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Praise for Reality Check

‘Laden with drama, tension and explosive twists underscored with so much heart… Healing, gratifying and hilarious – all with the perfect dash of spice’

Bea Fitzgerald

‘Huxley-Jones writes brilliantly on the modern mechanisms of romance, but with a timeless sapphic love story at its heart. Sweet, soaring and splendid’

Elle McNicoll

‘Reality Check is a tender, authentic love story full of wit and warmth about out how to find the courage to truly be yourself. It made me laugh, cry and swoon!’

Rowan Coleman

‘Reality Check is a whirlwind of joy, drama and romance! Huxley-Jones writes with such warmth and humour, and exactly the kind of representation that makes you feel truly seen!’

Beth Reekles

‘Reality Check is a tender, gratifying romance filled to the brim with hope, humour and heart’

Hannah Bonam-Young

‘Lizzie Huxley-Jones has created a world that is so immersive and brilliant that I hated to leave. Sexy, inclusive and totally compelling’

Laura Wood

‘Reality Check is perfect for fans of Love is Blind, Love Island and Married at First Sight’

Jodi McAlister

‘It was the kind of full-hearted disability representation that dreams are made of – bursting with compassion, warmth and wit. Deeply nuanced yet light and sparkling’

Talia Samuels

‘Twists! Turns! Drama! Laughs! Romance! Reality Check packs just about every possible emotion into every single one of its pages and is endlessly entertaining’

Justin Myers

‘Reality Check allows its queer, disabled and neurodiverse characters to be messy, flawed and fully human, while crafting an expertly observed satire of reality television that captures both its allure and its emotional cost’

Zac Hammett

‘It brought me so much joy. I roared laughing and I also felt the whole broad spectrum of human emotions. I will be thinking about Carys and Dolly for a long time to come’

Lucy Vine

‘Lizzie Huxley-Jones created the perfect balance between sweet, spicy, funny and tender, and gave me the emotional punch I crave in a book. An absolute swoonworthy read!’

Dana Hawkins

‘A gorgeously written refreshing take beyond the mainstream, with beautifully drawn and endearing diverse characters you can’t help but root for right away’

Eva Verde

‘Reality Check is an absolute dream! Actual tears formed; I was laughing so much. Huxley-Jones is an auto-buy author for me now’

Rebecca Ryan

‘Lizzie Huxley-Jones once again gifts us with a delightful romcom full of queer joy and endless fun. Reality Check is a warm-hearted hug of a book and I adored every word!’

Catherine Walsh

‘A gorgeous exploration of queerness, disability and reality TV all folded into a heart-stopping love story. This is a must read!’

Elle Everhart

‘A delicious slice of pure escapism! Funny and sweet, Huxley-Jones has crafted a gorgeous story with refreshingly diverse characters that jump off the page. I loved it!’

Elizabeth Drummond

‘Perfect for fans of Love is Blind and Married at First Sight, this is the smart and funny sapphic slow-burn of your dreams… it feels like you’re binging a real series on streaming’

Chloe Timms

‘A queer love story with the kind of representation that made me want to cheer’

Anita Kelly

‘An addictive, swoony romcom bursting with drama, warmth and queer joy. Reality Check delivers on all fronts and does so with a vibrant inclusive love story’

Anika Hussain

‘Reality Check is sizzling with empathy, humour and warmth. A gorgeous masquerade of a love story. Dolly and Carys are utterly believable and charming’

Sarvat Hasin

‘A joyfully queer and tantalisingly spicy romcom that combines passionate sapphic yearning with a deeper examination of identity and the reality TV industry’

Morgan Owen
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To all the autistic authors who came before and helped me find the words, and to all my autistic readers still searching for their own.

Also, this one’s for me too. Well done, kid.







CONTENT WARNINGS

While Reality Check is a romcom at heart, there are a number of sensitive topics within the pages that might be difficult for some people to engage with.

