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  For Mum and Dad


  Thank you for everything


  (please don’t read the rude bits)
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  I’m single. A spinster. Alone. Unloved. Unwanted. Rejected. Solo. Mono.




  I feel like an old Fiesta, locked up in a garage, rusting. The advert in Auto Trader isn’t getting any interest. There is a disarming number of newer models who have had just the

  one careful owner. Sadly I’ve had a few very clumsy and mentally unstable owners. I’m twenty-nine, or more to the point nearly thirty.




  I am also an out-of-work actress with a hangover. I am pointless, embarrassing and I smell. I am like a yeast infection.




  I think someone is trying to kick their way out of my skull and molluscs might have fallen asleep in my eyes. Why couldn’t I have woken up still drunk? Waking up still drunk is much more

  fun than waking up with a hangover. Then you can do the pint-fry-up-back-to-bed routine, which rarely lets you down. My extensive research of hangovers has led me to the conclusion that only two

  things can save you:




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        a small glass of port


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        sex


      

    


  




  Both remedies are out of the question today. I drank all the port in the flat last night and I haven’t had sex for 325 days.




  All I can do is lie here as still as possible, with my eyes glued together for the whole day. Please, God, don’t let Simon discover me. Simon is the anti-hangover. He is also my flatmate.

  He has got more energy than a hyperactive toddler on speed. He is currently training for the London Marathon so is always on a natural post-run high. I live in fear that he might explode with

  endorphins at any moment. It would be messy if he did, as we live in the smallest two-bedroom flat ever converted in Camden Town, London.




  I shall just try to open my right eye and see what the time is: 10.14 a.m. Perhaps it is not so bad being an out-of-work actress today. My mobile phone is vibrating in my hand. It appears as

  though I passed out last night, fully clothed, in my single bed, holding my mobile phone. I disgust myself. Frequently.




  Please, God, let it be my agent. Last week I had two auditions for the role of a feisty shepherdess in the Royal Shakespeare Company’s production of As You Like It. I made the brave

  decision to read for the part of the shepherdess with a Welsh accent. I reasoned that there are a lot of sheep in Wales. I read for the part with a Welsh accent, which sadly went to Jamaica, then

  Lithuania, before settling for the most part in Kent. The director looked incredulous for a long time when I had finished and then insisted that the play was set in Somerset. I thought I had

  committed audition suicide, but they recalled me, which means that I am in with a very good chance.




  I want this job like a tabloid paper wants soap-star sex scandals. If I get it, I will go to Stratford-upon-Avon, and then I will also do a tour of the USA. Please, please, God, if it is my

  agent saying that I got the job, I promise I shall be nice about American people while I am away. (I went to a convent school. For thirteen years I was marinated in Catholicism. Now I talk to God

  frequently. I say ‘talk to’, but really I just ask him for things. He ignores me.)




  ‘Morning, sunshine.’ Ignored again. It isn’t my agent. It’s my best friend, Julia. I think Julia has lost some hearing faculties by dancing next to nightclub speakers

  over the years. She always shouts as though she is standing next to an amp.




  ‘Ssssh,’ I whisper.




  ‘How are you today, sunshine?’ She sounds very concerned about me.




  ‘Mh, h, mmh’ is the only pathetic sound I am able to muster.




  ‘Come on, Sarah, he’s not worth it. He’s a wanker.’




  ‘Ahhhh!’ I wail.




  It comes back to me in hideous waves. I start weeping and remembering. As I weep and remember I move my head, and as I move my head the bastard who’s been trying to get out of my head

  suddenly gets angry and buys a hammer.




  ‘Come on, Sare, you’ll be all right,’ she murmurs.




  I love Julia but I won’t be all right. Last night I asked a man out. He works in my local pub. I have liked him for ages. I am not saying that he’s marriage material, but he is a

  heterosexual man of a similar age to me, with a pulse. I don’t meet many of these so I may well have got overexcited. I thought he liked me. I sent him a text message to see if he fancied

  meeting up for a drink. I got this response, instantly:




  Soz, I wanna watch the Narnia movie on DVD.




  I think it was the ‘Soz’ that did it. Although it could have been the ‘Narnia movie’. Whatever it was, I drank a bottle of port, ate seven slices of peanut butter on

  toast and cried all night.




  ‘The Narnia movie’s shit anyway,’ says Julia lovingly.




  ‘I’m too proud for this rejection,’ I moan.




  ‘Oh, bubba, you kept saying that last night.’




  I don’t even remember talking to Julia last night.




  ‘I’m serious though,’ I snivel.




  And I am. I can understand that the use of the word ‘soz’ in a text message of rejection may not seem like much to most. But to me it’s a big issue. I don’t do love. Love

  is the route to misery. I have been single for three years and nine months. I am known for saying, ‘I don’t want a man. I want a career.’ I am known for mouthing the words

  ‘It’ll end in tears’ when I see happy couples kissing. However, I’ve just spent five long months plucking up the courage to ask out a balding man with a paunch who works in

  my local pub. I offered him myself and he said he would rather watch the Narnia movie on DVD. My pride has not just been bruised, it’s been disembowelled. And it hurts, it really does.




  ‘Cock and balls! Did you hear that clunk?’ shouts Julia shortly after I hear a loud mechanical clunk. Julia drives a turquoise Mercedes-Benz. It’s massive and ancient and she

  bought it on eBay for £177. She calls it Big Daddy. It is impossible to imagine a more unreliable vehicle than Big Daddy. However, Julia loves this car in the way a lot of women love roguish

  men who let them down at embarrassing and inopportune moments. She won’t hear a bad word uttered about Big Daddy and she’ll never trade it in for something better.




  ‘I’m sorry, sunshine. I need to pull over and put some water in the radiator or something. I’ll call you later.’




  ‘I’m not sunshine today,’ I cry, ‘I’m drizzle.’




  I return to lying very still. I must be positive. I try to think of one thing I’m good at. It’s not easy. Then it dawns on me that the only thing I’m good at is creating

  cellulite, and I start to cry again.




