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For Aimee – here’s to all the frogs we’ve kissed
in the search for Prince Charming











EDIT PROFILE


Sophie, 25


Marketing Assistant at Local Paper


About Me


Let’s face it, you’ve already decided if you’re going to swipe right or not just based on my first picture. I promise it’s a recent one. I won’t promise I roll out of bed looking that put-together, so it’s best for both of us if you lower your expectations a little now.


My basic info


5'7"


Active: Sometimes


Star sign: Libra


Undergraduate degree


Drinks: Frequently


Smokes: Never


Looking for: Relationship


My interests


Photography


Burlesque dancing


Museums and galleries


Indie music


City breaks


Perfect first date …


Picnic in the park and being a local tourist


A review by a friend


Sophie, you went to *one* burlesque dance class, that doesn’t count. The only dancing you do is when you’re hopping around trying to shave the backs of your knees in the shower. What do you mean, this isn’t the kind of review you were hoping for? – My Best Friend.


Never have I ever …


Been in a long-term relationship.














Single, Swipe, Repeat


I know it’s a commercial fad … but I just want somebody to love


– views on Valentine’s Day from our Dating & Relationship columnist Published Friday 26 February


Like many single people all over the world this month, I spent Valentine’s Day with the people I love most: my friends.


Not in person, of course. Not even over Zoom or FaceTime.


No, I spent Valentine’s Day stalking my friends on social media, obsessing over every single loved-up, rosy, romantic post, while my own soul shrivelled up with a combination of envy and the looming fear that I’ll be alone for ever.


A very real fear that my happily settled siblings are all too quick to remind me of whenever I see them.


A very real fear that my friends don’t realise they’re reminding me of each time they ask after a recent date of mine, and I am forced to tell them I’ve been ghosted – again.


My friends, by all accounts, had a spectacular time celebrating Valentine’s. One was gifted a dog – a dog! – by her boyfriend. Another was proposed to at the restaurant where she and her S.O. have celebrated many an anniversary. Some enjoyed cosy nights in, though a vase of fresh roses and the glitter of some new jewellery could be spotted not-so-subtly in the photo. Some went all out with a spontaneous trip to Cornwall, prompting the upload of several sickeningly sweet holiday snaps from the oh-so-happy couple.


Full disclosure, readers: I love my friends, and I am happy for their happiness. Any other time of year, I am not so affected by seeing them with their partners on social media that I end up ordering my favourite takeaway, opening a bottle of wine, and wallowing in self-pity that no Netflix binge of Gilmore Girls can cure.


But every year, Valentine’s Day brings a barrage of successful love lives, making it impossible to ignore the harsh reality: that I am entirely alone.


And as much as I tell myself the holiday is a Hallmark gimmick, a commercial fad designed to shift jewellery and chocolates and two-for-one cinema tickets, it also forces me to admit something else I know to be true: I just want somebody to love.












March


Lena and Johnny’s
Engagement Party




Dear Sophie,


You are cordially invited to celebrate the engagement of Helena Rose Shelton and Jonathan Edward Richards at Eden View Plaza and Hotel on Sunday, 14 March, at 11 a.m.


The gift registry can be found at: http://bit.ly/HandJwedding


We look forward to seeing you there!












One


 ‘Here on your own?’


The temptation to look around in surprise and say, ‘What do you know? So I am!’ right in her face is almost too hard to ignore, but given that I’ve only just arrived it feels far too early to make a prat of myself.


I would at least like a couple of mimosas before I do that, so I have something to blame it on afterwards.


‘Oh, yes,’ I say, smiling politely at Lena’s mum. I’ve met her twice: once, at graduation, and the second time a few months ago when I went to visit Lena after her heart surgery.


I guess she must know about me, the same way as I know about her. All through second-hand stories and the occasional appearance on Lena’s social media. I wonder what she knows about me, and decide that I’ll give her a pass for asking me if I’m here alone.


Until, that is, she clicks her tongue and pats my arm with sympathy I never asked for.


‘Helena did mention you’ve had a hard time meeting someone. Such a shame.’


A muscle twitches in my face, my smile becoming strained.


Hard time meeting someone? Is that what my friend said about me, or is that just what her mum took away from the conversation? I doubt it’s what Lena actually said, in all fairness: she loves hearing stories of my dating antics as much as I enjoy telling them.


‘Not like my Lena,’ Mrs Shelton goes on, with one of those ‘I’m such a proud mum but if I smile demurely enough we can both pretend I’m not bragging’ smiles. ‘Gosh, she got so very lucky with Johnny, didn’t she! Meeting on the first day of university and now engaged! Just wonderful, isn’t it? Oh, is that your gift?’


Her eyes drop to the card in my hand, barely giving me time to recover from the emotional whiplash. And, because Lena’s mum is apparently That Kind of Person, she looks a little bit snubbed at the fact I’m only holding a card and have not shown up wielding the outdoor pizza oven that was on the registry.


(And, honestly, a registry for an engagement party! Is this a thing now? Is this really the same Lena who adopted us donkeys for our twenty-first birthdays?)


She blinks, and then the disdain really settles into her features when she gives my outfit a very slow, very critical, once-over. I shuffle from one foot to the other. Even without yet having entered the party, I know I’ve made a mistake: my swishy green midi skirt and white T-shirt are way too casual compared to the cocktail dresses and casual suits everybody else is wearing; I left my dark, shoulder-length hair natural today and wonder if that was a mistake, too. Maybe I should’ve made the effort to curl it, or attempt some classy updo? Mrs Shelton’s gaze lingers for a while on the scuff on the toe of my ankle boot, and I clear my throat to get her attention. Better hand over my gift and get this whole thing over with, I think.


I keep the smile plastered on my face as I hand her the card to be placed on the small gift table, which she appears to be guarding.


I mean, I guess ‘guarding’ might be a little harsh, but Mrs Shelton does somewhat remind me of a dragon guarding its haul, not least because of the garish burgundy two-piece she’s wearing with its crocodile-scale effect.


‘It’s a gift voucher for a manicure,’ I find myself explaining. ‘I thought it might come in handy for the wedding. Or just, you know, as a bit of a treat. So she can really show off that engagement ring.’


‘Oh!’ Suddenly, her face splits with a wide smile. ‘Gosh, that is thoughtful! Well done, you! Oh, just a moment, Sophie, that’s Johnny’s great-aunt and -uncle arriving, I’d better …’


She’s off before she even finishes her sentence, leaving me to breathe a sigh of relief and grab a mimosa off a passing tray.