These include the psychological and physiological costs of autistic masking, meltdowns and overstimulation; the threat of being outed as LGBTQ+; homophobia; the difficult dynamics of being a carer and cared for; emotional manipulation by a partner.

There are also references to ableism, racism and fatphobia, though none are on-page experiences.







For Immediate Release: WEDDED BLISS FINALLY SAYS I DO TO THE UK


Today Sunset Motions Productions have announced that Wedded Bliss, the romantic reality TV show taking the world by storm, is headed to the UK & Ireland.

Twenty lovestruck hopefuls enter the warehouse, with multiple compatibility options, but will they find love? And how will they like their matches once they can see each other? Once engaged, couples will compete against each other for cash, venues, caterers and much more for their dream wedding.

The public will have the final say on which couple most exemplifies the core themes of Wedded Bliss – Communication, Cooperation and Compatibility – bagging the chosen newly-weds a grand prize nest egg of £100,000 so they can start their lives together.

The show’s US hosts and aspirationally loved-up couple Karina and Lucas Nguyen will return to present the new season.

The UK & Ireland season of Wedded Bliss is set to air on Watchie this autumn.

    [continues below]



Production Schedule for Cast (Strictly Confidential)

Please take note of the outlined production schedule below. You will be required to be present for filming on all days. If at any stage you have no mutual matches, you will be asked to leave.


Days 1–8 WAREHOUSE

Days 7–8 PROPOSALS

Days 9–11 HONEYMOON, LOCATION TBA

Days 12–17 APARTMENT PHASE

Days 18–20 WEDDINGS



Please recall, as per your contract, that the hours of filming are whatever the production team deem necessary.

Sunset Motions reserve the right to use footage captured from any part of the experiment, including those from hidden cameras, interviews and, if relevant, security footage.

If you have any concerns, please speak to your chaperones.








Chapter One Carys



Carys Cadwallader, 27, London

Should I start talking now? Haha, this is so weird, isn’t it? Sorry, I’ll start now. Um. Hi, I’m Carys. I’m twenty-seven, and I’m from London. Well, I’m not from there, I’m from Wales, but I live there. I’m on Wedded Bliss to find love… isn’t everyone? I guess I like men who are nice and nice looking and kind. That’s what I want. Someone who is kind. And likes animals! After all, I work on a city farm and sometimes have to bring home a baby lamb to bottle-feed so they’ve got to like animals. Does that sound alright? I don’t want to sound too silly.

In three weeks, I’ll be married to the love of my life.

Well. Provided I actually meet him. I hope I will.

If I’m honest, I never thought I’d fall in love on television. Though, I suppose most people don’t expect that, but on Wedded Bliss the matchmakers do all the hard work of finding men who are perfectly compatible with me, which cuts out most of the hard work.

Maybe it’s a drastic way to find a soulmate, but when all else fails, what you need is courage, and the intervention of a successful reality television show.

It feels old school, kind of romantic. There’s no swiping left… Or is it right? I can never remember. And this way I don’t have to see quite so many men holding fish. Not that I can see if they’re holding fish for the first few dates.

Oh God, what if he’s some kind of fish-holder?

That’s not a thing, is it? I’m spiralling.

I try to push this out of my brain, and focus on who he will be. Or who he is? Presumably he already exists and they aren’t just cooking up a bunch of people in the lab when we get there.

I take a deep breath. I don’t have time to worry about whether the dating show I’m going on is an elaborate cover for a covert human cloning operation.

I would probably calm down if we could just get out of this traffic jam.

I had naively thought being driven around in a fancy car sent by the production company would be relaxing.

‘We’ll be there in about five minutes, pet,’ says my driver, Victor. He must sense the barely suppressed panic radiating off me.

Hopefully he can’t smell it. I fake a cough and dip my head down to surreptitiously sniff for anxiety-armpit. Not that I can smell anything over the aggressively pine-scented air freshener hanging from his rearview mirror. When I glance up at the offending item, I meet his unexpectedly kind eyes. ‘Roads always gets bunged up this time of day.’