  Simon bursts into my room. Simon bursts in my room every morning after his run. He throws my post on my unopened-post pile, and then checks the definition of his muscles in my full-length

  mirror.




  I met Simon twelve years ago in a dreadful nightclub called Winkers (Stinkers or Wankers if you were local). He danced up to me and said, ‘Please shag me, go on, it won’t take

  long.’ He had already said this line to three of my friends. I didn’t shag him but I did laugh and we have been friends ever since. Simon spent most of his twenties in South America,

  taking rich people on daredevil adventure holidays. The company he worked for went bust a year ago, so he came back to London and moved in with me. Now he is trying to make money so that he can set

  up his own business doing the same thing. This means that now if you ask him what he does he will tell you that he’s an entrepreneur and then he will try to sell you something that you

  don’t want. At the moment this will be either a BMW with low mileage or a cross-trainer in fabulous working order. He is thirty. He has dark hair and a fantastic body. Julia recently saw

  Simon without his top on and the sight rendered her speechless. I have known Julia for fifteen years and have never known anything to render her speechless.




  Today he stands in my doorway, a hand clutching a leg behind him in a quad stretch.




  ‘Oooh, you look and smell like a duck’s arse.’ He winces, dropping an official-looking white letter on to the pile of other unopened official-looking white letters on my

  floor.




  ‘Please, please fuck off . . . quietly,’ I moan meekly.




  ‘I can’t believe Baldy blew you out!’ He tries to say this with sympathy, but I see the corners of his mouth twitch.




  ‘How do you know?’ It hurts to voice words so I mouth them.




  ‘Sare, you spent fifteen minutes in bed between me and Ruth, wailing about rejection. You kept burping peanut butter, it was gross. You don’t remember, do you?’




  I shake my head like a snotty lost child.




  ‘Your dad phoned earlier. He sounded very excited.’




  Simon then does something I shall never forgive him for. He opens my bedroom curtains.




  ‘You need a pint of water and a protein shake and then you need to get up and seize this beautiful day.’




  I crawl to the landline phone, with Simon shouting, ‘Mention the cross-trainer, I’ll do it for him for £225.’




  My dad is perky at all times; even his snore is jubilant. He is recently retired. Now he plays golf on fine days and calls me on rainy ones.




  ‘Have you heard about that Shakespeare job?’ he sings loudly.




  ‘Not yet,’ I whisper.




  ‘Speak up! I think I’ve found you the perfect acting role, Sarah. I want to read you an article that was in the local paper. Now where are my glasses? Val! Val! Where are my

  glasses?’ This is my father’s trademark. He has never been known to have a telephone conversation without calling out at least five questions to my mother. It is deafening. ‘Val!

  Val! Oh, got them, not to worry, love. Now then, I think you could be the next Kate Winslet.’




  ‘More like Dame Thora Hird. Go on, tell me what it is,’ I croak.




  ‘Listen to this: “Are you between twenty-five and thirty-five, single, extrovert and looking for love? Reality TV show will help you find your Mr Right.”’




  ‘Dad, it’s an advert for a reality TV show.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  My dad is from a sweet bygone era when production companies in the UK made intelligently scripted dramas and charming comedies. He’s probably never even heard of Jade Goody.




  ‘Reality TV, Dad. It’s the birthplace of evil; created to ridicule the individual for the pleasure of the early-evening viewing public. They don’t want actors, Dad, they want

  real people. Thank you for thinking of me anyway.’




  Then the food blender starts as Simon begins to make my protein shake. I’m sure he’s turned the volume up. I give him the look of disdain I perfected playing Goneril in an amateur

  production of King Lear years ago. It might need some work because he looks at me indifferently and mouths the word ‘cross-trainer’.




  ‘The thing is, Sarah, I emailed the producer.’




  ‘You did WHAT?!’ I howl.




  ‘I emailed the producer. I said, “Dear Whatever-her-name-was, I think my daughter might be what you are looking for. She’s nearly thirty—” ’




  ‘Ahhh,’ I holler, cutting him off. ‘I’m not nearly thirty, I’m twenty-nine!’




  ‘Let me finish. “She’s nearly thirty, an extrovert, often to her mother’s embarrassment, and she’s a terrific actress so this would be the perfect part for her.

  She’s been single for years and we, her mother and I, worry that she’ll never find someone to share her life with. She claims that she doesn’t believe in love. She says she

  doesn’t want anyone but we think she does really.”’




  ‘You sneaky toad. Oh well, loads of women will want to do that sort of thing. I doubt we’ll hear anything.’




  ‘Um, the thing is, Sarah, they called here this morning and had a long chat with me and your mum. They think that you sound perfect for this.’




  ‘Dad!’ I whine. ‘I know you want me to be happy. But I am already happy. I don’t need a man. And I definitely don’t need to be on a bloody reality TV show. I need

  to focus on my career.’




  ‘Think about it, Sarah, it’ll give you good exposure as an actor and you may well find a nice young man to spend your time with. Anyway, they’ll be calling you at eleven

  o’clock this morning. I’m just warning you.’




  I don’t know what to say. So I do what I often do when a situation is frustrating and I don’t know what to say. I make the sound ‘urgh’ as loudly as I possibly can. I

  have never attempted this in such an extreme state of hangover. I won’t again. The passion makes me feel very ill. I lurch to the loo and stick my head down the toilet. I curse myself for

  never having given Simon a lesson in using the toilet brush. I am there a long time, flushing and retching and thinking. ‘Soz’ text messages, reality TV shows, no news on the

  Shakespeare audition and vomiting. It’s not the best start to the day.




  Simon knocks on the bathroom door. I poke my green face out.




