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‘Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.’


Rumi


‘You only have to let the soft animal of your body/love what it loves’


Mary Oliver


‘I always thought you’d suit being a nun.’


Mum









Me: About this book.


Mum: Yes?


Me: There’s going to be sex in it – is that OK with you?


Mum: Write whatever you want, Marianne!


Me: Good. I was worried I’d embarrass you.


Mum: But you’re not writing about yourself again, are you?


Me: Yes.


Mum: Don’t you think people have had enough of that?









A Happy Ending Makes for a Crap Beginning


‘He didn’t show up.’


‘What do you mean he didn’t show up?’


‘I mean he wasn’t there, at the airport.’


‘Did you call him?’


‘He didn’t pick up.’


‘Oh, Marianne. I’m sorry. Where are you now? James – wait, please! I’m on the phone. Sorry . . .’


‘It’s OK. I’m at the Airbnb.’


‘Is it nice at least?’


I looked around the apartment for the first time. There were a lot of hard surfaces. ‘I’m worried. What if something’s happened to him? His dad was really sick last time we spoke and he was getting chest pains.’


‘The Greek had chest pains or the dad?’


‘The Greek. I think it’s stress. He has a new job and is caring for both his parents and not sleeping and—’


‘I’m sure he’s OK – James, what is it? If you’re hungry, have a satsuma – sorry.’


‘It’s OK, I should let you go.’


‘So what are you going to do now?’


‘I dunno. Wait to hear from him I guess.’


Gemma hung up and I walked to the French doors that looked onto the glistening lights of Athens.


I waited for the excitement I usually felt when arriving in a new city. It didn’t come. I walked around the apartment, into the giant bedroom and two bathrooms. Its size felt like an affront. I shouldn’t be here alone. This was a place for a couple.


What if something had happened to him? What if he’d had a heart attack?


I walked into the kitchen. There was a welcome basket on the counter, filled with fruit and a bottle of wine. My heart lifted at the sight of the wine. All was not lost. I could have a nice drink, sit on the balcony and wait for him to call.


I opened the drawers looking for a corkscrew but couldn’t find one.


I wondered if it was too desperate to smash open the bottle.


Then another thought landed: what if this whole thing was pretend? What if he had no intention of meeting me? What if my love interest didn’t live in Athens with his parents? What if he lived here with his wife and children?


Oh my god, was I being catfished?


I looked at the wine. I couldn’t smash it. That would be a step too far.


I wheeled my suitcase to the bedroom. I took off my clothes and lay on the bed in my underwear, switching on my laptop. I fell asleep watching Sneaky Pete.


The next morning, I checked my phone. No messages.


I checked Instagram and scrolled through old posts. I stopped on one from a photo shoot with Elle magazine in Paris. I was standing in front of a painted backdrop in a little attic in the Marais blinking into the camera, stunned by my circumstances.


The book I’d written about my year-long quest to improve my life by following the rules of self-help had been published around the world, and I’d spent the previous months getting on planes, trains and automobiles to promote it. I was interviewed on Polish daytime telly, before a segment on crystal litter boxes. I was flown to New York where I appeared on morning television after Martha Stewart. I’d spoken to hundreds of ravers coming down at a festival in Holland and to a room full of farmers in the west of Ireland.


Before the Paris photoshoot, I’d been interviewed by a woman who looked like Isabella Rossellini. Drinking coffee on plump velvet armchairs in a hotel bar she told me she loved the book. She could relate to it, she said. I was flattered. And confused. How could a woman with such perfect nails relate to my insecurities or hangovers?


I had spent the interview mesmerized by her dancing hands.


On her left hand she was wearing two rings stacked together, with purple and orange stones. I asked her where she’d got them and she said a name that meant nothing to me. ‘It is not a shop where you buy for yourself – you must get a man to buy it for you.’ She smiled knowingly and I smiled back, acting like this was also the world I inhabited, a world where men bought me expensive jewellery.


She leaned forward. ‘Perhaps the Greek will buy it for you?’ she suggested. ‘Did you see him again?’


And there it was – the question everybody got to eventually: what happened to the Greek?


I’d done so much in the name of self-improvement. I’d modelled naked, jumped out of a plane, chatted to strangers on the tube and even planned my own funeral. I’d had moments of enlightenment and bliss. Epiphanies and crises. And yet, despite all the profound learnings and Buddha-like growth, all anyone wanted to know was what had happened to the tall, dark, handsome stranger I met in the coffee shop along the way.


At the start of the project a friend had joked that the whole thing would have been a failure if it didn’t end with a boyfriend. I was so angry at this outdated idea that happiness had to come in the form of a man, and told her so. And yet, part of me thought maybe she was right.


‘Well, actually . . .’ I said, also leaning forward towards the French journalist. ‘I’m flying to Athens next week to see him.’ She smiled again and I leaned back, delighted that for once I was not the single loser. I was part of a love story!


This was a new experience for me. At the age of forty I had spent most of my life single. In my teens and twenties, I thought the problem was that I was unattractive and nobody wanted me . . . I was too ginger, too fat, too . . . whatever it was, I was not the kind of girl guys liked.


In my thirties, I discovered that some guys did like me, but I struggled to stay with them for more than a few months. Then I told myself that my problem was not that I was unattractive, it was that I hadn’t met the right man.


At thirty-six, I went to an intense therapy week called the Hoffman Process, where I found myself standing in front of twenty-five strangers telling them that I didn’t think anyone decent would love me. I hadn’t known I’d thought that until I was saying it. Then I thought, maybe I’ve been repelling love because I don’t think I deserve it.


After all the self-help, I felt much better in myself.


And then I met the Greek.


I’d met him while trying a masochistic form of self-help called Rejection Therapy, which involves getting rejected by another human every single day for a month. The idea is that by actively seeking out rejection, you get used to it and the feeling of crushing humiliation and failure. Once you get used to this, the theory goes, you can go forth and conquer life, without being held back by the fear of hearing ‘no’.