I hope he didn’t just catch me sniffing my armpit.

A car horn honks violently, and I let out a long rush of air to try to steady my nerves. I very much dislike getting stuck in transit and losing control. You can’t will a halted tube to move; trust me, I’ve tried. There’s nothing I can do about the gridlock. And even if I accept it, surrendering to the lack of control, I still get sweaty and panicky like now. There’s no winning.

I know it could be worse; I could be one of the people stuck on a toilet-less Lizzie Line train for hours who had to designate one corner a makeshift loo.

I suspect Victor is still watching me, so I force a smile that I’m not convinced wasn’t a Cheshire Cat-like grimace. Oh well. I tried.

Victor cranks up the air con and fresh cool air rushes across my hot face. I block out the traffic and try to focus on what matters. Falling in love and getting married is what every little girl dreams of. I might be about to feel the spark, those fireworks that tell you that man is The One and you’re on track for a beautiful wedding, family, life. The whole shebang.

Congestion is temporary; true love is forever. That’s probably on a pillow somewhere.

It still counts as true love, no matter how you find it, right? Not all of us can Disney princess it. If I lose a shoe in London, that’s gone forever and I’m barefoot. Even if I did find a Prince Philip (Disney version, not the deceased royal family member), the idea of having hundreds of women try on my shoe is… well, gross.

I think I’m spiralling again.

I need something to do with my hands that isn’t picking at bits of my skin, so I smooth out the wide skirt of my dress, hoping the tucks and pleats still lie where they are supposed to, and that the bum isn’t too wrinkled.

I try to tune into the London skyline and work out how far we might be from the city farm I work at, or my house share. There’s no clear starry sky here, so navigation is all by buildings and landmarks. But try as I might, I can’t orient myself.

A driver behind us beeps their horn in a staccato beat, and each honk makes me jump. My heart beats wildly out of control.

I tap on my sternum in a steady rhythm to try to ground myself.

Don’t lose it, Carys.

I’m supposed to practise self-compassion when I’m finding things hard – that’s what my therapist used to say. I give it a go. Yes, I’m nervous but it’s normal to be nervous before big life changes. This is a pretty big life change. Not just the romance but the prospect of sharing part of a window-less East London warehouse with nine other women I’ll meet for the first time today. That might be the scariest part of all.

‘As we’re stuck here, why don’t you tell me about this show you’re going on?’ Victor’s voice is a beacon, calling me back to safety.

I’m so grateful for the distraction. I know most people think autistic people hate small talk, but I live for it. I think that’s why I’ve done so well on the farm, where I’m constantly meeting new people, reeling out animal facts and pleasantries so we share a tiny moment of joy before they go back to their lives. Those kinds of fleeting moments are much easier than building something bigger. There’s no pressure.

‘It’s a dating show. Wedded Bliss, have you heard of it?’ I say, hearing the rasp in my throat.

He shakes his head. ‘No, I haven’t. Is it like Love Island? Are they going to jet you off to a nice hotel?’ Victor glances again at the SatNav. ‘Poplar isn’t their usual sunny destination.’

I can’t help but laugh at that. ‘Basically, I’m going to find my husband.’

I’ve practised this conversation plenty of times, long before I told my family or my colleagues, who up until my last day at work thought I was off backpacking and had gifted me more DEET and factor 50 than I might ever need. Luckily, the global success of the US seasons meant that most of them knew where I was going.

Turns out my sisters, Del and Ang, are big fans, deep in the gossip. I told them I didn’t want to know much; I want to go in without any preconceptions. The only thing they told me is that before the UK, Sunset Motions did a season in Australia that was a total disaster with only one wedding, and that couple broke up at the altar. Awful.

Despite their requests, obviously I didn’t ask any of the production team interviewing me for behind-the-scenes info. I don’t want to be a bother.