  ‘I’ve put a new quote on the noticeboard,’ he tells me proudly. Simon and I have a noticeboard in our hallway on which we leave messages for each other. These used to be

  CAN YOU LEND ME A TENNER? or I PUT THE BINS OUT or YOU SMELL, but recently Simon has discovered a man called Eckhart Tolle,

  who is a master in positive thinking and now Simon leaves me daily, badly spelt motivational messages. I look at today’s epistle and shake my head. STEP OUT OF YOU’RE

  COMFART ZONE. I pick up my retort-writing pen from the block of Blu-tack on the wall. I correct his spelling and grammar. I am writing the words SATAN’S INSIDE YOUR

  HEAD when I hear something. The phone. It’s eleven o’clock.




  

     

  




  
[image: img] two [image: img]





  I love my mum and dad a staggering amount. I love them so much that often when I’m writing their birthday cards I have to stop myself putting something inappropriate.

  What I want to write is:




  

    

      Happy Birthday, Mum




      

        

          Have a great day


        


      




      

        

          

            Sarah


          


        


      




      PS I love you so much I would die for you.


    


  




  Or




  

    

      Happy Birthday, Dad




      

        

          Hope it’s a good one!


        


      




      

        

          

            Sarah


          


        


      




      PS By the way, if the whole family wanted to put you in a home I’d say no and install you in my front room; I’d even get the golf channel.


    


  




  I don’t write these things. I always put Lots of love, which doesn’t come close to articulating how much they mean to me, but is less alarming for the reader. Today I am

  realizing my love for them has got me into, to quote my mother, ‘a bit of a pickle’. I’ve somehow let them cajole me into applying for a reality TV show against my will.




  I look at my dad sitting on my sofa. My sofa looks very uncomfortable. It’s not that my dad’s fat, it’s that my sofa is small. A small two-seater. If my sofa could speak it

  would be saying the same thing that my dad used to say to me when I was young and sat on his lap: ‘Move over to the other side, this leg’s gone to sleep.’ My dad sits on it with

  both arms spread out wide and his right leg stretched out. My dad had a bad motorbike accident when he was nineteen and now he can’t bend his right leg very easily. If someone were to move

  the sofa, my father would be in a perfect position to do a Fiddler on the Roof dance.




  My dad’s in his late sixties with a friendly, lined brown face. He is so brown today owing to the near-daily golf that his white polo shirt dazzles with a whiteness rarely seen in Camden.

  He looks like a man who would never say no to a pint of bitter. I wish I could offer him a pint of bitter now, as he’s getting tetchy.




  ‘They’re twenty minutes late. Bloody rude, I’d say. I could have squeezed in a couple of holes this morning.’




  ‘Shame you didn’t bring your clubs, Dad, you could have practised your swing using reality TV producers’ heads for balls,’ I mutter.




  I am nervous. When I am nervous I like to swear or talk about mindless violence. It is one of the many reasons why I am single and one of the many, many reasons why I shouldn’t be on

  reality television.




  ‘We’re doing this because we love you,’ says my mother. Her eyes are closed. My mother is sitting at the dining-room table. A dining-room table that never sees any dining.

  Simon is giving my mum a shoulder massage. My mother is also training for the London Marathon. She is short and slim and according to all my male friends really quite fruity-looking for a woman of

  sixty-seven.




  ‘Oooh, Val, you’re ever so tense here,’ Simon exclaims. My mother moans. My father raises his eyebrows.




  ‘Love is hardly pushing your child into doing a reality TV show in order to find a man she doesn’t even want,’ I say sulkily, brushing my hair for the seventeenth time.




  ‘At least you tidied your room, darling,’ she coos.




  I don’t have the heart to tell her that it is purely a superficial tidy. A few days ago I started the important steps of thorough room-tidying, which are:




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        picking up everything on my floor and putting it on my bed


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        hanging up one or two items of clothing


      

    




    

      	

        3)


      



      	

        getting bored


      

    




    

      	

        4)


      



      	

        going out


      

    




    

      	

        5)


      



      	

        coming home and needing to go to bed


      

    




    

      	

        6)


      



      	

        moving everything on my bed on to my floor again


      

    


  




  In the end I just squeezed everything I own into the hall storage cupboard and vacuumed my carpet.




  We are waiting for the reality-TV people to arrive and interview us on camera. We have had two rounds of telephone interviews. Despite stating clearly that I neither want a man, nor to be on a

  reality TV show, I am through to the last round.




  I hate being filmed as myself. I don’t mind it when I am acting because someone tells me what to say. That being said, the last time I was filmed I was playing a cashier on The

  Bill. When it was aired I looked like an overweight, over-emoting person with special needs. Also – and this is the point which everyone seems to be ignoring – I DON’T WANT A

  MAN. The Baldy blow-out was absolutely the last time I shall ever reach out to a member of the opposite sex. Therefore I have thought of some tactics to employ so that I don’t get picked:




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        Polite reasoning – I have actually tried this repeatedly on the phone, to no avail, but face-to-face could have more impact


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        Belligerence – Behaving like a fourteen-year-old boy who enjoys shoplifting and truancy


      

    




    

      	

        3)


      



      	

        Repetitive swearing – Using language not appropriate for a programme to be aired before the watershed


      

    




    

      	

        4)


      



      	

        Telling someone that the storage cupboard is the loo and revealing my slovenly ways


      

    




    

      	

        5)


      



      	

        Arson – Purely a desperate measure. It is my flat, after all


      

    


  




  My mobile phone starts playing its Bros ‘When Will I Be Famous?’ ringtone.




  ‘I bet it’s these bloody TV people saying they can’t make it,’ I mutter, fishing my phone out of my handbag.




  ‘Oh my God! It’s my agent! Please, please, say I got Phoebe!’ I gasp before I answer it.




  ‘Sarah, it’s Geoff. I’m just calling to say they thought you were terrific. Honestly, they were quite blown away by you. But they’ve gone for someone younger this time.

  They really hope that they can work with you in the future though. I just wanted to let you know.’




  My door buzzer strikes the second blow of the morning. Simon and Mum and Dad all spring upright. I slip further into my armchair like a small child who doesn’t want to go to bed.




