking my mouth under the tap and drinking the equivalent of a pint of water from it.




  And while I am there, I can touch up my make-up, too, so I look half decent when he wakes up in the morning.




  I try to creep out of the bed without waking him. I locate my handbag in the gloom, grab it and make for the door. I don’t remember the stairs from the attic being this steep. I go slowly down, so I don’t fall – Jesus, it would be embarrassing to break my leg at this point, especially when I need the loo so badly; especially when I am naked as the day I was born – and start opening doors in the hope that behind them there might be a bathroom.




  I don’t, immediately, find the bathroom. What I actually find is that Josh has a flatmate, who happens to be behind the first door I open. He is lit up by the glow of his laptop, which he slams shut as he sees me. ‘FUCK!’ I realise I have probably woken the whole street up, and then I realise I need to use the door and my handbag to protect what little modesty I have left. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck! I’m so sorry, I’m not a burglar, I promise!’




  He starts to laugh. ‘Funnily enough, most burglars tend to cover up entirely so nobody will be able to identify them. But you – well, let’s just say I’d definitely be able to spot you in a line-up. I’m guessing you’re with Josh.’




  I try to smile. It’s hard, when you’re buck naked and the flatmate of the bloke you had hoped to marry has just reacted all too calmly to a naked woman walking into his room, as if this perhaps happens quite often. ‘If you’re looking for the loo,’ he says, ‘it’s the first door on the right.’




  In the bathroom, I admire Josh’s collection of lotions and potions. It is, I note, larger than that belonging to most women. I go to the loo, use my finger as a human toothbrush, gulp down some water, borrow some of Josh’s Clarins moisturiser. I apply another coat of foundation, mascara and lipstick. Ridiculous, I think. You are utterly freaking ridiculous. I look down at my phone. It informs me it is 3.21 a.m.




  I get back into bed and try – and fail – to get comfortable. Alone with my thoughts, I begin to imagine what else could go wrong if I went to sleep. I might snore, for example. I might talk in my sleep, revealing to him that I REALLY like him. No, I can’t go to sleep. Instead, I alternate between staring at the skylight and the back of his head as I wait for it to get light.




  But even as the sun comes up, Josh continues in a state of deep slumber. How can a man who has just attempted to use butter as a sex aid sleep so soundly at night? I start to wonder what will happen when – and if – he wakes up. Will he drowsily put his arms around me, tell me what a great night he had. Will he kiss me on the forehead (I always imagine that after a night of shagging, couples kiss each other on the forehead) and run his hands through my sexy-just-woken-up hair?




  I briefly consider extending a leg, brushing his calf sexily with a gracefully arched foot. Perhaps I could make the first morning move, start caressing his lower back with my hand. No, no, that’s way too forward (the irony of worrying about being too forward with a man who hours earlier asked to cover you in butter is, for the moment, lost on me). But when he finally wakes up, he doesn’t even put his arms around me. I have exposed myself to his flatmate, I have sacrificed a good night’s sleep worrying if he will be affectionate to me when he wakes up, and he doesn’t even extend the courtesy of a hug. I feel desolate. My stupidity is beginning to make me physically ache, though that could just be the hangover.




  I pretend that I am coming round from a great night’s sleep, rubbing my eyes and stretching my arms above my head a little too theatrically. He springs out of bed and announces he is late for work, in a tone that suggests this is my fault, that the purpose of the human toothbrush bringing me back was to use me as a human alarm clock. If he’d just said, I could have had him up and out of the house hours ago. He dashes around his room letting out large huffs, as if taking me back to his flat and shagging me has actually turned out to be a bit of an inconvenience. He starts throwing my clothes at me without managing a single glance in my direction. My Levi’s, my bra, my vest top – clothes carefully selected a day ago to give off a nonchalantly sexy air, clothes that now just stink of stale fags and last night’s beer.




  And then he flings a pair of pink, silky knickers at me, which land on my lap, Agent Provocateur label side up, and he remarks to me, very casually, that those are pretty knickers. And it occurs to me that this is the only compliment he has paid to me since he woke up, and what’s worse, it isn’t even valid; it doesn’t even belong to me. Because they are pretty, undoubtedly so, these silky size 8 knickers of sex. But while they are all of these things, they are most definitely not mine.