Anyway, I must say enough that something clicks for Victor. ‘Oh! Is that the one with the screens that go down every few dates so you end up seeing them and kissing before you get engaged? I think my Shreya watches that.’

‘That’s the one,’ I say, my knee bouncing with nerves. At first, I’d thought falling in love through voice alone was romantic, and now I’m just worried about everything hinging on me not saying the wrong thing.

‘Best thing I ever did was get married.’ He raises his hand from the steering wheel to show off a burnished gold band on his ring finger. ‘Forty years, four kids, a few grandkids on the way. Luckiest man alive, I am.’

Wow. That’s the kind of life I dream of. A family of your own built together. A whole life of lives.

‘Any advice for me?’

‘On life in general or marriage in particular?’

‘I don’t think we have enough time for you to fix my life,’ I laugh.

What do I want to know? You’d think I’d have talked to my parents about this. They met as teenagers and are about to hit their fortieth wedding anniversary, but when I told them I was going on the show, we got distracted with Del and Ang explaining what it was. Plus, the extent of their interest in my dating life is asking how the revolving door of men I see once is going.

‘What should I be looking for in someone that might mean they make a good partner?’

Victor nods slowly as he ponders my question. ‘Some people think it’s about liking the same things, that kind of hobby matching, but I don’t agree.’

This throws me. ‘Really?’ Wasn’t compatibility partly about liking the same things?

‘Oh yeah. Shreya has her Pilates and brunches with her friends and I like going to watch the cricket. We’ve done those things together before, but she hates sitting around in the stands and I am more of a jogging in the morning man. It’s not that we don’t like spending time together, but we have our own things separate from our relationship.’

I’m not sure I’m entirely following him, but I nod along eagerly so he doesn’t stop.

‘We have our separate lives as individuals, but we’ve made a life together. And to do that, you need someone you can collaborate with. That’s what a relationship is: a collaboration,’ he explains, and that part makes sense to me. A shared life is like a group project you’re both invested in, I think. ‘For some people that’s a partner who challenges them or complements their own personality, but at the end of the day, they’ve got to be someone who always has your back and isn’t afraid to tell you when you’re wrong.’

All this sounds right and very smart in terms of the big picture stuff, but if you don’t like the same things, that seems like a day-to-day problem. You can’t have one without the other, surely? What would you even do for dates? Maybe Shreya and Victor are just obscenely lucky people who don’t worry about things like this. Couldn’t be me.

‘Thank you, Victor. I’ll keep that in mind,’ I say, deciding to politely disregard the hobbies part. After all, you still have to talk about what you like in your daily life. I could end up with a fish botherer and have to hear about it.

‘Carys,’ Victor says, catching my eyes in the mirror. I know he means it nicely, because some people love eye contact, but I feel like he’s peering into my soul when he says, ‘I hope you find a nice man.’

I’m about to say me too when both my thoughts and mouth are interrupted by a very loud, long beep of a car horn that jolts my body like an electric shock.

Victor winds down his window, and leans out. ‘There’s some commotion up ahead. Maybe there’s been an accident?’

I crane my neck but can’t see any blue lights, or hear sirens. ‘I hope they’re okay,’ I offer, because that’s the sort of thing you’re supposed to say rather than wonder how much longer it’ll take.

I try to ignore the hot fizzing in my hands. I hate being late. My phone’s clock confirms it. It might just be by a few minutes, but still. I don’t want to get in trouble or let anyone down. Is it premature to call someone yet?

It’s going to be weird without my phone. I’m not massively one for social media, but having an audiobook on the go while I’m mucking out or fixing fences keeps my brain happy. Today I’ll hand in my phone, and I’ll get it back when I’m engaged or leaving matchless.

At the top of my screen are previews of messages sent to my family WhatsApp, 24 Penrhos, named after our address, which seems like bad personal security.