  ‘Thanks for letting me know, Geoff. I have to go now,’ I say. My bottom lip starts dancing. I stop it quickly with my teeth. My father limps over and squeezes me.




  ‘I’m fine. I’m an actress. I take rejection in my stride,’ I tell him. My voice sounds too high to be sincere.




  Mum has let three incredibly tall strangers into my living room. A gangly young male runner is posted by the window on traffic-warden duty. An older, chubbier man called Ray takes a huge camera

  out of a huge bag and smiles at me with what I believe to be pity. Fran, the elegant producer, hugs me. She smells of a perfume I know, but can’t remember the name of, sprayed over

  just-put-out cigarette. It makes me want to gag.




  ‘I feel I’ve known you for ages after all our phone chats,’ she says, looking at me and rubbing her hands together. She reminds me of boys from my childhood neighbourhood who

  would dissect squirrels to see what was inside them.




  My living room is very small. There are currently seven people in it. I am on the sofa with Ray practically on my lap, his huge camera a fag-butt length away from my nose.




  ‘Fran, I just need to say that I honestly don’t want to do this show. I really don’t want a man. I’d rather have gout.’




  ‘Now then, Sarah, sometimes in life we don’t know what we want. You would be great for this show.’




  ‘Fran, on the contrary, I know what I want and it does not involve going on a reality TV show in order to find a man.’




  My father pipes up. ‘Don’t be silly, Sarah, it’ll be fun.’ Everyone nods and agrees and Fran wires me up to a microphone. I didn’t think we’d get to

  belligerence so swiftly.




  ‘Let’s roll,’ she says to Ray. I notice her glee.




  ‘Let’s not,’ I mutter.




  ‘So, Sarah, what have you been doing recently?’ she asks.




  ‘Oh, you know, crack, heroin,’ I say.




  There is a pause. My mother tuts.




  ‘Oh, Sarah, you’re quite a challenge,’ Fran sighs.




  ‘Why?’ I say.




  ‘You say you don’t believe in love and yet your mum and dad have been married for forty-seven years,’ she tells me with a smug smile.




  ‘Come on, that’s not the norm, that’s a bloody miracle.’




  ‘I think you just dwell on the negative about love, Sarah,’ she says. Simon clucks his approval at her. I bet she listens to Eckhart blinking Tolle as well. ‘There are plenty

  of happy couples out there, Sarah, you just close your eyes to them.’




  I sigh. I knew this would be awful. I didn’t think it would feel like Christian therapy. I open my mouth to speak. But then I close it again and Fran continues.




  ‘Perhaps you can’t love, Sarah.’




  ‘Sorry?’ I say incredulously.




  ‘Perhaps you can’t love,’ she says firmly.




  ‘Of course I can.’




  ‘Who do you love?’ She’s challenging me and looking into my eyes. I want to tell her where to shove her bloody programme but instead I answer her question truthfully.




  ‘My parents – so much it hurts – my sister, my niece and nephew, Simon, my friends.’




  ‘Wouldn’t you like to have one special person to share life with? Someone who believed in you as a person and an actress? Someone who made you laugh and made you want to be better?

  Someone who you thought the world of ? Wouldn’t that be nice?’




  ‘Well, of course it would.’




  ‘Well, that’s love, Sarah, so you do want it.’ Then she smiles triumphantly at me. ‘I think you want it quite a lot actually. I think there’s a Shakespeare line

  about protesting too much.’




  ‘I’ve gone off Shakespeare,’ I lament.




  Suddenly Simon perks up.




  ‘She does want a man, of course she does. She plays this bloody Bob Dylan song all the time.’ He starts making this unpleasant groaning noise and I realize he’s murdering Bob

  Dylan’s ‘Make You Feel My Love’. ‘And she just asked out some bald bloke so she must want to be with someone.’




  ‘So why don’t you want us to help you look for love?’




  ‘Um, I don’t know,’ I say quietly.




  ‘You must have some idea,’ she says. She sounds softer now.




  Simon pipes up again: ‘She’s shit-scared, Fran, but I’ve told her she needs to “feel the fear and do it anyway”.’




  ‘That’s a great bit of advice that, I saw it out there on your noticeboard. What are you scared of ?’




  ‘I don’t know. Being rejected, I guess. The bald bloke blew me out.’ I say this in a funny voice. I do this quite often. I say things I really mean but don’t actually

  want to say in a funny voice. It’s not a great trait.




  Everyone says, ‘Ah’ sympathetically in unison. I look at them. The kindness in their faces makes me want to cry.




  ‘We want to help a young woman like yourself to find a lovely man. What sort of man would you like?’




  ‘Fran, I’m pretty sure no one will want me,’ I say in earnest.




  ‘Sarah, you’re attractive and talented, and Simon and your parents think you’re fun to be around. I think a man would be lucky to have you.’




  Everyone says, ‘Mmm’ in unison.




  Now, I am a Leo. Flatter me and my defences go down.




  ‘Come on, Sarah, imagine the perfect man – what would he be like?’




  I start to create the perfect man for me in my head and then I begin to speak in little stuttering sentences.




  ‘Well, funny, I guess, and kind . . . someone who loves what they do and is ambitious . . . but not cut-throat . . . maybe someone like my dad. I’m not very fussy about looks but I

  don’t like beards. I don’t want someone who smokes dope all the time. In fact I don’t want someone who smokes at all. Someone who likes art and wine and going out for dinner and

  is quite creative, someone who’ll get on with my family and friends, someone who likes sleeping as much as I do . . .’




  I’m in full flow now and beginning to quite enjoy my creation when suddenly we all hear a loud scream of terror followed by an elongated pronouncement of the expletive ‘fuck’

  coming from the hallway. We freeze. Camden isn’t the safest place to live. Perhaps a crazed drug addict has broken into my flat. Simon jumps up. He fearlessly opens the lounge door. The

  gangly runner is revealed standing knee-deep in my girl debris. He looks at us. His face blushes like a slapped bottom. Then he looks down at the sea of tights, pants and CDs at his feet.