It’s a challenge not to down it all in one.


Instead, I take a very reserved (but very long) sip, and scan the party.


It’s a helluva venue. The Eden View Plaza is one of those fancy boutique hotels in the town centre, and it’s got a lovely conservatory area. There are tasteful arrangements of bouquets, a few sets of tables and chairs, and waiters milling around the room with trays of canapés or drinks. It looks posh, and beautiful. The only (literal) dampener on the party is the fact that it can’t extend outside, where it’s currently pouring down with rain.


It’s a bigger event than I’d imagined. Not that I’ve been to very many engagement parties – three, I think? Maybe two? – but this all feels a bit ‘above and beyond’. Actually, it feels a lot above and beyond. When my stepsister Jessica got engaged last year, we just had a family trip to our favourite restaurant. And she definitely didn’t have a gift registry for the occasion.


Then again, maybe they’re the kind of couple who go above and beyond for everything now. Johnny did take her on a spontaneous weekend away for Valentine’s Day – a holiday Lena has always pooh-poohed as pointless before now. But I suppose that’s bound to change when your boyfriend uses the day as the perfect opportunity to propose.


It seems like Lena and Johnny have invited all their family as well as plenty of friends to celebrate their engagement. I recognise a few faces from their Instagram accounts, and a few more of our mutual friends.


Finally, I spot the happy couple themselves.


I make a beeline for them just as they wrap up a conversation with some other guests I don’t recognise, and wave my free hand to get their attention before someone else can steal it.


‘Lena!’ I call.


They both turn – as do a few other people – and Lena grins her gap-toothed smile at me, bouncing on the balls of her feet and throwing her arms around me once I’m close enough to be hugged.


‘I’m so glad you made it!’


I hug Johnny, too, and tell them both, ‘Congratulations! I’m so excited for you both. And thanks for the invite, today.’


It’s not like I haven’t spoken to them since he proposed a month ago, so I’m not totally sure what else to say. Do I repeat all the things I said over WhatsApp or in the comments of her Instagram and Facebook posts?


I settle for grabbing Lena’s hand and saying, ‘Let’s see it, then!’ like I’ve seen people do in films.


She giggles, letting me, and then twisting her fingers this way and that to show off the sparkling diamond on her left hand. It really is a beautiful ring; Johnny knows her taste well. It shines so brightly that the photographs she sent us of it are only a paltry imitation.


Johnny wanders off to greet some of his own friends while Lena tells me all about the ring, the Valentine’s weekend away, gushing about how surprised she was, and then she hugs me tight again and says, ‘Oh, it’s so good to see you, Soph! You didn’t have to be up too early to get the train here?’


‘I would’ve travelled all night to get here in time,’ I joke, although I’m actually quite serious. When did meeting up with friends become so difficult and require so much advance planning? I swear if I want to see more than one friend at a time, we need at least five months’ notice to align our schedules. It makes me miss the impromptu afternoons mooching around the shops at uni, or the summers where we’d just say, ‘Hey, I’m on my way to you! Let’s hang out!’


I say as much to Lena and she laughs.


‘Maybe we all need to get engaged more often; give us a good excuse to meet up!’


Even though I laugh along with her, even though I smile, something prickles uncomfortably along my skin and sits heavy on my chest. It’s only a moment later that I realise what’s wrong: it’s panic; it’s the realisation that my friends might not make the effort to come and see me without ‘a good excuse’ like getting engaged, and that is not looking likely any time soon.


But obviously I don’t say that out loud, because it’s Lena’s day and I’m not going to be that girl who’s so upset about not having a boyfriend that she has to bring everyone else down too.


I think Lena must sense something is a little off with me because she changes the subject quickly. She grabs lightly at my arm and leans in close, cringing.


‘I saw you got cornered by my mum. I keep telling her not to verbally attack everyone who walks in, but …’ She rolls her eyes. ‘She didn’t have a go about your outfit, did she?’


Oof, ouch.


But I know Lena means well, and she wouldn’t have cared if I’d shown up in grotty old pyjamas so long as I was here to celebrate with her, so I grab her hand to squeeze it. ‘Honestly, you don’t have anything to worry about. She’s just welcoming people to the party. It’s keeping her out of trouble, right?’


‘Hmm.’ She purses her lips long enough to give me a withering, unconvinced look, but then starts laughing again, beaming. And she is beaming: she’s so bright and sparkling even without that diamond ring on her finger. She is someone who is so obviously happy, so completely in love, so utterly content with everything in her life right now, that it’s impossible not to notice.


I want that.


It’s a small but familiar flare of jealousy, the same kind I get when I see someone post about their promotion at work or that they’re on some fabulous, sunny holiday while I’m stuck in the office.


I want what you have. I want to feel like I have everything, too.


It’s just so bloody miserable, being single. Watching my friends settle down, get engaged, get mortgages, even start thinking about having kids or getting a pet with their significant other … I’m happy for them, obviously, obviously, but each time they share good news I feel a little more alienated. Pushed aside, forgotten about, a little less important in their lives.


It’s lonely. I can see why nobody wants to be single.


I wish I had what they all have. I wish I had a boyfriend – and trust me, it’s not for lack of trying on my part. I just wish that whenever other people asked how my dating life was going or if I’d found myself a partner yet, they didn’t always look so sorry for me.


Like I don’t feel sorry enough for myself already.


Lena looks across the room at Johnny, where he’s now talking to some older family members, and I think, I want that, too. I want that feeling and I want someone to share it with. It doesn’t matter that he’s oblivious to her in this moment, because he’s hers, and she knows that if she needs him, he’s there, and their lives are so intertwined by now they know each other as well as they know themselves.


I hate feeling jealous of my friends. I don’t want to be.


‘I’m so happy for you, Lena,’ I say, and I really do mean it. I clink my mimosa gently against her glass of champagne in a ‘cheers’ and take a drink.


‘Thanks. But—’


But? There’s a but! Thank God. Looks like the grass is not always greener and—


‘But do you mind not calling me Lena? It’s just that, well, Johnny’s family are … they’re very traditional, and they don’t like nicknames very much.’


I almost spew my mimosa all over her.


I catch myself at the last second, clamping a hand over my mouth and trying to choke it down, but I’m coughing so hard that some dribbles down my chin and Lena has to pat me on the back while all of her guests stare at me for making such a scene.