I don’t want to interrupt their chat about Dai the butcher’s impassioned affair with Phyllis from the chemist from the town over, but this is probably my last chance to say goodbye.

Carys



Hiya, I’m nearly at the warehouse. I’ll text you in a few weeks, if not before. Remember you can call Rebecca Wallbank my chaperone if there’s an emergency. Love you all.





None of them questioned why I was going on Wedded Bliss, which was probably the biggest confirmation of my tragic status. The only thing that spurred a reaction out of Mum was when I told her the show didn’t pay for makeup and wardrobe. Luckily, I’ve been working on my extensive vintage dress collection for years, and being dolled up every day will be a nice change from fleeces and leggings.

Del



Traa babs. Don’t come home with a dickhead.





Ang



Or the villain!! No Nasty Nicks or Adam Collards!





Del



How will she know who the villain is? Isn’t that all in the editing?





Mum



don’t get Carys’d away, have a good time, love you muchly.





I wince. My parents used to say that to me when I was a sometimes-too-impulsive kid with my head in the stars. Given I’m on my way to film a dating show where I marry someone, the horse might have bolted already.

Ang



Look for the red flags, Caz!!!





Del



Ask about his credit score.





Carys



I’ll try! Wish me luck.





Mum



Find a nice boy, like a doctor or a dentist, love you lots.





Del



Really? Someone who looks in people’s holes all day? Caz you can do better than that.





Ang



Caz looks at animal holes all day. Match made in heaven.





Carys



I really don’t look in that many holes.





Mum



girls please stop saying holes





It’s not the first time they’ve told me to ask about financial stuff, but given I live off my overdraft and spend most of my day working with sheep, I’d feel hypocritical ruling someone out for their job. Unless they work for some kind of evil political party. We all have limits.

Before I can put my phone away, my group chat with just my sisters, affectionately called CadWallies, lights up.

Del



And don’t forget to ask for reasonable adjustments if you need them.





Del



I know you won’t but still.





Del



You should.





Ang



What she said, also don’t kiss frogs x





Del



Stay on message! >:(





Ang



I am!!!





Ang



That’s important too!!!!





They know me too well, because obviously I’m not going to do that. And yes, maybe I did lie to my sisters just a tiny bit by insinuating that production know I’m autistic, which they do not. But in my defence, I didn’t want them to worry. This way is better and I didn’t technically lie.

Carys



I will be okay! I have a chaperone to support me :)





Truth is, I’m not going to ask for anything special. Everyone gets access to therapists if we need them, as well as a dedicated member of the production team to look after us. I’m sure that will be enough. My chaperone Reb seems nice enough.

I’m not ashamed of being autistic. I just didn’t want to risk being knocked out of the audition process. Or worse, risking the show positioning me as some kind of inspirational poster child for autistic adults finding love – The Undateables part two. Barf. If that little omission means my scenes aren’t scored by cutesy, kid-show music about how adorable and sweet hearted it is that a disabled person can find love, then good. I’ll go stealth. If I need help with something, I’ll just talk about it on an individual issue level like ‘I’m overwhelmed’ or ‘I have a migraine’. Stuff that neurotypical people can understand easier than ‘I am upset because I don’t have my usual cup’.

The warehouse stage is only eight real days, even if they call it two weeks on the show. It’ll be fine.

I doubt I’ll get found out. It’s not like neurotypical people know what autistic people are like anyway. I did the psychological assessment that all the contestants have to do, to make sure we’re safe to go on the show, and I made sure to answer the opposite way to the truth on a few things, just to be safe. There was no follow up, so I guess I did a good job of masking.

I just get read as slightly kooky. That’s what people have been saying about me since I was a kid. She’s a character. She’s unique. Oh, isn’t she like Jess from New Girl. I can live in those awkward, eccentric girl stereotypes if it gets me what I want.

A final message comes through to the family group chat.

Dad



Bye.





Effusive as ever.