  ‘I thought this was the loo,’ he says, stunned. Simon jumps up and starts to throw my belongings back into the storage cupboard. The gangly youth helps him.




  ‘That’s enough with Sarah. Let’s talk to Val and Mike, shall we?’




  I curl up on my sofa and watch my mum and dad, and then Simon, being interviewed. There is so much talk about love that I think we might be in the United States. I imagine being chosen for this

  programme. I imagine meeting someone and falling in love. I imagine myself having a male chum for adventures and sex and lazy naked afternoons in bed drinking wine and watching American serialized

  dramas. My cheeks flush. Then I imagine being rejected by a man in front of the whole nation and my body shudders.
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  The Polish chefs are sniggering in the corner of the kitchen. They have carved a carrot into the shape of a penis and stuck it on the order spike. I am trying to ignore it but

  I am impressed. It is very realistic. From what I can remember.




  ‘Very creative,’ I mumble.




  I shout my order above the badly tuned radio which is playing Paul Simon’s ‘50 Ways to Leave Your Lover’.




  ‘Well done bacon, tomatoes, granary toast and lightly done scrambled eggs. When I say lightly done scrambled eggs, I mean nice runny ones – not the hard rabbit poos you did last

  week, or the bloody raw ones he got the week before.’




  Every Saturday I attempt to get this order right for my favourite customer. Every week we stare in disbelief at the inedible scrambled eggs that appear. I don’t know why my favourite

  customer comes here. Carluccio’s up the road is much nicer. I should tell him. I won’t, though. Seasoned waitresses understand that spending time in friendly conversation with customers

  can only lead to two things:




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        Irritating requests, for example, ‘Can I have a glass of tap water?’ or ‘Can you ask the chef if there’s any garlic in

        the sauce?’ These requests involve carrying drinks on trays, talking to the kitchen staff and walking – all activities that the seasoned waitress isn’t fond of


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        Incessant over-familiar questions, such as ‘Sarah, how’s the acting going?’ or ‘Sarah, have you got a boyfriend?’

        or ‘Sarah, is there any chance of me getting my food today?’ Such questions involve screaming, ‘No, no! NO!’ and creating scenes of barbaric cutlery violence in

        one’s mind


      

    


  




  The Waitresses’ Manifesto clearly states that customers should be treated with contempt when not being ignored. I have already dangerously contravened this by showing concern about the

  consistency of my favourite customer’s eggs. Therefore I won’t recommend Carluccio’s and my favourite customer shall have to continue with his weekly risk of contracting

  salmonella.




  I have been working in this little café near Hampstead Heath for seven years. If someone had told me then that I would still be here now I would have got my cellulite-free

  twenty-two-year-old bottom and smothered their air passages with it. I would have shouted, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’m only going to be here for a few months before I’m

  discovered. By the time I’m nearly thirty I shall have an Oscar on my mantelpiece and Kiefer Sutherland’s baby in my tummy.’




  Waitresses shouldn’t be nearly thirty. It’s wrong. The only plus with my waitressing job is that on Saturdays I work here with Julia. I met Julia when I was fourteen. We lived in the

  same village but went to different schools. I used to see her getting off her coach as I walked home. I admired from afar her dark eye make-up, which was of Robert Smith from The Cure proportions.

  We finally met properly when it emerged that our fathers were members of the same golf club and they had booked us on a session of golf lessons one summer. The dads were thrilled that we appeared

  to be so keen on the sport but in actual fact we spent most of that summer sitting on the dead elm behind the third hole, drinking crème de menthe and learning to smoke. Now Julia works for

  a production company in Soho, which doesn’t pay very much, so I got her a Saturday job here two years ago so she could earn some extra money and entertain me. Julia isn’t a very good

  waitress, as she spills every drink she serves and usually swears very loudly when she does so. We both eat as much free food as we can and try to ignore the customers as much as possible. I emerge

  from the kitchen singing, ‘Der de de der, Jack.’ Julia is standing behind the cake counter sticking her finger in a piece of cheesecake.




  ‘Oh dear, I just accidentally stuck my finger in this piece of cheesecake. We can’t possibly sell it now. Shall we eat it, Chantelle?’ Julia has been calling me Chantelle ever

  since she heard about the reality TV show. She says it in an exaggerated Essex accent. She thinks she’s funny.




  ‘I’ve just had a bacon sandwich. Oh, go on then,’ I say, spooning a huge piece of cheesecake into my mouth and attempting to sing, ‘Bay be boo bam, Stan’ with my

  mouth full.




  ‘Will you be launching a pop career, Chantelle?’ Julia giggles.




  ‘Will you be shutting up, Julia?’




  ‘Chantelle, you shouldn’t have too much cheesecake as the camera puts pounds on you,’ says Julia, finishing it off.




  ‘Sorry, I know you’re busy, girls, but could I have another coffee?’ shouts my favourite customer. It looks like a friendly grey bear and a Russian ballet dancer mated to

  create him. He has angular features and silver hair. He always has a tan, which makes him look healthy. He comes in for breakfast every Saturday, which makes him glamorous, and he reads the

  Guardian from cover to cover, which makes him clever. He is quite hard to age because although he is grey he has a young-looking face. I would guess that he is forty-seven.




  ‘Bloody hell, you’re so demanding!’ I say to him, hands on hips, with a big sigh. I make his caffè latte.




  ‘Have you heard that Sarah is going to be a reality TV superstar?’ Julia says, putting the coffee down on his table and spilling it slightly. I stand behind the counter, wincing at

  Julia’s flagrant disrespect for the code of waitressing.




  ‘Pray tell,’ he says, mopping up the spillage with a napkin.




  ‘Well, she’s been single for years, and this reality TV show is going to try to find a man who could put up with her. Isn’t that right, Chantelle? They’re going to call

  today to tell her if she’s chosen and if she is the cameras start rolling on Monday.’ Julia sits down at my favourite customer’s table. Waitresses the world over throw down their

  aprons in disgust.