The month had not gone well. I’d smiled at strangers on the underground, which is something they’ll arrest you for in London. I asked for free coffees only to be given a half-hour breakdown of how bad business was by my local coffee-shop owner. For one horrifying week I prepared to audition for The X Factor. Then my uncle died and I was saved by a funeral.


A few days after the funeral I walked into a coffee shop in Soho and spotted a hot guy I’d seen there months before. The first time I’d seen him I’d been so struck by his beardy loveliness I’d told my friend Rachel about him. She’d said I should have said hello, and I scoffed. I didn’t say hello to men I fancied. Instead, my approach was to imagine all the ways that I was not good enough for the object of my affection while looking in any direction but theirs.


But this month was different. I had to say hello to him and face my deepest fear: rejection from a handsome man.


For four hours – I’m not exaggerating – I watched him write while I pretended to work. Sometimes he’d catch me looking at him and I’d look away in a hot panic. Then his friend joined him and I walked out, kicking myself for the missed opportunity and for being such a loser. Why was I so shit with men? Why? When would this ever change?


I crossed the street to go to the work drinks but just as I was given a glass of warm Prosecco to celebrate the launch of a new mattress – booze and beds, a fitting representation of my comfort zone – I told my colleague I had to go. I walked right back across the road, into the coffee shop and up to his table. The two dark-haired men looked up at me. I looked down.


‘Hello,’ I said but hadn’t thought any further than that.


‘I was just leaving, would you like my seat?’ the friend asked me, like it was the most normal thing on earth.


‘Would you like a coffee?’ my beardy crush asked.


‘Yes please.’


We drank coffee and chatted easily and he asked if I’d like to go for a glass of wine. He walked me to my train and kissed me on the platform. He told me that me walking up to him was one of the nicest things that had happened to him.


Then he flew back to Athens, where he cared for his sick parents.


Since then we’d spoken regularly, long Skype sessions into the night. He’d come to London for a few days and we agreed that when my book was published, I would hand deliver it to Athens. ‘I want to see your name on the cover and smell the pages. I can’t wait for that day,’ he said. Here I was. So where was he?


My phone beeped. I grabbed it. A message from Rachel, with two emojis (an aubergine, a heart) and three question marks.


‘Do you think he’ll be waiting at the airport with flowers?’ she’d asked before I left. The thought hadn’t occurred to me. No man had ever met me at an airport before, let alone with flowers.


‘Did you get sexy underwear?’ she asked.


‘No!’ I snapped, embarrassed.


I had. From Liberty. Two sets: black and sky blue. They were see-through and very not me. The knickers had a peephole in the back and the bra squashed my nipples. It made my boobs look like they were being held hostage. But maybe that was sexy? Standing in the carpeted changing room, I worried that my tummy was hanging over the knickers, but then I remembered that I was meant to be too enlightened to think this way.


I bought them and imagined wearing them in bed while the sun set on the terrace, a gentle wind floating through white gauzy curtains . . . his fingers tracing the outline of my body . . .


Trust me to run off into the sunset with someone who didn’t show up.


He did show up in the end. Well, a day later. Sweating and panting by the door. It was 9 p.m. and I’d spent twenty-four hours walking around a hot and dusty Athens, hating every ancient rock and smiling couple.


‘I thought you said the fourteenth,’ he said, breathless in the stairwell. I was on the fifth floor and the lift wasn’t working.


‘I said the twelfth,’ I said, staring at the marble floor.


‘I wrote down the fourteenth. Babe, I’m so sorry.’


‘I tried calling you, I Skyped you like ten times,’ I told the floor.


‘I don’t have Skype on my cell and I haven’t been at home – dad got taken to hospital again.’


I looked up from the floor. The circles under his eyes were black.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Is he OK?’


‘He’s hanging in there,’ he said with a shrug.


I pulled the door open and he walked into the apartment.


He came in for a hug. ‘I have strep throat . . . so I cannot even kiss you,’ he said.


‘That’s OK,’ I said. It wasn’t OK.


He started asking me about what I’d been doing and was the flight OK and I could see it was taking every ounce of energy for him to keep talking.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said again. ‘That I wasn’t there at the airport. This was not what I imagined.’


‘It’s OK,’ I said. And this time it was OK.


‘We don’t need to talk. Why don’t you rest?’ I said.


We moved to the sofa and he rested his head on my legs as I stroked his hair.


Within minutes he was asleep.


I switched on the television, which had Netflix, and watched some high-school movie quietly. Near the end of the movie, he woke up with a start.


‘What time is it?’


I looked at my phone. It was past eleven.


He jumped up from the sofa. ‘I shouldn’t have slept. I need to get back to mum. She is at home on her own. I’m so sorry.’


He put on his jacket and looked around the room.


‘Did I bring a bag?’ he asked, almost frantic.


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘OK, I need to go,’ he looked haunted. ‘Every time I leave them I think something will happen.’


For the next three days I wandered around the city on my own.


We met a couple of times, when he would spend half an hour with me before sprinting back to his parents or work.


I googled things to do in Athens and found a quote from Don DeLillo, who described the Acropolis as looming above the traffic ‘like some monument to doomed expectations’.


On the flight home I asked myself the questions I’d asked myself a million times: what was wrong with me? Why didn’t these things ever work out for me? You know – love things. Why couldn’t I do this thing that everyone around me seemed to do? Meet someone, fall in love, and all the stuff that went with it?


I waited in the rain for an Uber to pick me up from City airport. Despite the weather, I felt relieved to be home.


I was lucky, I told myself.


I was not the one caring for two sick parents, living off next to no sleep. So my romantic adventure hadn’t gone to plan, but that was OK. My life was still good.


The silver Prius pulled up and I jumped in.


‘Marann-y?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘E5?’


‘Yes, please.’


We got onto the road and drove past roadworks, cranes and police cars. I was looking forward to getting back to my own flat, my own bed and my own life. I would pretend this whole trip hadn’t happened.


‘Been anywhere nice?’ my driver asked.