  This is my first-ever one-night-stand. And these are the wrong knickers.




  1




  My so-called middle-class life




  My name is Bryony and I am not quite having the life I imagined I would. In fact, I am having the complete opposite of the life I imagined I would. I am twenty-three years old but so far I do not own a flat, a car or a pair of Agent Provocateur knickers; I do own more than four books but I have nowhere to put them; I don’t have a degree or any school certificates to prove that I was a really good goal attack in the netball B team. I can’t cook, won’t cook, and despite living off a diet of raw vegetables, houmous and cigarettes, I still don’t look like Gisele. (Why even is that?)




  At twenty-three, I had imagined that I might be a grown-up, or at least approaching one, my life a merry-go-round of cocktail parties and important meetings and dinner parties round my penthouse apartment. Ahahahahaha. Of all the stories my mum likes to tell me, her current favourite is the one about how when she was twenty-three, she had two kids, one of whom was at school. I’m not sure I quite believe her – she is cagey about her age, so much so that she thinks I should start lying about my own because ‘I can’t have a daughter who is almost in her mid-twenties’, and looking at her passport, I’m not sure she had even met my dad at twenty-three, let alone had two children with him – but it still serves the purpose it is intended to, which is to make me feel like an ocean-going failure.




  I have no boyfriend, and what is worse, I really care that I don’t have a boyfriend. This is not supposed to happen. I have been brought up to be a strong, independent women, a f-e-m-i-n-i-s-t, to care only about my career, even though my career involves asking members of S Club 7 and Westlife what their favourite colour is. And don’t get me wrong, because I love my job, working on the teen supplement of a newspaper, am lucky to have a job at all, actually, given that there has been a credit crunch, a double dip, an economic meltdown. It’s just that despite having a job, a great job, despite the fact I should, in my spare time, be blogging about the gender pay gap and female genital mutilation and why there has never been a female James Bond or Doctor Who, all I can think about is a man. A man who doesn’t care, who hasn’t called, who doesn’t respond to my texts. Who will, in all probability, never contact me again.




  Which is really freaking dumb.




  Like most people, the two decades that precede my twenties are unremarkable and comfortable and happy. There is absolutely nothing about them to suggest that the years to follow will be any different. I have a sister, Naomi, who is two years younger than I am, and a brother who came along when I was twelve – a little thing whom everyone but me thought was cute, and I didn’t on account of the fact I had just learnt about the birds and the bees. Rufus, as he was named, as if after a dog. Rufus, Naomi and Bryony. How middle class is that?




  Along with our mother and father – a journalist and a PR respectively — we all live in a terraced house on the outer reaches of west London with a dog and a couple of cats and, at one point, some stick insects. We go on holiday to Cornwall and occasionally Spain, and we really do have a Volvo that is covered in hair (the dog’s), chewing-gum wrappers (Mum’s) and squashed Ribena cartons (ours).




  I go to an all-girl’s school where I am average, never bullied and barely noticed. While the cool girls hitch their skirts up and get away with it, every time I try I am banished to detention for a week and given a conduct mark. Even from a young age, I am destined not to be a Cool Girl. My reports talk of my ‘potential’ and ‘sunny smile’. One year I win something called the ‘Progress Cup’, which is a sort of booby prize for nobodies who never win anything.




  When my friends and I start hanging out with boys I never get the good ones. I end up with the off cuts, the leftovers, the last to be picked for the football team. My first snog is disgusting, with a boy called Derek who wears T-shirts covered in marijuana leaves and the colours of the Jamaican flag, despite the fact that the only thing he has ever blown smoke up is his teacher’s arse, and the furthest he has ever been is Hanwell, which happens to be where he lives. I really don’t want to snog him, but my friend Sally – who has deep dark eyes and dark hair and will always, throughout our lives, get the bloke – is snogging his friend Theo, his handsome friend, and I feel left out. Bored. ‘Shall we?’ says Derek, and now I think about it, almost every bloke I’ve snogged since has employed the same cocky, arrogant seduction technique.