Well done, Sophie. A veritable model of poise and grace.


Lena manages to acquire a few paper napkins (so posh that, at first, I think they’re made of cloth, but it turns out they’re just ten-ply and disposable) and dabs at my chin and neck like I’m a child. Somehow, this feels more embarrassing than when I had to help her take a bath after her surgery because Johnny was away with work for a week and her parents were off on holiday. My cheeks are on fire, and dozens of pairs of eyes are burning into me.


‘I didn’t get any on you, did I?’


Lena doesn’t even look at her pretty white tea dress to check, only waves a hand dismissively. She beckons a waiter over, switching the napkins for a glass of water, which she hands to me. ‘It’s fine. You alright?’


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m – sorry, you just … Are you serious?’


‘About what?’


‘Don’t call you “Lena”? Because Johnny’s family don’t like nicknames?’


She blinks at me, startled, too surprised to say anything at all.


‘Johnny’s family,’ I repeat.


‘Yes.’


‘… Johnny’s.’


She huffs, pulling a face that’s somewhere between embarrassed and exasperated – although I’m not sure if that’s aimed at me or her soon-to-be in-laws. ‘Well, it’s just, you know. They’re very … posh.’


I do know. Johnny comes from old money. Johnny was a university student who was baffled by the idea of an overdraft, and whose parents own property. As in, multiple. Including holiday homes – again, plural. There were rumours one of Johnny’s aunts knew Prince William and Kate. Johnny has a family crest with a Latin motto.


That’s not why I’m confused, though.


‘Johnny is a fucking nickname, Lena.’


She pauses. ‘Oh. I guess so.’


She can’t be serious. This cannot be the first time this thought has occurred to her.


Except it obviously is, which means I shouldn’t have said it.


While I’m at it, I may as well also point out that the link they made for their gift registry says ‘HandJ’, which looks a bit too close to ‘hand job’.


‘Lena’s quite modern, though, I suppose,’ she says, her tone shifting to something prickly and defensive. ‘And I go by Helena in work. It’s not like everyone calls me Lena.’


‘Oh, yeah. Yeah, I know.’ Shit, shit, shit. Where is the ctrl+z for real life? ‘No, I get you. Helena. I’ll remember.’


Helena smiles at me, but it’s a bit strained and a clear indicator that it’s time to wrap this up before I inadvertently insult her and the groom any further. I give her another hug and tell her congratulations again, because that feels like the way you’re supposed to wrap up a conversation with the bride-to-be at her engagement party, and she makes an excuse about seeing her cousins and needing to go and speak to them, which suits me just fine.


I cannot get away fast enough.









Two


The Right Honourable Lady Helena might have escaped from my mimosa incident unscathed, but as I quickly discover in the ladies’ room, I haven’t. My top is stained with orange juice and my face and neck and hands are sticky from it. There’s a large wet patch on the end of my sleeve where I’d covered my mouth with my hand, too.


I spend a while in the bathroom scrubbing my sleeve with soap and water, and then sticking it under the hand dryer. At least it’s a good excuse to hide out for a bit.


This is the problem with my friends achieving things in their life and hitting all those conventionally successful milestones. I’m always worried about saying the wrong thing. I’m terrified of the first friend to have a baby, because I don’t know anybody with babies, so I don’t know what ‘the done thing’ is. I don’t know how much to drink – or not drink – at weddings, and if I’m supposed to mingle or stick with the handful of other people I know. When someone buys a house, do you give them mugs and candles – or not, because that’s what everyone else is probably buying them, but then again can you ever have too many mugs or candles? And are you supposed to ask them if you can visit so you can see the house, or is that rude? Is it ruder still to not ask about visiting and then risk looking totally uninterested and like a terrible friend?


I learned the hard way that, when it comes to my friends’ relationships, I should never badmouth their significant other. At least, not to their face. Magda, my work bestie at my first job out of uni, was having a tough time with her boyfriend, so I thought I’d have her back and cuss him out, but then they got back together and all of a sudden she ‘didn’t feel like she could talk to me if I had such a low opinion of him’, and that was the end of that friendship.


I do like Johnny. For the record.


But come on, it’s her name! If she wants to go by Lena, what does it matter to them? And if they’re going to be interfering with such simple things like that, what about the rest of her life? And what does Johnny think about it – does he let his family walk all over her? Does he support her on the things that matter to her, because he bloody well should. Is she really sure about this?


Except obviously you can’t say that to someone, even one of your closest friends, and especially not at their engagement party.


But, you know, also, it’s just a name, and if it doesn’t bother her, why should it bother me? Who am I to get on my soapbox when she hasn’t even asked for my opinion?


With a vague intention to distract myself (and half a mind to message someone who’s not here, so I can vent) I get my phone out. Distraction wins out, if only because I have some notifications to catch up on.


The family group chat is going off, from the looks of it. My stepsister Jessica’s been at the florist today with her big sister Nadine, but since their mum – my ex-stepmother, Camilla – couldn’t make it, they’ve been flooding the chat with photos and comments. Dad’s pitched in a few times, but it looks like all he’s said is ‘that’s nice’ about basically everything. I snort quietly, imagining how worked up Jessica is probably getting. She’s taking wedding planning very seriously. I don’t think I’ve seen her this serious since A-Level results day, or that morning she was trying to get tickets to the Jonas Brothers’ tour.


There are so many messages that I just skim through the notifications. I notice one from Camilla about a bridesmaids’ dress fitting next weekend, if that works for everybody.


And I notice a reply from Nadine, that she’ll call to book it in because I’ll definitely be free.


I bristle, glowering at the notification.


I mean, I am free. But it feels a bit rich for them to assume. Is it because I don’t have a boyfriend to make plans with? No wedding of my own to plan?


I could have plans.


Defeat sinks in, and I sigh. Well, I definitely have plans now, I suppose.


There’s a message from Duncan, too. My best friend at my job at the local newspaper, and fellow pathetic perpetual singleton. He’s sent a screenshot of some rave comments on my anonymous (and admittedly somewhat snarky) Valentine’s article, accompanied by an ‘I told you so’ message about how he knew I’d do a great job of it, and congrats again on it being made into a regular monthly feature on the paper’s website instead of just a one-off. I roll my eyes, but can’t keep the smile off my face. I was so scared of the article tanking that I didn’t tell anybody outside of work.


