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CLAIRE RIPLEY


The bell in the Horse and Jockey rings for last orders and Claire Ripley is losing the will to live. She’s at yet another engagement party, another of her friends from school whose life is about to screech to a halt with marriage and kids. When these endless rounds of engagement parties started about five years ago, they’d be dancing on tables till the sun came up. Now, Claire’s the only one showing any kind of commitment to the night, downing one vodka Red Bull after another, while her friends compare stretch marks and watch the clock, murmuring about babysitters and dream feeds. They all ask the same question, their heads tilted to one side. ‘Are you with anyone at the moment, Claire?’


‘Not right now,’ she says. Claire’s not so drunk that she’ll tell them the truth: that she’d rather die than have this life, settling down with men who are middle-aged at thirty. People always talk about the bride letting herself go, but you should see what happens to the men: within a year, they’ve lost their hair and their neck, identikit Mr Potato Heads in wife-chosen clothes. Claire’s on the lookout, but not for this. She feels like she’s only at the start of her journey; what she wants is someone fast and strong enough to run with her.
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