  I spend my adolescence longing for Theo, who only wants to be my friend. My best friend, but still, just my friend. I tell myself that this is because we have something special, something deep, and he doesn’t want to sully it with something as base as SNOGGING, but I think we all know this is not true, that it’s simply because he doesn’t fancy me. Why would he? I have mousy hair, a mono-brow, and spend much of my time squinting because I don’t want to wear the giant tortoiseshell glasses with milk-bottle lenses forced on me by my mother after an unfortunate collision with an elderly man on a mobility scooter I failed to see because I was too short-sighted. (We were both fine; in the end, only my ego was bruised.)




  But I still have my hopes and dreams. I want to be a writer, like my mother, whose career seems perfect to me. She flies around the world to interview celebrities – I remember, when I was little, she was sent to Windsor Safari Park to do a story on feeding the lions. I like the idea of this, of fun being your job. I think that if I become a journalist, I could interview Take That and marry them all, or at the very least one of them. And if not Take That, I will settle for one of East 17, even though they are Take That’s arch-enemies. It will be a way out of my humdrum existence. All the girls I went to school with, all the boys who ignored me, one day they will see me walking down the red carpet of a film premiere on the arm of say, Ronan Keating. (One of Boyzone will suffice, and if I’m really scraping the barrel, I will settle for a member of Westlife.) And they will think, ‘God, I wish I’d paid more attention to her. I wish I’d seen her beauty, wisdom and humour, which now I come to think about it were there all along. Silly us!’




  I write to Smash Hits most weeks asking for work experience. I never get it. I work harder and harder at school because nobody else is; they’re all too wrapped up in Theo and Derek and Nick and Paul.




  I know that I will come into my own when I go to university. Deep down in my bones – and I believe these bones to be very deep down, below my layers of puppy fat – I see university as a land of opportunity, somewhere I will thrive, a place I can reinvent myself and start again. I won’t be mediocre, I won’t be bound any more by my boring, middle-class existence. I will join political groups and go on protests, I will go to clubs every night and spend days discussing ideas and theories, and I will graduate and walk straight into a job at a newspaper or a magazine and I will look back on my teenage years as a necessary learning process, and young hopefuls will look to me for inspiration. I will be like those Hollywood starlets who preposterously claim to have been ugly ducklings who never got a date for the prom.




  Except it doesn’t quite happen like that. Of course it doesn’t.




  I decide I am going to read History of Art, because I am a creative, because I am different. The careers teacher tells me that this is a mistake and I should read English Literature instead. ‘But I hate having to underline texts and write notes in margins,’ I protest. ‘I think that if I study English, it will ruin books for me FOR EVER.’




  Look at me. I am such a prat.




  I explain that I want to learn when I go to university, that I know little of the Italian Renaissance – I think I pronounce it re-NAH-ssaince, shudder – and Impressionism and Mannerism, and that if I study Art History I will spend three years discovering new things, as opposed to looking for meaning in books that I would rather just be reading in my free time. The careers teacher lets out a resigned sigh. She isn’t seeing me for the learned lady I so clearly am.




  ‘Miss Gordon,’ she announces. ‘I would advise that you think very carefully about what kind of job a degree in Art History would be suited to. Would you like to become a curator? An art critic? An interior designer?’




  It’s hopeless, trying to reason with these elderly folk. (The careers teacher must have been about thirty-five, I realise now.)




  I get a place at UCL and sign up to live in halls in central London. I get a room not in the beautiful ivy-covered building near Regent’s Park, but on the eighth floor of a tower block off the Euston Road, a tower block with a broken lift. While my mum sheds a tear as we unpack my belongings – a hifi, an alarm clock (yeah, right) and a set of pink towels and matching bed linen that she has bought me from John Lewis (these will have to go) – I can’t wait to be rid of her. ‘Bye Mum,’ I say, as she wipes her eyes. I think she is probably crying about the smell from the communal kitchen and the fact that the shared bathtub is covered in hair. She is probably crying because my room looks a bit like a prison cell, a problem I plan to remedy immediately with a bit of help from throws and posters I will buy at cool markets, ones on the Portobello Road and Brick Lane. ‘See you at Christmas!’ I beam. My plan to stay away for so long, it turns out, is highly optimistic.