Now, I’m scared it was a little bit too honest. I know that if my friends and family knew it was me, I’d have to bite my tongue and watch what I say in future editions of the column, which is the exact opposite of what my editor is looking for. I’ve only published one so far; I can’t afford to fall at the first hurdle.


I stay in the bathroom long enough to realise that no amount of posh hotel soap will fix my outfit. It will only make me smell very strongly of peonies.


By the time I get back, the party is in full swing. Lena’s mum has left her post by the now-full gift table, the drinks are flowing a little quicker, and Johnny’s dad is calling for quiet to give a toast. Even the rain that was thundering against the glass roof has let up a little bit.


With the toasts beginning, this is not the moment to go looking for my friends. Everyone begins to stand around in a crowd, clustered in the centre of the conservatory to listen, so I can’t start barging through. I’ll find them later. They’ll be here somewhere.


I loiter near the back of the crowd and fidget awkwardly. I have to crane my neck to see Mr Richards, but his voice carries well enough over our heads as he talks about how thrilled they all are to have ‘Helena’ be cemented as a member of the family, even though, of course, she already is after seven years of dating Johnny, ha-ha! And when Johnny came to talk to him a few months ago to ask for his advice on proposing …


A throat clears right by my ear.


I jump, knocking against someone, my right shoulder and arm brushing against them. I open my mouth ready to whisper a hasty apology to whatever relative I’ve just bumped into, only to find a glass of champagne being pushed into my hand and a brown-haired guy in a crisp grey suit standing very close beside me.


‘You’re looking a little bit lost. And I’m not sure if you’ve just walked into the wrong party or not but, if you are, it’s too late to leave now – and either way, you can’t make it through the toasts without one of these,’ he murmurs, gesturing with his own drink.


‘Thanks.’


I rack my brain, trying to think who he is. He looks about my age, but he’s definitely not one of our crowd of uni friends. Someone Johnny knows through work? A cousin? I must’ve seen his face once or twice on Instagram but can’t for the life of me place him.


‘Bride or groom?’ I whisper to him.


‘Bride. I’m Hel’s friend. Family friend, from our school days. Sorry, I mean—’


‘Helena,’ we chorus at the same time, loud enough that it earns us a glare from an elderly couple just in front. I smother a giggle, and the guy rolls his eyes, clearly sharing my exact sentiments about the whole nickname nonsense.


Finally, someone sane at this party.


‘What about you?’


‘Bride,’ I say. ‘We lived together through uni.’


‘Ah! Yeah, I think I’ve seen you on her Facebook and stuff. It’s, uh …?’


‘Sophie.’


‘Sophie. That’s right.’


He smiles at me, and my stomach does that weird flipflopping thing that usually means trouble. The suit is the kind that obviously costs a lot of money, and he looks like he spent too much time on his hair, but he’s quite good-looking. A little bit shorter than me in my heels. His suit must be tailored for the way it shows off a toned body that looks like it’s spent a lot of time in the gym. Plus, he’s doing that weird smiling-but-not-really thing where one corner of his mouth is quirked up and his eyes crinkle a little at the corners, but it also looks a bit aloof and very casual, and damn him, but it’s working.


‘Mitch,’ he introduces himself quietly.


A noise ripples through the crowd in front of us: a titter of laughter, at whatever anecdote Johnny’s dad has just shared.


And all due respect to Mr Richards, I’m sure it’s a great speech, but right now it’s sexy Mitch and our whispered conversation taking my full attention.


Johnny’s dad wraps up his speech, everyone claps, and Mitch and I interrupt ourselves to chime in, ‘To Johnny and Helena!’ only to pick it right back up when Lena’s dad takes over with his speech.


‘God, this is going to go on for ever, isn’t it?’ Mitch whispers, so close that his lips actually brush the shell of my ear. I shiver. Bold move but hey, I’m not complaining. ‘Her sister’s got one prepared, too.’


‘Bloody hell,’ I say, although I’m actually looking forward to Lena’s sister’s speech, if only because I know she’ll embarrass Lena at least a little and it’ll be a bit of a laugh.


We lapse into quiet for a moment until Mitch says in a casual murmur, ‘Do you want to nip to the loos for a quick shag?’


Prince Charming, I have found you at last.









Three




And then he slid into my LinkedIn DMs


– an alternative to dating apps from our Dating & Relationship columnist





On the bright side, Lena’s engagement party dissolves into something a bit more fun and carefree after a light lunch is served and music starts to play – a careful balance of upbeat pop music and catchy eighties tunes that has everyone bobbing their heads, and most people up dancing.


Mitch, I wasn’t sorry to see, had to leave before lunch.


Honestly. Who asks someone for a quickie in the toilets like that?


If I didn’t think it’d be a great story for my next column, I’d be way more pissed off about it. As it is, I sit on one of the tables noting it down on my phone, half-engaged in conversation with some of the uni crowd.


The music shifts into another pop song that makes a couple of women shriek with laughter.


I don’t notice what it is at first.


It’s only when Lena rushes over, cheeks flushed and eyes bright, calling, ‘Sophie! Soph, come on!’ that I realise what song is playing.


It’s Beyoncé.


Lena’s sweaty hands grab mine. She puts my phone down for me and pulls me to my feet. ‘Come on! It’s your song!’


That’s right, you’ve guessed it – it’s ‘Single Ladies’! Come on down and claim your prize!


Fuck.


I don’t care if this is her engagement party. She could have just been named Queen for all I care, I still wouldn’t have to oblige her.


But Christ, I forget how bloody strong she is.


Lena ignores my frantic, hushed protests and the way I’m digging my heels into the floor. My other best friend, Tally, who I’ve hardly seen all day in all the party madness, is suddenly there too – but not to rescue me, only to grab me by the waist and push me along, laughing with Lena and oblivious to my panic.


A few feet ahead of me on the dance floor, a circle has formed with seven or eight other women dancing around. A couple look mortified, but put on brave smiles as if to say, ‘Ha-ha! Great joke! I’m totally in on it! This is so much fun!’ Another one on the floor is Lena’s great-grandmother, shimmying like there’s no tomorrow and waving her walking stick in the air, having the time of her life. There are two girls who look about thirteen and even though their faces scream reluctance, they pull off some uber-coordinated dance I guess they learned on TikTok, absolutely showing off.


I shouldn’t be so caught off guard.