‘Greece.’


‘Holiday?’


‘I was visiting a friend.’


‘Was it hot?’


‘Warm.’


‘Rain here.’


‘Yeah, I can see.’


I turned my head and looked at pictures of small children dangling from his rear-view mirror; little chubby faces grinning with missing teeth. I smiled.


‘You have children?’ the driver asked.


‘No.’


‘You have a boyfriend? Husband?’


‘No.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Forty.’


‘Forty!’


‘Yes, forty.’


‘I thought you were young—’


I smiled at the kind-of-compliment.


‘But you are not!’


Oh.


‘You must find a husband and have children! They will look after you when you are old. My children – they buy me presents. They visit me. They have children now and my grandchildren make me very happy!’


‘That’s nice – but not everyone—’


‘So why no husband?’


‘I—’


Before I could mount a defence of my life choices, he was pulling into my road.


‘Please, you go quick – there is someone behind me!’


And with that I was left literally and metaphorically on the kerb.


I spent the next day in bed watching serial killers, ignoring messages from friends asking how it had gone. I wished I hadn’t told everyone. I wished I hadn’t – literally – alerted the international media.


Lying in bed, watching women be decapitated in supermarket car parks on my dirty laptop screen, old feelings flooded my body. Feelings of shame, rejection and inadequacy.


I felt humiliated.


‘You didn’t even get a kiss?’ asked Rachel, when I called her back.


‘Nope.’


‘No shagging?’


‘None. Seriously. The poor guy had a flu, was working all hours and then running to see his dad in the hospital and caring for his mum at home.’


‘Are you disappointed?’ she asked.


I thought about it.


‘Yes, but mostly I felt guilty that I put him under pressure to see me when he had so much going on.’


‘But I thought that was what you’d agreed?’ asked Rachel. ‘That you’d go with the book.’


‘It was, but I knew the timing wasn’t right and I pretty much made him say it was OK for me to come.’


‘I’m sure you didn’t.’


‘No really, I did.’


I cringed to admit it, even to myself, but the truth was he hadn’t been getting back to me when I suggested visiting – but I booked it anyway and told him I knew other people in Athens, so it would be great if we could meet up but there was no pressure.


‘Do you know other people in Athens?’ Rachel asked.


‘No.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yeah. It wasn’t fair on him. It was selfish.’


‘It’s not selfish to want to see someone you like. I’d love someone to get on a plane to see me.’


‘Yeah, but . . .’ I tried to find the words for something I’d been struggling to understand myself. ‘I don’t know how much I really wanted to see him or how much I thought I should see him because . . . well, that’s what I was meant to be doing.’


‘But I thought you liked him?’


‘I do! I really do! He is one of the kindest, smartest men I’ve ever met, but he’s just a man I met in a coffee shop . . . then I wrote about him and everyone kept asking about him, and I think . . . I went to see him because . . . well, I was trying to play out some happy-ever-after fantasy.’


‘So you’re not heartbroken?’ she asked.


I thought about it. I felt guilty that I’d put him under pressure. Embarrassed about yet another romantic failure. But heartbroken . . . ?


‘I mean, I wanted to see him and have a nice time, but I don’t know. It wasn’t like I ever saw us being together for ever . . .’


Just the phrase ‘together for ever’ made me want to scratch my skin off. A prison, not a prize. Even with someone as lovely as the Greek.


‘Do you actually want a relationship?’ she asked.


I paused.


‘I don’t know. I know I’m supposed to want one but it just doesn’t seem to work out for me. I think maybe it’s just not for me.’


‘Don’t say that!’ she said, like it was the worst thing ever. ‘You can’t give up just because one thing didn’t work out. It hasn’t exactly worked out for me, but I keep trying.’


And she did. Dating was the part-time job she did on top of her full-time job. She was so sure she wanted to meet someone and have a family, and she was doing whatever it took. I wasn’t sure about any of it.


Why did I seem to be so ambivalent about this thing that everybody else was so sure about? Why, aged forty, had I not had any relationships that lasted for more than a few months?


Had I just not met the right guy? Or was I deeply messed up in some way that I didn’t understand? Did I have intimacy issues that I needed to work through? Did I just feel this way because I hadn’t experienced true love and therefore didn’t know what I was missing? Or was it, maybe, something else?
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Single at Heart


‘I never thought you’d get married,’ said mum. ‘Don’t you remember, I said that to you when you were a teenager and your dad got annoyed at me.’


‘Oh, yeah.’ I could picture it straight away. My sisters and I were at the kitchen table asking mum what she thought we’d be when we grew up.


‘I don’t think you’d like the domesticity, you’d feel trapped,’ said mum now, at a different kitchen table but next to the same teapot.


‘Yeah, but it’s not like that any more. I could be with a guy who does the cooking and cleaning – or we could pay someone to do it.’


Mum scoffed. Both, presumably, at the idea of a man cooking and cleaning, and at paying someone to do what you can do yourself.


‘Don’t you want me to get married?’ I asked. ‘Most parents want their kids to get married.’


‘I want you to be happy, that’s all.’


‘But you got married.’


‘Your father was the last person on earth I expected to meet. He was a complete one-off and that was that. I could just as easily not have married. It was never important to me. You just have to live your life, do what you want to do, and if you meet someone – great, and if you don’t, that’s fine too.’


‘But the whole “going off into the sunset” thing, it’s in all the books and films and songs as the point of life. It’s what all my friends are doing—’


‘Not all of them.’


‘OK, most of them . . . If I don’t get married, will I be missing the point of life?’ I asked.


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Marianne.’


‘I’m serious.’


‘You live a charmed life.’


‘I know.’


‘You have a freedom that most people would die for.’


‘I know.’


‘And you have so many friends.’


‘I know, but I get lonely.’


‘You can be married and lonely. The idea that you meet someone and it’s going to be this blissful state – that’s not how it is. And it’s not in your control whether you meet someone – if it’s going to happen, it’ll happen.’


‘You can help your chances by dating.’