  ‘Well, that sounds very exciting. All the best with it. I’m surprised a nice attractive girl like you is single though.’




  ‘You do know that you’re my favourite customer, don’t you?’




  ‘Oh, Sarah had given up on love and was intent on remaining a spinster but now the reality-TV genre has changed her and she’s seen the light. Now she can’t wait to find a man

  to boff.’




  ‘Julia!’ I howl, embarrassed.




  ‘So what are you young ladies up to this evening?’ smiles my favourite customer.




  ‘I’m staying in with a bottle of red wine. The new series of The X Factor is starting.’ The words squirt out of my mouth like a premature ejaculation. My favourite

  customer looks horrified. I blush.




  Suddenly I have a vision that I am lying naked in bed with a lovely man watching The X Factor. I don’t know what Fran has done to me but since my interview I can’t stop

  daydreaming about having a man. It’s getting quite bad. This morning, after I’d pressed Snooze, I fished my teddy out from down the side of the bed and spooned it. I know no one will

  report me but it’s weird. For ten minutes this morning I spooned a stuffed animal and imagined it was a man. A real man with warm naked bum cheeks pressed into my lap and a hairy chest I

  could run my fingers through. I know that in real life a real man would have smelt or snored or farted into my lap but in my daydream he didn’t. And it was bliss.




  I notice that Julia is waving her hand in front of my face saying, ‘Coo-ee’ and am jolted back into the conversation.




  ‘Sorry, not very rock-and-roll is it?’ I mumble, embarrassed by my lack of both concentration and planned Saturday-night shenanigans. Suddenly the sound of Bros can be heard clearly

  over the softly playing Mozart.




  ‘Oh my God, it might be them,’ hyperventilates Julia. She springs up and my favourite customer’s coffee is knocked into his lap.




  ‘Bollocks,’ she screeches.




  I rush towards him with some paper serviettes. I stand hovering, holding them above his groin. He takes them from me.




  ‘Answer your phone!’ he insists, dabbing his crotch.




  I pick up my mobile. It’s a withheld number. I rush into the kitchen to take the call.




  ‘Please, God,’ I whisper. ‘I know you never thought you’d hear me say this but please, please say they chose me to do the reality TV programme so I can find a nice man to

  spoon and watch X Factor with. It’s not much to ask, he doesn’t have to look like Kiefer Sutherland, just not too scary-looking, and please can he be kind and funny.’ I am

  just about to ask if he can like my family too when my phone stops ringing and my voicemail takes the call. Bollocks. Julia comes into the kitchen.




  ‘What did they say, Chantelle, are they going to use you? Sare, answer me, are they using you?’ she screams.




  ‘Um, she’s leaving a message.’




  ‘Oh my God, it’s so exciting!’ she screams again.




  ‘Jule, you really should get back into the café, someone might come in and nick all the money.’




  ‘Fuck it, there’s only about £1.70 in the till anyway. Check your phone!’




  ‘But what if they have chosen me?’




  ‘It’ll be great for you, Sare.’ She comes over and hugs me. ‘It’s OK to want a man, you know, and the show will be an adventure, something you can tell your

  kids.’




  ‘But it’ll start on Monday!’ I protest.




  ‘Good! Sare, what have you got to lose?’ she asks me seriously.




  I think about what I have to lose. At the moment my life consists of haranguing my agent to see if he can get me an audition for Casualty, talking nonsense to Simon and writing letters to

  the casting people of 24. I look at Julia and nod slowly.




  ‘Sare, check your bloody message,’ she insists.




  I put the phone to my ear. My favourite customer pokes his head into the kitchen:




  ‘Um, sorry about this, ladies, but there’s a large group . . .’ He catches sight of the carrot cock and trails off for a moment. ‘That’s quite a work of art

  isn’t it? A, um, large group of cyclists out here all want serving.’




  ‘Seriously, a large group of sweaty cyclists?’ enquires Julia eagerly before pulling her hair free from her ponytail, licking her lips and going out to serve them. They leave me

  alone save for the three Polish chefs, who are creating some potato balls to join the carrot cock. I listen to the message. ‘Sarah, it’s Fran. We’ve made our decision. I’m

  afraid we’re not going to use you. I’m really, really sorry. I actually think that you would have been perfect for this, but one of the other girls has a sister who’s getting

  married soon, and it will give us some great footage, so, oh, I’m really sorry. Look, I think you should get out there and try to meet some men anyway. I really think you could meet someone

  special. Don’t give up on love, please don’t. Life’s too short.’
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  ‘Jesus, look at the state of you!’ blurts Simon. ‘It’ll be all right, Sare, you don’t need a TV show to find you a man.’




  ‘I’m not crying about that, you knob! Look,’ I blub, pointing at the telly, ‘Simon Cowell just told her she’s fat and she can’t sing – and her

  mum’s ill!’ I am lying in bed in my pyjamas watching The X Factor. I must look awful. I’ve been crying since The X Factor started. It’s nearly finished.




  ‘What’s happened to your teeth?’ he asks, bending down to look at me closely.




  ‘They’re probably black from the red wine,’ I weep. Once I start crying I find it very difficult to stop.




  ‘We’re off out,’ he whispers.




  Ruth, Simon’s girlfriend, pops her head into my room. Ruth is my age, blonde, tall and toned. She would be utterly gorgeous were it not for a very large nose. She works in the City for a

  company called Goldman Sachs. (Simon and I prefer to call it Scrotum Sacs.) I like her but there are two things that annoy me about her. One is that she has the most beautiful voice I have ever

  heard outside the movies. She sounds like Julie Andrews in Mary Poppins. It is not a voice that someone who works in finance should have. It is the sort of voice that Sarah Sargeant,

  aspiring actress, should possess. The other thing that annoys me about her is that she’s super-sorted. She owns a flat and has a share portfolio. I have to console myself with the thought

  that she’ll be buggered when the markets crash. I suspect that everything inside her head is neatly arranged in clearly marked Tupperware containers. Mine on the other hand is arranged in a

  big pile of mush. I’m quite sure she has never watched The X Factor in her life.