Like, I knew this was going to happen at some point. Everyone loves the ‘Single Ladies’ song, and is it even a party if you haven’t played some Beyoncé? I’ve heard about this exact thing happening at weddings and stuff, but …


I really, honestly didn’t think my friends would do it to me.


But they did.


They’re shoving me forward into this newfound circle of hell for me to dance as one of the few single women at the party, while they all dance half-heartedly around us. Everyone is singing and thrusting their hand in the air on the chorus, and they clap and cheer along.


One of Lena’s cousins is dancing near me. She’s not a very good dancer, nor is she enthusiastic, but sort of juts her hips from side to side and tosses her hair and pushes her face up, pouting. One of Johnny’s mates is nearby, though, watching her avidly, so I guess she’s doing a good job of looking sexy.


I wiggle and shimmy my way over to Lena’s great-grandma to dance with her. I throw in a few moves I learned from TikTok, as well as some old favourites from my uni days – probably making a fool of myself, but at least I do it with confidence. Grandma gives me a big smile, trying to copy me, and by now the teens have come over to teach us some arm-wiggle move and before I know it, the DJ has moved into the Macarena and the floor is full of arms jabbing at the air and people jumping ninety degrees to the right, and the nightmare is over.


I give Grandma a high-five and leave her learning a new dance with the teens, and storm off to grab my friends, who are Macarena-ing their hearts out. They both beam at me, laughing, not stopping dancing.


‘Brilliant!’ Tally cries. ‘OMG, loved it.’


‘So funny,’ Lena echoes.


And I level her with the most ruthless, deadly serious glare I can muster, take her by the shoulders, and vow, ‘If you play “Single Ladies” at your wedding reception, I will kill you with my bare hands.’


Later that night, once I’m home from the party and still reeling from having been propositioned during the speeches and my single status flaunted for the entire party to see, I cannot believe that I also have to explain to my friends in the group chat that no, I did not disappear from the engagement party to have sex with one of Lena’s old school friends in the toilets, that is categorically untrue.


Yes, I’m sure I didn’t.


Well, it’s not my fault if nobody saw me during the speeches, I was there.


Lena, at least, thinks it’s hilarious. She knows it isn’t true and that an overheard snippet of conversation has got wildly out of hand, but she messages our group saying she wouldn’t blame me if I did do it.




You’ve got to have a doubly exciting single life now so we can all live vicariously through you, haha!





Yeah, ha-bloody-ha.


If you need to live vicariously through me, maybe don’t get married, Lena. How about that?


My actual reply in the group chat is a photograph of how I’m spending my Sunday evening now I’m back at home: in faded fleece pyjamas and fluffy socks, curled up on the sofa watching old episodes of Call the Midwife – one of my go-to comfort shows.


Does that mean you get to be doubly boring, too? I joke in the chat, because it’s too exhausting to even think about picking a fight. Then I immediately read my message back and cringe because it sounds like I am picking a fight.


I promise myself I’m not mad at Lena, it’s just … It’s hard, isn’t it? Things will change when she gets married, they’re bound to, and she’ll start thinking about having a family, and that changes things, too, and it’s just that I miss how easy and effortless our friendship used to be. It’s not that I’m upset that she’s engaged; I’m upset we have to grow up. Grow apart.


Yes, that is the mature way to think about it.


I don’t think it’s necessarily true, but I would like to convince myself it is.


The cherry on the cake is when I get a notification that evening: Mitch has added me … on LinkedIn.


What?


Has he seriously just added me on a professional networking platform like I didn’t (very quietly and calmly) threaten to pour my drink over his suede loafers just a few hours ago if he didn’t back the hell off, and leave me to listen to Lena’s sister’s speech in peace?


What a tool.


While the familiar drama of a Call the Midwife episode plays out on the television, I flip between apps on my phone. Twitter, Instagram, back to Twitter, no new messages from anyone on WhatsApp or Messenger …


Switching between apps to scroll mindlessly feels automatic, second nature. It’s also automatic at this point to add a dating app into the mix. Tonight, it’s my favourite new one, Hookd. I click on the icon of the red fishing rod hooking a heart on the end of the line, and the app explodes to life on my screen.


I wonder if my new-and-hopefully-improved profile will have secured me any more matches. I haven’t really used any dating apps since my last breakup just before Christmas, so a few weeks ago Tally and I decided to revamp it a bit: swap out some photographs, write a new bio, use some different prompts.


No man, new me, and all that.


Not that it was exactly heartbreaking, as breakups go. We only dated for a couple of weeks and we were still in the ‘getting to know each other’ stage. But, you know. It’s not exactly nice to be broken up with on Christmas Eve when you thought you were meeting up to exchange presents.


In spite of that – and in spite of Mitch’s very chivalrous offer of a quickie in the loos – I’m back on the horse when it comes to dating.


Although I’m not really sure I’ve ever been ‘off’ it.


Hi, my name is Sophie, and I’ve been single for … ever.


Cue the Greek chorus: ‘Hi, Sophie …’ Because honestly, I’m pretty sure my love life counts as a ‘tragedy’ in anybody’s book.


I mean, I’ve basically been single for ever. I don’t count the ‘boyfriend’ I had when I was thirteen, when the extent of our relationship was holding hands in the cinema on a trip out with all our friends, and every relationship I’ve had since then has never been … well, serious.


Part of that is my fault, I’m sure, or I wouldn’t still be single.


But part of it isn’t. The guys who, after nine weeks of stringing you along, say, ‘We’re just talking. We’re not exclusive, are we?’ or, my personal favourite, ‘I’m not ready for commitment’ and then the next thing you know they’re on Facebook announcing they’re having a baby with their ex, or something.


(Which happened once. But that is one time too many, right?)


It’s a fun story to tell my friends about now, obviously, and since so many of them are in relationships they thrive off tales of my dating life – or so they claim, like Lena just did – but honestly?


It’s exhausting.


Why can’t it be that easy for me? Meet a guy, start dating, keep dating, probably end up married one day. Like all my friends seem to be doing.


Sometimes – or, fine, basically all the time – I wish I were like them. That I had what they’ve got. Not just someone to kiss good morning or go on dates with, but someone. A person who’s mine, and I’m theirs, and we’re an ‘us’, and it’s … It’s nice, and good, and comfortable, and it’s the whole rest of our lives.