‘So do that then.’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Well, then. Maybe you don’t want what you don’t have.’


On the walk home I thought about what she’d said. Could it be that simple? That I didn’t want what I didn’t have?


Almost everything else in life I’d wanted, I’d been fortunate enough to get. I’d written a book, I’d travelled the world. I’d met so many interesting people. If I really wanted to fall in love and settle down, surely I’d have done it by now?


So why did I doubt myself so much?


Because it was lonely and confusing not to be doing what ninety per cent of the people around me were either doing or trying to do. Because even today a woman’s greatest achievements are still considered to be partnership and children. To be a single, childless woman at forty was to have got life wrong. Even Uber drivers knew that.


I walked past my local pub. People were smoking outside, jittering with Saturday night hopes. The women looked cold in heels and low-cut tops and a table of lads were hunched over their drinks pretending not to look at them. The door opened and I could hear the dull roar of people’s voices bouncing on hardwood floors.


My first thought was: ‘You’d have to pay me to go in there.’ Then another voice said, ‘You should go in, it’s a Saturday night . . . You never know who you’ll meet.’


But I never met men in pubs – did anyone? – and I was tired of going through life thinking I should keep the door open to someone new. Keeping the door open was causing a draft. Couldn’t I just close it?


And yet, as soon as I said that to myself another voice said, ‘You’re just fooling yourself. In denial. Of course you want to meet somebody. Of course you do. Everybody does.’


I got to the chip shop opposite my flat and hovered.


A bit of me worried that people would judge a single woman buying chips on a Saturday night. ‘Look at her, fat cow, nothing else for company but a bag of chips. She’ll never meet someone if she keeps eating like that . . .’


I went in and ordered a small bag before crossing the road to my building.


The guy downstairs had Phil Collins on loudly. I could smell damp and weed.


I turned on my light and smiled to remember that I’d cleaned. Well, that’s a lie. Anne had cleaned. My rented flat was the size of two-and-a-half postage stamps, and I had a cleaner. Mum was right, domesticity was not my strength. Anne came once a month and I liked chatting to her about her four kids, her nieces and nephews in Ireland and her sister, who is a devotee of the law of attraction.


She looked at my tiny flat like it was a piece of heaven. ‘I’d live here quite happily,’ she’d say, rubber gloves on. ‘Nobody can get you up here, nobody wants anything from you.’ She was a woman who had spent her whole life looking after other people. Like mum.


I looked at my dining-table-cum-desk, sitting by a window with papers and flowers on it. That was always my dream: a desk by a window with flowers on it. Somewhere I could sit and write and think and watch the world go by.


And I had it.


I ate the chips from the bag.


When I finished, I pulled out the magnifying mirror and spent a happy ten minutes squeezing blackheads before retiring to bed with Grace and Frankie.


As I pulled the duvet up to my neck, I could hear the couple next door arguing. I turned the volume up and wondered how Lily Tomlin looked so good. And how much work did it take to make her curly hair look that naturally perfect? Was it a wig?


It was 9 p.m. on a Saturday night and I was alone in bed watching a show about two pensioners. That was sad, wasn’t it?


So why was I quite happy?


Sunday morning and I woke up with mum’s phrase still in my head. Maybe you don’t want what you don’t have. I turned it over like a penny. Over and over and over. It was a relief to allow it as a possibility. If I didn’t want what I didn’t have, I could stop treating the life that I had now as this temporary limbo before the real thing started.


I got out of bed and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. As it boiled, I stood by the window and looked out at the market stalls that pitch up on my street on the weekend. It was like a Richard Curtis version of London, but with more hoods and hipsters.


I looked down at couples deciding between succulents at the flower stall. I imagined them bringing them back to their flats, before cooking a roast and watching a film on the sofa. Surely I wanted that too?


I thought about it.


Not particularly.


Maybe this was what I wanted? My life as it was. Single, in a tiny flat, with a desk, a window and flowers. But was that sad? Giving up?


I decided to ask the all-knowing gods of Silicon Valley. I made coffee, sat down at my laptop and typed into Google: ‘Can you be happy and single?’


A string of articles came up with titles such as Yes, Single People Can Be Happy and Healthy! and Nine Ways Being Single Can Improve Your Life.


I started clicking.


One argued that single people are thinner than those in a relationship. Apparently people gain on average fourteen pounds when they couple up. Another suggested that it was good to be single rather than with someone who spends all your money. (It didn’t explain what to do when you’re single and you spend all your money.)


The articles were illustrated with photos of women doing yoga on a beach and splayed out in a starfish position on the bed. The message seemed to be: you might be single, but you are also super cute and sexy and will find someone soon . . . just keep doing that yoga!


Some even said as much. They made the point that being single was a great time to get to know yourself, which would then help you know who was right for you. They reminded me that I had to love myself first, before I could welcome love in from another.


Nothing I read seemed to be suggesting that it would be OK to be single for ever.


But then I came across a TEDX Talk by a woman called Bella DePaulo entitled, ‘What no one ever told you about people who are single.’


I clicked on it and saw a grey-haired woman stand on stage and announce to the crowd, ‘I’m sixty-three, and I have been single my whole life!’


She said it in the same tone of voice in which she’d say, ‘I’m sixty-three and I’ve won the lottery!’ I’d never seen someone talk with such positivity about being single. It felt radical.


DePaulo kept smiling as she talked about how, in her twenties and thirties, she knew she was supposed to get married and that she was supposed to want to get married, but . . . well, she never did. Do it, or want to.


As she put it: ‘Everything about my life had led up to a different story – that being single was my happy ever after.’


Wow. Was that even an option?


DePaulo had the same doubts. She questioned herself, because ‘positive, affirming stories about single life have never been part of our lives the way fairy tales have.’


She made it her mission to find those stories. She feared that studies would show that, just like the fairy tales, being in a couple made you happier and healthier. But they didn’t prove that – not at all.