  University isn’t quite the promised land I had thought it would be. In fact, as my twenties progress, nothing will turn out to be quite what I thought it would be. Perhaps my imagination is especially fertile, perhaps I read too many fairy tales as a child. But I don’t think so. My expectations are no different from those of my peers. I want just the same things as every other twenty-year-old I meet at university: I want it all. We are the children of rich, globe-trotting baby boomers. We have been told by various authorities, including the Prime Minister no less, that education, education, education will be the answer to everything. University is only the start of it; it is merely the key to a glorious, prosperous life. And yet after a month there, I am not quite sure how that is going to work out for me.




  We hardly do any studying – we are down for just eight hours a week. I suppose this isn’t strictly a problem, as it leaves us to do lots of drinking and sleeping in until 4 p.m. But my body isn’t used to it. It isn’t just the alcohol; it’s that I don’t know what to do with myself if I’m not constantly in lessons, being hot-housed by teachers whose careers depend on league tables. I struggle with what lectures there are. I start to wonder if I should have taken the careers teacher’s advice after all, and done English instead. One day, a professor sticks a slide up on the wall, not of some fantastical piece of sculpture, or a beautiful painting by Michaelangelo, but of a black square. A plain old run-of-the-mill black square. ‘This black square,’ announces the professor, ‘represents all black squares and their freedom from political ideology.’ I stare blankly at the projector screen. ‘You may think this is just a black square . . .’ yep ‘. . . but this is actually a black square that is going to change your mind and your perceptions for ever.’




  It sure does, though not in the way the professor intends. I stop going to lectures, and start writing to newspapers and magazines for work-experience slots. My mum refuses to help me out – she says that I need to get in to Fleet Street ‘the proper way’. I don’t join political groups, go on protests, attend nightclubs, or discuss ideas. There isn’t really anyone to discuss ideas with, or anyone who wants to discuss ideas with me, more pertinently. There are only girls on my course – again, why didn’t I take English? – and while they are all perfectly nice it just feels like being back at school again, only now my mum doesn’t pay my travel expenses, and there isn’t anyone to cook me meals after a long day doing nothing. I start going home a lot. One day, I accidentally leave my breakfast on the windowsill of my room at halls, and when I come back a week later, I have grown an entire new culture. Perhaps I should have done sciences instead.




  When I receive word from a newspaper that I can have work experience, I decide to make my move. I go home and employ the ‘Mum, I’ve got something important to tell you’ tactic, the sentence delivered with a gravity that implies you are about to reveal something terrible. ‘Are you pregnant, darling?’ my mother says, colour draining from her face. ‘Have you become a drug addict?’




  ‘Worse,’ my father says, looking up from his copy of the FT, ‘have you become a Lib Dem?’




  ‘Jack!’ chastises my mother. ‘Why can’t you ever take anything seriously?’ They start to argue. More correctly, my mum starts to argue, while my father bats her back with a series of jokes, which only serves to make her even more cross. I stand in the kitchen, tapping the table while this farce plays out.




  ‘So as I was saying,’ I interrupt.




  ‘Yes, sorry darling,’ says my mother.




  ‘When are you due?’ asks my father.




  ‘I’m not pregnant!’ I huff. ‘I’m going to leave university.’ Note the use of the word ‘leave’ rather than ‘drop-out’, which implies that you are useless, a no-hoper, destined to become a pregnant drug addict, though probably not a Lib Dem. I wait for them to stop bickering with one another and start arguing with me. It doesn’t happen.




  ‘OK, darling,’ says my mother.




  ‘I think that’s a great idea,’ chimes in my father.




  I should have known then that something was very wrong.




  I move back into my parents’ house and inform the head of department in writing that I will not be returning for the second term. He replies with a stern letter that tells of his disappointment, of how it is a shame that the place I took did not go to someone who actually wanted it. I rip up the letter and have a little cry in my bedroom. It isn’t just the letter that has upset me, although naturally, it doesn’t much help. It’s the fact that I have already failed, and proved that cocking careers teacher right. I don’t graduate from university almost a grand in debt, fees for the mould-infested prison cell I hardly ever stayed in. Education, education, education. What of it, Mr Blair?
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