I wish I had someone, so I could build a future like everybody else is instead of being faced only with a panic that, because I’m alone, I must therefore be a failure. I won’t get to throw big parties that all my friends have to go to, and I won’t be able to buy a house and make a home with someone, or … Or even have someone to split a bottle of wine with on a Friday night!


I wish I didn’t always have to feel so alone and left behind.


I catch myself quickly; that is not a thought spiral I want to give in to, not today. It’s a Sunday night, for God’s sake. I have work tomorrow. Now is not the time for a self-pity party and a ‘why can’t I get a boyfriend’ existential crisis.


My phone screen lights up, like it knows my attention is somewhere else and I am in desperate need of a distraction.




You have a new match!





That tiny five-word message on my screen sends a little thrill through me. It’s a feeling I relish. Whether it’s someone I really fancy or someone I just swiped right on because I was bored and/or drunk, it’s that rush of – someone likes me! Someone thinks I’m attractive! I have been deemed worthy!


It’s shallow, I know.


I open the app back up to take a look at the person who’s matched with me. His name is Joseph. He has three sisters and likes to travel. His first photograph is him sporting a great tan and a pair of rainbow-pattern swim shorts, posing on a pile of rocks near some exotic waterfall. He has a group photo with some friends outside a pub on a stag do, and one with what I assume are his sisters at one of their weddings.


He says very little about himself on his profile so I don’t have an awful lot to go on, but he looks nice and I’m flattered he likes me back, so I message him.




Joseph and his Technicolor swim shorts, how you doing?





The reply is almost instantaneous, which gives me another spike of dopamine.




Haha, that’s a great one! I’m doing good thanks. How about yourself?


All cosied up with some Sunday night telly, so pretty good.


What’re you watching?


Call the Midwife. (Don’t judge, I promise I’m not catfishing and I’m actually like a middle-aged woman with eight cats, or something.)


Haha, sounds good.





Hmm.


Maybe he’s not the chattiest of guys, or maybe it’s just that he’s a bit shy and needs to talk more before coming out of his shell.


Still. He looks cute, and he looks nice, and he’s liked me back, so I’m willing to see how this goes.


I spend most of the next hour messaging Joseph, teasing out of him more about his job (technical engineer for some company I’ve never heard of), his hobbies (weight-lifting, travel, horror movies), and rewriting my own messages in my head before I start typing them, trying to match his shorter sentences so the conversation feels more balanced.




Not to be a total bore, but I think I’m gonna turn in for the night. It’s been kind of A Day! Been great to chat to you though [image: image]





Now for the moment of truth. Three little dots appear and disappear and reappear and disappear several times as he painstakingly types out his reply. I watch them with a tight feeling in my chest and a sinking feeling in my stomach, bracing myself …




Talk tomorrow? Xx





And he gives me his number.









Four


‘What happened to that guy you were talking to?’ Tally asks me a week later while she’s busy perusing the menu in Costa, like we both don’t already know she’ll get a medium skinny caramel mocha, because that’s what she always gets if there are no seasonal drinks on offer. (In the peak of summer, it’s a skinny caramel Frappé. She likes to mix things up.)


I look up from my phone. ‘Rainbow Joe? We’re going for drinks again tonight.’


‘Huh? Oh, no, the, um … What’s his name? You know the one I mean. Charlie Weasley.’


‘Charlie Weasley’ – not the fictional character studying dragons in Romania, but the redheaded thirty-year-old who worked at the zoo and had a pet lizard. His real name was Daniel. We matched just after I’d updated my profile and I met him for dinner once, about two weeks ago.


I shake my head. ‘Fizzled out.’


Tally turns away from the menu behind the counter, the look in her dark green eyes something a little too much like sympathy. ‘Did he ghost you?’


If she weren’t my best friend, I’d try not to roll my eyes. But I do roll my eyes and I huff for good measure. ‘No. It just, you know, fizzled. Mutually.’


‘But I thought you liked him!’


‘I – well, I did, I suppose, but …’


But, yes, he ghosted me. Fine, Tally wins. But it hurts to admit, and I hate how it makes me question my every word, every action, wondering what I did to mess it up so bad that he can’t even let me know he’s no longer interested.


Tally’s face creases with a little more pity, and I hate her feeling sorry for my singledom as much as I hate being ghosted, so I barrel on. ‘I don’t think I’m what he was looking for. He was very reserved and introverted, and we just didn’t have the same sense of humour. That’s okay. We gave it a shot.’


‘His loss,’ she says firmly, the sympathy in her face vanishing. ‘So what about Rainbow Joe? Sorry, I promise I do read your messages, it’s just …’


To be fair to Tally, I know it’s not her fault. She’s in the middle of some huge project at work with a looming deadline, and they’ve just announced mass redundancies, and she’s in the midst of trying to buy a flat with her boyfriend Sam, so she’s got a lot on her plate. Meeting up for coffee before work, midway between both our offices, was her idea, so we could catch up properly. We never really got the chance to hang out much at Lena’s engagement party.


After we order our drinks, I fill her in on Rainbow Joe – Joseph, with the rainbow swimming trunks. His messages are super short and he never double-messages, so sometimes I feel like the conversation is a bit stilted, which means I don’t like to send him small essays asking more about his life or telling him stuff about me.


But I don’t think he’s being intentionally curt.


Tally nods wisely. ‘He’s just being a guy. Yeah, I get you.’


I tell her about how much better the conversation flowed when I met him last Thursday night for a drink, after we’d been talking for a few days; how he asked me about myself and seemed genuinely interested and had wanted to see some of my photography when I mentioned it was a casual hobby of mine; that he had a dry sense of humour and kissed me on the cheek at the end of the night before I got an Uber home.


Tally scrunches up her face. ‘Oh.’


‘What?’


‘Just a kiss on the cheek?’


‘He just got out of a long-term relationship not too long ago. I think he wants to take things a bit slowly. That was the vibe I got, anyway.’


‘How long is “not too long ago”, though?’


‘Like three months.’


She pulls a face and makes a ‘hnnnng’ noise, sceptical, but quickly smiles at me again. ‘That’s good, though, that you’re seeing him again tonight! Are you going for dinner?’


‘No, just drinks again. Keep it casual, I guess. Then back home since it’s a work night.’


She makes the ‘hnnnng’ noise again before she can help herself.


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


‘What?’


She sighs, fidgeting with her napkin. ‘It just seems … a bit non-committal? I don’t know. Like, what’s wrong with just going out for a meal? Why does it have to be drinks again?’