After analysing 800 studies, DePaulo found that people are not made happier by getting married. They might experience a short peak of happiness around their wedding but they soon revert to their previous levels of happiness – unless they divorce, in which case their levels of happiness drop below the ones they had when they were single.


What’s more, single people are not lonely and miserable – far from it. We tend to be less lonely than married people, because we are usually in more regular contact with friends, parents, neighbours and siblings than if we are in a couple.


Married people have The One, DePaulo says. Single people have The Ones.


I thought of all the friends and family I had . . . she was right, I had many Ones.


After all her research, DePaulo came to the conclusion that some people are just designed to be on their own – she calls these people ‘single at heart’.


If you are single at heart, ‘you are not single because you have “issues” or just haven’t found a partner yet. Instead, living single is a way for you to lead your most meaningful and authentic life. Even people who are not single may be single at heart.’


Single-at-heart people tend to have a few things in common. They often value work, freedom and self-growth above romantic relationships. But the main characteristic of a single-at-heart person is how happy they are in their own company. While other people fear extended periods of time on their own, the single at heart revel in it.


She was describing me.


I loved work, had made a living out of self-growth (or navel-gazing, as my mum would put it), craved freedom and seemed to need more time alone than my friends did.


When I was a kid, I used to ask mum to tell the friends who phoned that I was in the bath because I didn’t want to talk. As a teenager, when my friends feared missing out on the latest party, nine times out of ten I’d prefer to be reading or watching television. And in my twenties, as friends went off to music festivals, I stayed home. Being trapped with thousands of people for days was my idea of hell.


It wasn’t that I felt anxious around crowds or that I didn’t like people – I liked people a lot and on good days they liked me too – but after a few hours I’d always had enough.


It was only when I was in my thirties that I read Susan Cain’s book Quiet and understood for the first time: I was an introvert. I recharged my batteries by being alone, while extroverts recharged by being together.


Maybe this was why Mum always said I would suit being a nun. ‘You need a quiet life,’ she’d say to me repeatedly. Sometimes I’d nod in agreement, and sometimes I felt angry with the sexless fate I was being handed.


Thing is: I didn’t want to be a nun. I wanted to have fun, and love – but only when, and how, I wanted to. But could it work like that?


That afternoon, I went onto DePaulo’s website and read every article she had written. With each one I felt that I understood myself in a way I had not before.


In one article she asks more questions to help you figure out if you are single at heart.


One asked: ‘If you were in a committed relationship in the past, how did it feel?’


Like a trap. Like I stopped being me. Like I was going to suffocate. I thought of the last man I’d gone out with. A lovely, clever, kind man with not a single wrong thing except this: he wanted to do things together. All the time. He wanted to book holidays six months ahead. He wanted me to be a plus one to his friends’ weddings. I hated it. I don’t make plans! I wanted to scream: I might be dead in six months! I might not like you! You might not like me! No, no, no! But I didn’t say that – instead I told myself I was wrong to feel like this and did my best to be a ‘good girlfriend’, until one day I couldn’t do it any more.


De Paulo asks a follow-up question: ‘If you tried romantic relationships in the past, how did you feel when they ended?’


I’d given the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech in a pub on Tottenham Court Road. As soon as it was over I’d felt like I could breathe again.


DePaulo says this is common: ‘People who are single at heart might feel relieved, even if the relationship wasn’t bad at all. They just missed their single life. Something about being in a committed, coupled relationship felt constricting or just wrong. It wasn’t who they really are.’


Oh my god, yes.


But then there was a question that made me think I might not be single at heart. DePaulo asks, when your friends and family members get married, how does that make you feel?


The article said that if you only feel sad because you’ll be ‘marginalized as your friend or family member enters the married club’, that doesn’t mean that you actually want to be married, just that you want your friends to stay available to you. However, if you look at people walking down the aisle and wish you had what they had, then single life may not be for you.


And that was the rub. Relationships made me feel suffocated and trapped, but when I went to weddings I felt the pain of not being loved or chosen. I knew that no man would stand in a suit, nervous and shuffling, holding a champagne glass up in a room full of round tables covered in white tablecloths and talk about the day he met me, and how he was so proud to call me his wife. I don’t know how I knew this, but I did.


Was it because I knew deep down that the institution of the couple was not for me, or was it because I didn’t think I deserved that love? It felt, in those moments, like the latter. I would sit with a pain in my chest, listening with a false smile to someone declaring love to my friend, and then go to the loo and cry because I would never be loved like that and I was missing out on one of the greatest parts of being alive.


So did that mean I was not, in fact, single at heart?


I put the kettle on to make more coffee. The radio was playing Frankie Goes to Hollywood, ‘The Power of Love’. I wondered if I was fooling myself to think I was happy alone.


According to DePaulo, there are some downsides to being alone. First, you’re not invited to couples-only dinner parties. I did not consider this to be a loss. Then there’s the fact that governments and businesses favour couples, giving them tax breaks and preferential deals. I’d never thought of that. But the biggest issue for singles is the stigma we face.


DePaulo writes: ‘If you are single, then you lose by definition. No matter what you can point to on your own behalf – spectacular accomplishments, a lifelong and caring convoy of relatives and friends, extraordinary altruism – none of it redeems you if you have no soulmate. Others will forever be scratching their heads and wondering what’s wrong with you . . . It is like having a gymnastics routine lacking a key element that qualifies it for a perfect score; no matter how skilfully and gracefully you perform your routine, it will always be judged as lacking.’


Oh my god. That was so true. So true.


When the taxi driver made his comments about marriage, I wanted to tell him: ‘Don’t worry about me, mate! I’ve just written a book and travelled the world! I have the life I always dreamt of!’


But it would have been meaningless to him. The lady doth protest too much – and anyway, who cares if you’ve written a book when you don’t have a husband?


DePaulo writes about how single people are put down at every turn. Do singles have close friends who are deeply important to them? Then they are described as ‘just’ friends. Do they have a sex life? Then they are sluts. No sex life? What a shame they aren’t getting any. And singles devoted to their jobs? They are just compensating for not having a spouse. Are singles happy? They just think they are. Without a soulmate, they could never know true happiness.