  ‘Hi, Sarah,’ she sings, and then her mouth drops open at the sight of me.




  ‘It’s The X Factor, it makes me emotional,’ I explain to her.




  ‘Right,’ she says uncertainly.




  ‘Are you sure you’re all right, you’re not upset about the . . . you know?’




  ‘Si, I’m fine,’ I say to him, trying to hold back my sobs and smile at the same time. The effort creates a high-pitched whining sound the likes of which I haven’t heard

  since I once attempted to play the violin. Simon stands before me, not quite knowing how to react.




  ‘Oh, come here,’ he murmurs, wrapping me in his arms. I feel delicious and warm like a cocktail sausage in bacon.




  ‘Simon, the cab’s here,’ coughs Ruth. Simon gives me a smile and walks out of my room humming ‘50 Ways to Leave Your Lover’.




  I clamber out of my bed and stand in front of my full-length mirror. Apart from the black teeth I am unbelievably average-looking. I have brown hair, the most common hair colouring in the UK. I

  have blue eyes, the most common eye colour in the UK. I am five foot four, the average height for British females. I am a pear-shaped size 12, the most common dress size. My name is Sarah, the most

  popular girl’s name for the year I was born. My uncle’s wife is called Sarah. There are even two Sarah Sargeants in my family. I am mass-produced.




  In one week I have asked a man out and been rejected, auditioned for a Shakespeare play and been rejected, and been considered for a reality TV show and been rejected. I feel numb. Before I

  asked out Baldy from the pub I had allowed myself to fantasize that he would say yes and we would go out, have a nice time and then get married and have beautiful babies. But he didn’t say

  yes, he said no. When I was waiting to hear about the audition I imagined getting the job, going to Stratford, being part of a wonderful production, getting discovered and being catapulted into

  super-stardom. But I didn’t get the job. Then when I was waiting to hear about the reality TV show I had this beautiful thought that I would meet someone nice and funny and kind. But I

  wasn’t chosen. Now the life of a celibate waitress looms. I feel as though someone has pinched all my daydreams.




  I walk out of the bathroom and read the new quote that Simon has put on the noticeboard, A LIFE LIVED IN FEAR IS A LIFE HALF LIVED. I read it again. There are no spelling

  mistakes at all. He must have taken care over this one. The thought of Simon carefully writing this for me makes me cry again. I pour myself another glass of wine and crawl back into bed. I hear

  the front door open and a soft knock on my door. Simon slowly pokes his head into the room, sees me curled in a ball in bed and says softly, ‘Come here, you silly cow.’




  I look up and snottily say, ‘Why aren’t you at the party?’




  ‘Oh, come on, I can’t go off to a party and leave you here all upset. Anyway, it was one of Ruth’s work friends, not really my cup of tea.’




  He gets into bed next to me, placing a bag of Nandos and a four-pack of Beck’s at his side. He props some pillows up behind his back and uses my teddy as a headrest. Then he puts his arm

  around me so that I can nestle into his armpit. I can’t speak so I snivel and hiccup. We sit like this while he eats a leg and a piece of breast. Then he starts singing as he opens a bottle

  of beer.




  ‘Be be ne ne boy Roy, be be bebbe be. De de dad ah.’




  I start to laugh because Simon can’t sing at all. If tune was London he’d be in Birmingham.




  ‘What the wank was that?’




  ‘That song you were just singing, “Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover”.’




  I sit up in bed and look at him.




  ‘Fifty ways to leave a lover! What about fifty ways to find a bloody lover?’




  ‘Yeah, there must be fifty ways to find a lover; you should try them, Sare.’




  ‘Si, I could try five hundred and fifty ways to find a wanking lover and no one would want me.’




  ‘Sare, listen to me for a second: you’re fit, not in a cardiovascular way of course but in the other way. You’re fit and people fancy you.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘My mates do.’




  ‘What, Stinky Bob? And Paranoid Jay?’




  ‘Sare! Lay off Jay, he had a bit too much skunk at university, that’s all, he’s much better now. But they’re men and they fancy you because you’re funny and

  attractive, and if you made an effort to go out and actually meet some men you would find someone who you liked too.’ Then he gets up and walks into the centre of the room. He closes his eyes

  for a moment before taking a deep breath and slowly saying, ‘If you really want something then the whole universe will conspire to make it happen.’




  I roll my eyes, as I normally do when Simon is sharing his self-help wisdom.




  ‘Don’t you roll your eyes at that. That’s a good one. I could bash one out over that.’




  ‘Eurgh!’ I groan.




  ‘I’m serious. You want to find someone. All you need to do is admit it and look for it. It’s easy.’




  ‘What would I do?’




  ‘Well, I dunno, speed dating and stuff like that, there’s loads of ways to meet people.’




  ‘Hmm,’ I say thoughtfully.




  ‘What time is it?’ asks Simon, suddenly getting restless.




  ‘Ten-past ten. Why?’




  ‘Will your mum still be up?’




  ‘Probably.’




  ‘Good, I’m going to give her a quick call. I want to tell her about a stretch she should do for her shoulder.’ Simon gets out of my bed and I snuggle up in the duvet. I start

  whimpering. I intend to wallow.




  Simon interrupts me two minutes later. He gets into my bed and pushes me out of it.




  ‘Your dad wants to talk to you.’




  I shuffle to the phone. Dad sounds deliriously happy.




  ‘It’s brilliant news! Isn’t it brilliant news, Val? I’ve got Sarah on the phone now.’




  ‘What’s brilliant news?’




  ‘Your decision!’




  ‘What bloody decision!’




  ‘Your decision to explore fifty ways to find a lover.’




  ‘I never said I’d— SIMON, I’ll bloody kill you!’ I holler to the bedroom. I am just wondering whether I should threaten to shove the chicken leg up his bum or down

  his throat when my father says some very important words.




  ‘We’re really proud of you for doing this, Sarah.’