‘You’re overthinking this,’ I tell her, because I have to, because it’s exactly what crossed my mind and if I give in to it, I’ll just overanalyse the whole thing and ruin it before I’ve even given Joseph a real chance.


Drinks are nice, casual. Too casual? And on a weeknight where it’s only two, maybe three drinks at a push, then the bus home? Hmm. It does limit our time together, and it’s not as intimate as dinner. More conducive to a conversation than going to the cinema or a club, so bonus points for that. Did he suggest drinks again because he thought that was what I wanted, after I said how much fun it was last week? Or is it because he’s saving the expense and effort of a weekend dinner date for a girl he’s more interested in and I’m just a midweek ego-boost and a way to kill some time?


See? Overthinking it.


So if Joseph wants to meet for drinks on a Tuesday night, that’s fine. I’m happy that he wants to see me again.


‘I just don’t like seeing you get hurt,’ Tally tells me. Her heart-shaped face scrunches up, full lips pursing into a pout.


I feel a pang of something I can’t quite identify – I don’t know if it’s panic because she’s right somehow, or offence, or sadness; I just know it doesn’t feel good, so I tamp it down quickly and give a dismissive snort. ‘I don’t think I ever manage to date a guy long enough to get hurt.’


‘Maybe not “hurt”, exactly, then. But you’re disappointed whenever it doesn’t work out. And you took a break,’ she points out, ‘after The Gareth Who Stole Christmas.’


The Gareth Who Stole Christmas – codename for plain ol’ Gareth, who broke up with me on Christmas Eve.


‘You came over with a bottle of Baileys and cried over him. You had two of your emergency cigarettes.’


‘Because it was Christmas Eve! The season of goodwill! Not a day you break up with people on! It’s like, in the top five worst days of the year to dump someone. Right up there with Valentine’s and your birthday.’


‘And you said, “Tally, I’m not doing this again. I can’t keep wasting my time and energy on these losers who string me along.”’


‘That was then. I’m over it now.’


‘You’ve said things like that before, though, Soph.’


‘And?’


Tally sighs, and it’s a sigh I know well after being friends for ten years. She’s not the only person from school I still talk to, but she is the only one I’d invite to my wedding (if I ever manage to find a partner to have one). She’s my oldest friend, and my closest – both emotionally and geographically. Anyway, it’s the kind of sigh she does when something seems glaringly obvious to her, and she doesn’t know how else to explain it to me. A bit like when she used to help me study for my maths GCSE, or that time she was talking me through how to cook asparagus.


‘Wait,’ she says suddenly, reaching for her phone. ‘Here, I think there’s something you should read … Hang on, I know I liked it on Twitter … There!’ She clicks a link on her phone and then places it in front of me.




SINGLE, SWIPE, REPEAT: I know it’s a commercial fad … but I just want somebody to love





My own anonymous article about being sad and single stares up at me from her phone, and I’m not sure whether to laugh or cry.


The column started out completely by accident. A few times, as part of my bid for extra responsibilities as a marketing assistant, I’ve written up pieces for advertisements – usually when companies want it to read as an organic part of the paper, not a paid ad.


Local news isn’t, generally, the most exciting of circles to move in. Dog shelter adoption days, school fayres, a stay-at-home dad who’s gone viral online for his crochet creations on Etsy … Once, we did actually have a major drugs bust that involved snipers and everything, but that was two years ago now.


The marketing department is only marginally more exciting, because we’re owned by some media company with a bunch of other local papers across the country, so we get pretty decent marketing links.


Like last December, just before New Year’s. We had a fully comped night in a spa hotel and I begged my boss Jenny to let me do the write-up. It was supposed to be a romantic couples’ getaway, and because they were pushing for me to take a guy and Gareth had just dumped me, and my go-to guy friend Frankie said he wasn’t sure his girlfriend would like it if I took him, I ended up taking my work bestie Duncan, who’s more like a brother figure in my life than anything else. The two of us got hammered on the complimentary champagne. He slept in the luxury claw-foot bathtub and declared it the best night’s sleep of his life.


But since it was supposed to be a romantic getaway – the hotel gave us a complimentary couples’ massage, champagne, a tasting menu, the lot – I wrote it up like it was one. Nobody needed to know we went as friends, or that I was newly single, and so what if I made up a romantic kiss with my unnamed ‘boyfriend’ that Duncan and I laughed about when I sent him my draft of the article? It was just a little white lie, and only for the sake of a story. I didn’t lie about the hotel.


It did better than anybody expected. The editor, Duncan’s boss Andy, said the traction it got on the website was good enough that the company who own the paper took an interest, and suddenly I was agreeing to write a monthly column about relationships and promising Jenny that it wouldn’t affect my work in her team.


My only condition was that it be anonymous. Both Andy and the team in Legal encouraged me to change names, dates, any identifying factors and all that jazz, which suited me just fine: I didn’t want my friends or family knowing I was behind it.


Should I tell Tally, now I’m faced with it?


Part of me would love to, to prove that I’m doing something with my life – that there’s something worthwhile, something successful about me – especially since things with my normal day-to-day role at work have been a bit bumpy lately.


Before I can make up my mind, she’s already carrying on talking.


‘I think,’ Tally says, ‘you put a lot of pressure on—’


Her phone rings. It’s not her usual ringtone; it’s the one she set up for people from work.


Tally swears under her breath and scrabbles to grab her phone back from me, holding it to her ear with both hands so abruptly she knocks her glasses askew. ‘Hello? What’s … no, I haven’t seen … Oh, shit, really? Bollocks. Right, no, it’s fine, I’ll … He’s what? Okay. Okay, no. Yeah. I’ll be in soon. Okay.’


‘What were you saying?’


‘Oh, nothing, it’s just …’ She swaps her phone for her coffee, chugging it like a first-year uni student with a pint. She gasps when she’s done and swipes her hand across the back of her mouth, smudging her lipstick. I grab her bag for her, rooting around inside for her lipstick and holding up a compact mirror so she can fix it. ‘Someone signing off on things they shouldn’t be. Which is exactly what I need to deal with today when we’ve got a last-minute drop-in from the higher-ups wanting a full presentation updating them on progress. Like we’ve got the time. The usual crisis. Ugh.’


‘No, about me. I put a lot of pressure on what?’