Five minutes pass, then ten. The back of my thighs are sweating so much that I’m sticking to the seat, and yet the air con is so high I’m in danger of arriving at the warehouse looking like I have two of the Eryri peaks in my bra. I’m back to tapping on my chest, wondering why people honk when it just makes everyone so upset.

Suddenly everyone is beeping in a cacophony so body-rattling that I almost vomit all over my sundress. That or meltdown, and I’m not sure which is worse. Vomit is easier to explain away, but then it’s everyone else’s problem.

God, I can’t deal with this. I curl up in my seat and shove my fingers in my ears, keeping my eye on the silent, slow clouds above.

My strange position means I see her face, framed in the window. She steps out of the car next to us, I think. Her icy blonde hair is cut into a sheer bob, her mouth a mirrored red lipsticked slash.

I sit up, and see the slinky scarlet dress wrapped around her curves. She glows, I swear she does. It’s not just my overstimulated brain warping the colours; she is a Goddess of Wrath.

I can’t keep my eyes off her, spinning round up onto my knees to watch her through the back window as she storms over to the perma-honking car behind ours, and slams her fist down on the bonnet. ‘Can youse shut the fuck up?!’

Woah.

The driver holds up his hands in apology and quite a lot of terror, mouthing SORRY over and over.

Imagine being that brave. It must be easier to be brave when you’re tall.

There’s a chorus of cheering around us.

Even Victor applauds. ‘Now that is a woman.’

‘Are blondes your type?’ I ask, then regret it. You can’t just ask someone that. I’m not on Wedded Bliss yet.

But he laughs. ‘Any woman who puts a dickhead in her place is the kind I want to go home to. Having someone set you straight when you’re out of line?’ He makes a noise that would confound any spelling bee participant. ‘A beautiful woman who can see right through your bullshit? That is my type, Miss Carys. Mind you, I’m about twenty years too old for her.’

I smile at him. ‘Is that what Shreya is like?’

‘Oh, you bet. I was a total mess when we met – what twenty-year-old man isn’t? But she said this is how it is and how it’s gonna be, and if you want that you gotta be this way.’ He laughs and shakes his head. ‘Boy, did I get in line quickly!’

‘I can’t imagine you being that much of a mischief.’

He laughs, but it drops off quickly. ‘Oh now, where is she going?’

I follow his gaze, as our blonde saviour storms through the rows of stationary cars.

Her driver gets out his car, waving his arms furiously.

Victor whistles. ‘Hey! Mike!’

‘Vic! What is this business?’ Mike yells, and I wonder if all car drivers in London know each other. ‘Come back please, Miss! I can’t leave the car!’

Victor sucks his teeth. I guess he can’t either.

Maybe I should go after her? I can’t see where she’s gone. My hands still shake with adrenaline, and it’s not got quieter outside. I peer through the front window, trying to see where she is.

And that’s when I see a plastic iced coffee cup tumbling out of the car in front of me onto the grassy verge, lid still attached. Perfect bait for a small animal to get stuck in.

Something in me snaps. You don’t work on a city farm without developing some strong feelings about littering.

I can do this. I am a champion of nature!

I barely hear Victor’s protests as I get out the car, nor register how numb my legs are. Channelling the blonde Goddess, I strut up to the metal barrier at the roadside and lean down to pick up the cup with my fingertips.

The barely-older-than-teenagers react with horror to my knock on the window. They panic bicker for a moment, and I knock again so they know I’m not leaving.

The passenger window rolls down very slowly, releasing Billie Eilish’s husky vocals into the air like perfume.

I hold out the clear cup spattered with iced coffee, and with a deranged smile I say, ‘You dropped this?’

They stare at me, open mouthed. What, like they’ve never seen an angry girl in a tea dress berate them for littering?

The passenger gulps and takes it from me, setting it back in the empty cupholder, which is even more infuriating – why litter when you had space?!

‘Thanks,’ he mumbles. ‘I mean, sorry!’