  This is not something my father would say lightly. The first time my father told me that he was proud of me was when I graduated from drama school. I remember it vividly. The second and only

  other time he has said it was after he saw me in my first West End play.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Of course, Sarah, we’ve been really worried about you.’




  ‘Sorry,’ I say in earnest.




  ‘Don’t be sorry, just get out there, go on dates and enjoy meeting men. Simon says you’re going to go speed dating.’




  ‘Did he now?’ I sing.




  ‘Oh – you know what you should get?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘A, um, bugger, what are they called?’




  ‘No idea.’




  ‘Yes you do . . . my friend in my DIY class has got one . . . they’re in the papers a lot.’




  ‘A vibrator?’




  ‘Sarah!’ He stresses both syllables heavily. ‘No. A blog!’




  ‘What the bloody hell’s a blog?’




  ‘It’s an online diary.’




  ‘Dad, you can’t even text-message and you’ve never used the Internet. How on earth do you know about blogs?’




  ‘I think it’s a great idea, you can do all your fifty ways and people can read about it.’




  ‘Hmm, I’m not sure I want strangers reading about my desperate search for a shag . . . I mean love.’




  I hang up. I quietly practise saying, ‘I’ve got a blog. Yes. A blog! Haven’t you heard of them?’ (Condescending chuckle – I love doing condescending chuckles.)

  ‘I went speed dating. You can read about it in my blog.’ I feel quite glamorous and à la mode. I return to my bedroom.




  ‘I’m starting a blog,’ I tell Simon proudly.




  ‘What the bloody hell’s a blog?’




  ‘Mwah hah ha!’




  ‘What the fuck’s that?’




  ‘It’s a condescending chuckle.’




  ‘You sound like the Count from Sesame Street.’




  ‘You have a go at a condescending chuckle then, they’re not that easy.’




  Simon actually does a very good attempt at a condescending chuckle but obviously I can’t tell him that.




  ‘You sound as though you’ve just trapped your thumb in a car door. Now piss off and let me start my blog.’




  ‘What are you going to call it?’




  ‘Fifty Ways to Find a Lover, I guess.’




  ‘Um, I think there’s already a book with that title.’




  ‘How the fuck do you know?’




  ‘Look, I go to the Mind, Body, Spirit sections of bookshops, OK.’




  ‘What about A Spinster’s Search?’




  ‘Sare, it sounds as though you’re trying to find your clitoris.’




  ‘Urgh, OK, A Spinster’s Pursuit.’




  ‘Try saying that when you’re pissed.’




  ‘I’ve got it!’ I yelp. ‘A Spinster’s Quest.’




  [image: img]




  Simon leaves me alone. I turn off the telly and I open the beautiful Apple laptop that I bought last year after Halifax bizarrely extended my credit-card limit. My dad’s

  friend from DIY has emailed me. My father must have put the phone down on me and instantly called him. He’s sent me intricate instructions about how to set up a blog. It is ridiculously easy.

  Within ten minutes I have given birth to A Spinster’s Quest. Now I just need to think of something to write on it. I sit for ages, staring at the screen and chewing my lip. I drink my

  wine and listen to the muffled sounds of a Saturday night in Camden. It’s not until the wineglass is empty that the words begin to gush from me. It’s hard to keep up with my two-finger

  typing shuffle, but out everything pours about my lack of sex and fear of rejection. I read it back. I feel pissed and purged and peculiarly positive. Then I make a pledge: I, spinster, will

  explore fifty ways to find a lover. I will start with speed dating. I will set myself some rules. Under no circumstances will I




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        kiss on the first date


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        get naked on the second


      

    




    

      	

        3)


      



      	

        waste anyone’s time by leading them on if I don’t think there’s a spark


      

    




    

      	

        4)


      



      	

        continue in any way with unemployed, aspiring musicians, however good I think their music is


      

    


  




  I will also enlist some help in what to wear and say. I will stop dressing like a male road protester and brush my hair. I will stop asking men stupid questions such as ‘Have you ever seen

  a ghost?’ and ‘If you were a biscuit what sort would you be?’, which only I ever find entertaining.




  It’s so tempting though. There’s got to be another bourbon out there somewhere.
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  I am sitting on the bus, petrified. I want to go back to bed and watch Casualty. I don’t want to go speed dating. The idea is repulsive. I bet they don’t

  have speed dating in Italy. Two things that shouldn’t be rushed are food and love. Even Diana Ross’s mum knows that you can’t hurry love. I’m shaking and sweating. I feel

  like I’ve stuffed a lot of cocaine up my bottom and I’m going through customs in Mexico and there’s a sniffer dog barking at me and a Hispanic man running towards me putting

  plastic gloves on.




  Two facts are stopping me from going back home. One is that I’m meeting Julia there. The other is that I have announced in my blog that Quest No. 1 is Speed Dating. I even hatched a plan,

  which I described in my blog. The plan involves




  

    

      	

        1)


      



      	

        talking to all the men as though they are ugly. I reasoned that it is always much easier to talk to ugly people


      

    




    

      	

        2)


      



      	

        asking all the men if they know any good jokes, then at least I will learn something


      

    


  




  I cannot therefore write in my online diary that I was so scared I didn’t even make it to Soho.




  As I lift my hand up to press the red Next Stop button I notice that I have sweated so much I have wet patches under the arms of my blouse that nearly reach my waist. I walk slowly to the

  speed-dating venue waving my arms so that the fabric will dry. By the time I get to the venue they have gone from sopping to slightly soggy. I take a deep breath and unwillingly make my way down

  some very steep steps.




  I arrive in a soulless room in a dark basement. It is not a sexy environment. I would go as far as to say it is the antithesis of sex. I cast my eyes furtively around for Julia, and as I do I

  see a lot of men wearing the de rigueur uniform of jeans with ironed, untucked shirts. I had let myself fantasize that I might meet a nice barrister or someone who works in post-production.

  It now seems that I shall be lucky to find a tiler with a drink problem.
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