Tally’s mind is racing a hundred miles an hour, though, and it’s already at work. She’s mentally drafting emails and scripting conversations she needs to have. Her brain has moved on from our conversation and it’s clear from the brief, wide-eyed look she gives me that she’s already forgotten.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say, even though it does. ‘Don’t worry.’


‘Text me later? Let me know how it goes with Rainbow Joe?’


‘Will do.’


Tally finishes her lipstick, tosses it into her bag and starts wrestling into her coat.


‘Do you want to hang out this weekend?’ I ask.


‘Huh? Uh, I think we might be going to Sam’s parents’ this weekend, and we’ve got another couple of viewings … I’m sorry, babe, I know I’m being a pain—’


‘No, no, honestly, it’s fine! I know you’re busy. We’ll sort something out some other time.’


She blows me a kiss and squeezes my arm as she walks past, calling goodbye over her shoulder and leaving me by myself to finish my tea.


Which is fine. It’s the same with pretty much all my friends: they have things to do, people to see, houses to buy and whatever else. It’s a logistical nightmare to meet up, half the time.


So, I open up Hookd to see if I have any new matches.









April




Frankie and Frankie’s Housewarming Party


Saturday, 17 April at 20.00


Come celebrate F&F’s new home!


Francis Donnelly invited you


GOING/MAYBE/CAN’T GO


Details


23 people are going, including Tallulah King and Helena Shelton


Event by Francesca Collins


16 Kenton Drive, York


Hi, everybody! Now we’ve finally moved into the new house (yay!) we wanted to invite you all for a bit of a get-together! We’ll provide the nibbles and booze so please don’t worry about bringing anything. There’s limited room for any sleepovers so if you do need somewhere to stay, there is a Travelodge at the nearest motorway junction and the airbeds/sofas here will be first come, first served! We really hope you can come to celebrate this next chapter in our lives with us! Xxx












Five




Seriously, can we stop asking someone how long they’ve been single? Especially on a first date


– views on a dating minefield from our Dating & Relationship columnist





 ‘So how long have you been single, then?’


Oh, wonderful. We’re starting out strong.


I take a sip of my Diet Coke to buy me a little time and assess the guy in front of me. It’s a Friday night and I’m out for dinner at a local Jamaican place I’ve never heard of – Turtle Bay? Not a patch on this place. His name is Sebastian (‘Like the lobster in The Little Mermaid,’ he said, ignoring me when I pointed out that Sebastian is actually a crab).


Sebastian (not the crab version) is twenty-eight, works in corporate finance. His profile says he’s six foot, but he looks more like five ten on a good day. He has too much gel in his hair, but he’s wearing nice cologne and has nailed the smart-casual dress code for a dinner date. He likes mountain biking, the Batman movies, and while he did not once meet Barack Obama, he did break his arm in a high-school production of Grease and is a part-qualified sommelier.


Also, he suggested dinner instead of drinks for our first date.


Things with Rainbow Joe didn’t work out. He cancelled our third date at the last minute, cancelled the rearranged-for-Sunday third date, and then never replied when I messaged to see if he still wanted to grab a drink.


I haven’t told Tally, and she hasn’t asked. I haven’t told anyone, actually.


One, because it’s not a big deal, it was only a couple of dates. And two, because then they’ll ask ‘What happened? I thought your first two dates went so well!’ and I don’t know what happened, but if I try too hard to answer I’ll just think of all the ways I might have messed up and go right back to feeling miserable about being single for the rest of my life. Which is a lot of emotional turmoil to deal with, considering it was only two dates and a few bland text conversations.


Tonight, I’m back on the proverbial horse once again.


We’ve only just got our drinks and already we’re diving in at the deep end.


The question ‘How long have you been single?’ might seem harmless and ordinary enough for a first date, but it’s a minefield, and you have to adjust your answer based on the kind of guy you’re talking to.


For instance: do you want to be the girl who took some time to ‘find herself’? Did you put your career first, and dating went on the back burner? Have you just been enjoying single life and are only looking for something casual? Do you refer instead to the last time you were in at least a sort-of relationship, so it doesn’t seem like you’re a pathetic loser who can’t get a man or else like someone hideously uptight who people prefer to steer clear of?


It’s not about lying, of course. It’s just about the way you frame it.


I look at Sebastian’s expensive shirt, the arrogance of the way he’s sat – one elbow hooked over the back of his chair, legs sprawled wide, one hand loosely around the twist-top wine he actually insisted on tasting before letting the waiter pour him a glass.


‘A while,’ I say, in my breeziest tone. ‘My job can be pretty demanding.’


‘You’re a journalist, right?’


‘Not exactly. I work in marketing for the local newspaper. Managing some of our advertising accounts, the social media, our website … But I do some writing, too, sometimes! In December I wrote a column featuring a local spa hotel.’


It’s a bit of a stretch, but it’s also not untrue. It’s ‘best foot forward’, the sort of positive spin I’d put on it if this were a job interview.


But Sebastian nods, like I have said something important and meaningful. ‘Yeah. Yeah, for sure. Working in media, can imagine that gets pretty hectic. Lots going on.’


‘Mm-hmm.’


I’m about to ask him about his job, but apparently I don’t need to. He launches into talking about it – but, to his credit, he does ask me a few questions in the middle of it, and when our food arrives he turns the conversation back to me and, picking off the list of ‘first-date conversation starters’, asks, ‘So have you got any nice plans coming up? Holidays or anything?’


‘Actually I’m going up to York soon, visiting some friends. Not exactly a holiday, ha-ha, but I’ll make a bit of a weekend of it. They’ve just bought a house together, so—’


‘Oh, brilliant! The market’s really strong right now. First-time buyers?’


‘Yeah, they’re—’


‘Mm,’ he says, nodding and chewing his food. ‘Great time to invest. And the returns you can get on the rental market right now—’


‘No,’ I interrupt. ‘They’re living there.’


Sebastian looks surprised, which is baffling to me. He’s only a few years older, but how can he possibly know that many people buying a place with the intention of renting it out rather than living there? Aren’t all his friends scrabbling to balance rent and bills while saving what they can every month in the blind hope they’ll eventually pull enough together for a deposit on a place somewhere?


‘Do you own property?’ I blurt out, and cringe at the way I’ve phrased it, how accusatory it sounds.


‘I’ve got a two-bed flat in the city centre,’ he tells me, like this is no big deal at all.
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