All these messages make us think we must be fooling ourselves if we believe we are happy alone. They are why we go through the motions pretending to ourselves and others that we want to meet someone, even if our behaviour doesn’t match our words.


DePaulo writes that single-at-heart people will say that they want to meet someone, when in reality ‘doing what it would take to find that person seems to rank somewhere between deleting ancient emails from their inbox and cleaning out their sock drawer’. This summed it up exactly.


I had periods where I’d half-heartedly swipe on apps, but when it came down to it, I’d rather do anything but meet someone I didn’t know in a pub on a Tuesday night. Dating felt like the tax I had to pay on being single. The thing I had to do. But maybe I didn’t?


I watched the talk another three times, allowing the possibility to sink in: that it really was OK to be single. More than OK – it was the life that suited me, the life I’d been unconsciously choosing all along.


For so long, I’d taken for granted that to be single was a problem, a situation that needed fixing. I took it to mean that I was not wanted and not chosen. It never occurred to me that each time I had been chosen by someone, I walked away.


I teared up as DePaulo concluded her talk with these words: ‘For way too long, we single people have been told that the only way we can be truly happy is to get married. Now we know that’s just not so . . . single people, you know what to do: go out and live your single lives fully, joyfully and unapologetically.’ Yes, Bella. I do! I mean, I will!


Just as I was embracing my singledom, my friend Daisy was crying over hers. She arrived at my front door with two wheelie suitcases after her relationship of six months ended. She had moved in with him after ten days together and now she was single and homeless, and dragging around a TK Maxx bag with what looked like a fleece dressing gown coming out of the top of it.


‘I won’t stay long,’ she said.


‘Stay as long as you like,’ I replied.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


‘What are you sorry for?’


‘For this. For getting in your way.’


‘You’re not in my way.’


‘It’s for the best, isn’t it?’ she said, sitting on the sofa while I made us tea.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘I did the right thing?’ she repeated.


‘You did. You gave it a lot of chances.’


‘Yeah . . .’ She looked out of the window.


‘And it wasn’t right, what he did, was it?’


‘Not at all. Really.’


‘So I haven’t made a mistake?’


‘You haven’t.’


I passed her tea.


‘I’ve made a mess out of everything,’ she said.


‘You haven’t,’ I said.


‘I’m thirty-five and alone again.’


‘You’re not alone, you’re with me.’


‘I’ve wasted so much time with the wrong men.’


Daisy and I had got to singlehood differently, but we were both there. As many of us were, it seemed.


Bella DePaulo had alerted me to the fact that a single-positivity movement was afoot, with several books written on the joy of being single.


The Unexpected Joy of Being Single by Catharine Gray was the most recent, then there was the critically acclaimed All the Single Ladies by Rebecca Traister, Spinster by Kate Bollick, Singled Out by Bella DePaulo and Going Solo by Eric Klinenberg.


‘You should read this,’ I told Daisy.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


I turned the book to face her.


‘The Unexpected Joy of Being Single,’ she read out loud.


‘It’s from the woman who wrote about the joy of being sober.’


‘Oh yeah, I heard of that one.’


‘This one is about how she was hooked on love and dating apps – and realized it was like booze, it was just a way to lose herself.’


‘Hmmm,’ she wasn’t really listening but I kept going. I didn’t see myself in Gray’s behaviour, but I saw a lot of Daisy in it.


‘Anyway, then she decided to stop dating for a year and she wrote two books, learned to drive and is saving up for a deposit to buy her own place. It’s brilliant. She also says that it’s just Hollywood bullshit that makes us feel like freaks for being single but actually over half of twenty-five- to forty-four-year-olds are single right now.’


Daisy looked at me.


‘Is that true?’


‘That’s what it says.’


‘But everyone I know is in a relationship.’


‘Yeah, me too – well, no, not really. You’re not and I’m not and Rachel isn’t . . .’


Sometimes it can seem like everyone else is partnered when in fact they aren’t.


Gray makes a compelling case for how society, films and songs have brainwashed us into thinking that coupledom is the meaning of life. The only way to be happy. Our one and only reason for living.


From the moment we’re born, we’re read fairy tales about the princess who lies in a coma until Prince Charming wakes her up, or poor Cinderella living a life of slavery until another Prince Charming invites her to the ball. As an adult, I knew that fairy tales weren’t real, but as children our little subconscious minds soak these stories up.


And the stories kept coming. The endless magazine articles about how to bag the guy, ten ways to drive him wild in bed, the five things that will make him commit. Then the songs that played all day long; Mariah Carey singing, ‘I can’t live if living is without you’; LeAnn Rimes asking, ‘How do I live without you? How do I breathe without you?’.


Never once did I think to say, LeAnn, I think you’ll breathe just fine, and Mariah, you have more money than God and more power than most of the men around you – you will live an absolutely gorgeous life, whoever is in it. Even today, Beyonce’s rallying cry to all the single ladies still has marriage as its end game.


‘I’m going to do what she did – I’m going to go on a man ban,’ Daisy said. ‘I’m done with putting all my eggs into one dickhead.’


I felt pleased. Another convert to the single life.


After dinner we flicked through Netflix and decided to watch He’s Just Not That Into You. I pressed play and settled into the sofa, looking forward to the safe and brightly coloured world of the romantic comedy. Escapist fluff that I’d been watching since I was a teenager. But this time the movie felt different.


It was shit. Not good shit. Just shit shit. Damaging shit, actually.


‘Who acts like that?’ I asked as Gigi, the main character, starts stalking a guy who is not calling her back. Daisy was on her phone and not listening.


‘Nobody I know acts like that,’ I repeated to Daisy. ‘Stop it! Go home! Go home to your friends and your life,’ I shouted at the screen.


I usually loved these cheesy movies, but until now I’d never ever thought about the toxic messages they gave me about what a single woman was: someone needy, unstable and irrational. Someone with bad hair, who spends hours staring at her phone, willing it to ring, while the men are off having a life.


Or there was the other kind of single woman – the damaged slut who has a heart of gold really, she just needs the right man to calm her down. Or the ruthless, hard career bitch who would at some point meet a child who would warm her cold, cold heart – and that child would be attached to a handsome, widowed father . . . How was I only just seeing this?


I closed my laptop.


‘I can’t watch this any more, it’s insulting. I mean, even Bridget Jones—’ I started. ‘Even Bridget Jones – I mean, I love her, but she’s telling us that all single women sit around in their pyjamas, drinking wine and crying at weddings. But maybe being a single woman doesn’t have to be anything like that? Maybe,’ I said, sitting up and warming to my theme, ‘maybe we’ve all embodied the Bridget Jones clichés because that was the only part on offer! There haven’t been any scripts with “happy single woman has a great life without getting married”. But maybe we can write a new script!’


Daisy’s phone beeped. She looked down and smiled.


‘Who are you texting?’


‘A guy I went to school with.’


I didn’t say anything.


‘He’s just separated.’


I raised my eyebrows.


‘I know, but he’s an INFJ and a Leo, which is good for me.’


‘How do you know his personality type?’


‘He just did a test online.’


‘When?’


‘Just now, when we were watching the film.’


‘Did you ask him to?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And he did it?’


‘Yes.’


I went to bed, tutting every time I heard giggling and the pinging of messages. I flicked through my phone. No messages.


‘Can you put your phone on silent?’ I called to Daisy as her phone beeped again. I worried I was slipping into another single stereotype: the miserable spinster.


Except spinsters weren’t always miserable. The next day I went to the hairdresser to get my greys done. Under the heat, I read in Gray’s book that in the Middle Ages the term ‘spinster’ didn’t have the negative connotations that it does today. In fact, ‘spinsters’ were women who had an independent income from spinning yarn, and so they did not have to marry; they could if they chose to, but many chose not to. They were the female equivalent of a bachelor. ‘Spinster’ only became a slur when settlers went to America and needed to build up the population – then single women without children were demonized for not helping the cause. They were accused of being witches and bullied into getting married in order to provide a better income for their families. And the reality was that for most women, marriage was a financial necessity.


And this was the case until very recently.


Gray shares some shocking stats. Irish women couldn’t buy a house outright, without a male co-signee, until 1976. Women couldn’t open a bank account in their own name until 1975 in the UK, nor apply for a loan or a credit card without their father’s signature and permission, until the mid seventies.


In short, until the late seventies the vast number of women in the UK and Ireland needed a husband in order to secure a roof over their heads. The independence we now have is a very new thing.


As Gray concludes: ‘Being single is a supremely modern privilege women can now enjoy without being driven to join a nunnery.’


I was so lucky to be living in the time I was.


As I walked out of the hairdressers with the kind of swagger you only get from good hair, I realized that mum was right. I had a freedom that previous generations could only dream of.


How ridiculous not to enjoy all that. How ungrateful, actually. Women had fought and died to create a society that allowed women like me to live exactly as we wanted. And around the world, so many still couldn’t live freely. I was part of a new generation of women who didn’t have to be dependent on anyone – economically, socially or sexually. Seen this way, maybe my single status was not a failure but an evolution. And also a huge privilege.


It was time to stop second-guessing my freedom and start to celebrate it.


But how?


Some women were going as far as marrying themselves. White dresses, rings, the lot. It was called sologomy. I knew this because Facebook had alerted me to a talk in Camden by women who had said ‘I do’ to themselves.


I couldn’t believe the coincidence of the event coming up on my Facebook feed when I was looking at single positivity, but then I realized that my phone was listening to my conversations. (You see, we’re never really alone, are we?)


I went with Rachel and Daisy.


There were twelve of us in the audience, in office tights and damp shoes, our chairs pointing towards two women who had married themselves.


I crossed my legs and my arms and got ready for a good session of eye-rolling, but it was actually quite good. One woman talked about how she’d had enough of toxic relationships and hating herself. On her fiftieth birthday she and her best friend had a tiny ceremony in a church. She got a ring, made vows to love herself and to stop looking for someone to complete her. They threw confetti and ate cake. She said it was one of the most tender experiences of her life.


‘Well, I married myself on the rebound!’ said the next woman. I suspected this was a line she used often.


She talked about how she’d had a bad break-up and a parent had died. She realized that she’d spent her life twisting herself into a role that was never for her, in an attempt to tick the required boxes. So she decided to skip the boxes and buy herself a ring.


Rachel leant towards me. ‘Is this just an excuse to buy yourself a ring?’


The discussion opened up to the audience. We talked about how when you’re single, you are forever celebrating other people’s milestones, other people’s engagements, weddings, births, yet there are no celebrations for us. We talked about the feeling of being defined by your relationship status – down to the whole ‘Miss’ and ‘Mrs’ thing. A woman with bright-red lipstick, who described herself as a therapist and an Uber driver, talked about how she asked to be referred to as ‘Ms’ in correspondence, but her solicitor refused to use it. So she started sending him letters that addressed him as ‘Mrs’. He didn’t like it.


Two hours later, we walked out into the rain and chicken shops of Camden High Street. ‘That wasn’t as mad as I thought it would be,’ said Rachel, as we stood on the pavement.


‘If I had the money, I’d throw myself a wedding,’ said Daisy.


‘Would you?’ I asked, horrified.


‘Who doesn’t want to be the centre of attention for the day? And wear a nice dress?’ she asked.


‘Not me,’ I said. I’d never dreamt of the big white dress . . . but it wasn’t true to say I’d never thought of getting married. When I was younger, I pictured being in a register office in a trouser suit. Probably because that was what my mum had done.


‘What about you? Are you going to buy yourself a ring?’ I asked Rachel. She looked down at her hands. She was already wearing four.


The event had inspired me, but Rachel wasn’t convinced.


Later, Rachel and I went to get a drink. Daisy had gone off to meet her INF-whatever. ‘I get the whole “you don’t need anyone to complete you” thing, but it makes me feel like I’m being un-feminist for wanting someone,’ she said. ‘I don’t want a partner because I think I’m nothing without a man, I just like being in a couple. I like cooking dinner and going on holiday together . . .’


‘I hate the “what’s for dinner?” chat,’ I said.


‘So are you saying you don’t want a relationship with anyone? That you’re going to be single for the rest of your life?’ she asked.


‘Yeah, maybe.’


‘And you’d be OK with that?’


‘Yeah, I really think I would.’


‘You don’t think you’re running away?’


‘From what?’ I asked.


‘Intimacy. Being vulnerable. Getting hurt.’


I shrugged. I didn’t know. Why were single people always accused of running away? Couldn’t you say that couples were running away from being alone?


Rachel told me about her latest dates. A guy who talked about himself all night only to text her later asking how many dates they’d need to go on before they went on holiday together. Another guy she’d had a great first date with, but who’d cancelled their second, saying he was sick, and then blocked her.


‘If you’re a woman over thirty-five looking for children you are the opposite of catnip – you literally repel men. And I don’t blame them – I’d want someone younger and easier than me,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you don’t want kids?’ she asked me.


‘I’m not sure of anything,’ I said.


Almost every woman in my life seemed to know from their late twenties that they wanted kids. Gemma, my best friend in Ireland; Sarah, my work friend who had just moved out to the suburbs. Pretty much everyone I went to school with. If it didn’t happen naturally, they spent tens of thousands on IVF to make it happen.


‘Did you always want them?’ I asked.


‘Yes.’


‘But why do you want them?’


‘I don’t know. I just do. It’s just what I’ve always pictured for myself . . .’


‘I don’t picture that.’


‘You’re lucky.’


‘Maybe – or maybe I’ll wake up at sixty and realize I’ve missed the point of life.’


She shrugged.


‘If you don’t want a boyfriend or children, then fuck it – enjoy your life, take a lover!’


I scrunched up my face. ‘I’m too repressed to take a lover,’ I said.


‘Well, get unrepressed,’ Rachel said, with the same straightforwardness she applied to her own life.


On the train I thought about what I’d have to do to become unrepressed and take a lover. The idea made me feel liberated and sexy and . . . not me. But I’d like to be that person.


Just because I was ambivalent about relationships didn’t mean I wanted to be celibate. I didn’t, but I had hang-ups around sex. I was a forty-year-old Catholic schoolgirl, and not the fun, naughty kind – the ‘everything is a sin’ kind. I was pretty much living out my mum’s premonition that I’d make a good nun. And I didn’t want to keep living like that.


I wanted beautiful sex. Transcendent, earth-moving sex.


I also wanted to be, well, good at it.


As someone who had spent most of their adult life single, I always worried I was shit in bed. Everyone else – all the ‘normal’ people – had years of practice and knew what they were doing. I didn’t. When it came to sex, I was still an awkward teenager. It was my secret shame.


I wanted to get over that shame, to become a woman of the world, a master lover. I wanted to have sexy underwear that actually got worn in sexy situations.


The train was full of tipsy young couples sitting close, heads on shoulders, holding hands. I smiled. As I looked at them, I imagined a whole life mapped out for them. Of messy dates, moving in together, getting married . . .


In a couple, there is a path in front of you.


As a single woman, not dating, there isn’t a path. Or at least not one that I’d want to go down.


I’d have to make up my own.


But what would it look like? What does a full, happy, sexual life look like for a single woman? What did it look like for me in my forties? A life full of love and freedom?


It might sound like an old-fashioned question to ask in the twenty-first century, but the truth was I didn’t see any women living that life. What I saw were people who were either single or not. And those who were single were trying not to be.


I knew from my year of self-help that relationships were the single most important factor in a happy life. Study after study showed that it was the people in our lives, not money, status or possessions, that made us happy – but surely that didn’t have to be romantic relationships?


In Singled Out, Bella DePaulo had written about how the obsession with the couple and the nuclear family is the ‘narrowest construal of intimacy’ that has ever existed. She writes that for most of human history ‘the tendrils of love and affection reached out to family, friends, and community, reached back to ancestors, and reached up to the heavens’ – they were never meant to focus on just one person.


What if I put my tendrils of love and affection out into the world, rather than just on dating apps? Instead of putting all my energy into finding The One, could I nurture relationships with The Ones? Could I learn how to be a better friend, daughter and sister? Could I get over my sexual inhibitions enough to have lovers? But how would I even find lovers? Would I have to go on hook-up apps?


When I got home, I put the heating on, lit a candle and poured a glass of wine.


At the sologamy event they had talked about writing vows to oneself. I opened my journal and wrote VOWS at the top.


I vow to live my life fully. Now. As it is.


I vow to love myself as I am and to not think I’m a weirdo for being single.


I vow not to see myself as a lesser person because I’m not married and don’t have children.


I vow to see my singleness as an opportunity, not an affliction.


I vow to find love in ways that suit me. Whatever they might be.


I vow to stop running away and being scared of sex and men.


I vow to treasure my friendships and to do more to sustain them.


I wondered if I should buy myself a ring, but I decided my first act of self-love would be to take fiscal responsibility.


I also thought about buying a fabulous jumpsuit which I’d wear with giant hoop earrings and red lipstick. That’s how I pictured an empowered single woman in her forties: with red lips and wearing a jumpsuit, or a trouser suit. But this wasn’t about how I looked. It was about the life I wanted to lead.


A mission formulated:


I would find a way to have great sex outside of a traditional relationship. I’d become a better friend, daughter, sister, and maybe even do some community work. I would explore love in its many forms. I’d read books, go to workshops and find out what happens when the story doesn’t end with marriage and children.


I would find a new happy ever after.


As I lay in bed smiling, I could hear Daisy letting herself in. I felt a pang of envy at her date, and tried to push aside the fear that I was, as Rachel suggested, running away.
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