‘Don’t litter! It’s bad for the environment,’ I say in my best teacher voice. ‘And Billie Eilish protested for the climate with Greta Thunberg. You can’t like “Birds of a Feather” and litter at the same time.’

‘He won’t do it again!’ says the panicked driver, leaning across the handbrake towards me, as though I might somehow have a direct line to Billie herself. ‘I didn’t even know he did it!’

‘Dean, shut up,’ the passenger hisses.

‘You’re the one who littered!’ Dean grumbles.

I let them argue for a bit before clearing my throat to get their attention. ‘Just don’t do it again.’

And with that, I walk away. God, that felt good.

I strut round to Victor’s rolled-down window. ‘Did your dream woman come back?’

‘Hey now, my dream woman is back home,’ he says, as though I’m going to tell Shreya. ‘Mike’s charge is still missing.’

I’m still hopped up on adrenaline from the thrill of scuppering a mild environmental crime, so I say, ‘I’ll go find out what’s going on.’

Victor catches my wrist. ‘Please, Carys, just get back in the car. We just need to wait it out. I don’t want you to get hurt on my watch.’

‘I’m a first aider and someone could be injured,’ I insist. ‘I’ll come back at the first sign of danger, I promise.’

He sighs. ‘Alright, just be careful.’

I swear I hear Mike mutter what is up with the women today but I choose to ignore it as I walk ahead.

The problem becomes pretty apparent as I reach the front of the traffic jam. One car is jack-knifed across both lanes, wedged close enough to the barriers that no cars can pass.

My emergency first response training kicks in. There’s no sign of collision or fire. The car isn’t damaged, in fact.

I’m relieved not to hear any screams of pain, but instead, on the other side of the car, are two women, one on a Lime bike, arguing very loudly. I can’t believe I couldn’t hear them from the car.

And watching the whole scene is the golden Goddess herself.

I take a deep breath and walk up to her. ‘Is anyone hurt?’

She turns her head, and adjusts her gaze right down to me. Even in my heels, I’m nearly a foot shorter than her. The Goddess thumbs at the yelling women. ‘Are they yours?’

‘Them? No, I was in the car next to you and wanted to make sure…’ That you’re okay? Is that weird to say? ‘I mean, I’m a qualified first aider. I came to help.’

‘Oh.’ When she shakes her head, her icy hair flicks about like the tip of a flame. ‘Not physically.’

‘Oh? Good. I think?’

‘A lotta hurt feelings, though.’

‘What?’ I say, just as I hear the one on the bike yell, ‘I just want my cat back and for you to fuck off out of my LIFE.’

My ears prick up. I take animal welfare very seriously.

As if for emphasis, she rips off her helmet and flings it down on the concrete, where it bounces dully. So dully that I think it’s probably not a very good helmet.

‘You agreed we could share custody,’ whines the Car Woman, pressing her hands to her forehead. ‘What happened to an amicable breakup? What happened to doing the best for Leonard?’

‘That was before you fucked my ex!’

The blonde Goddess beside me sharply takes in air. ‘Sheesh.’

I realise that I’m watching some kind of interpersonal drama unfold. ‘I think we should intervene,’ I say, my voice in steady emergency mode. I’ve always been good at managing Situations, probably because my life is just a constant stream of Situations. ‘Before things escalate further.’

The Goddess’s gaze on me is like being stripped bare. I’ve never been one for eye contact, but I can’t look away from her. It’s like she’s seeing through the layers of me. I don’t know how to describe it in a way that makes sense or sounds good.

‘Dolly,’ she says, and I realise this must be her name. I must admit this isn’t what I was expecting. Freyja, Eris or Athena feel more appropriate.

Dolly sticks her hand out, and for a second I wonder whether to shake it or kiss the back of it, like I’m swearing fealty. Luckily, I remember to be normal. I hope it wasn’t too sweaty a handshake.

‘Carys. Shall we?’

‘After you,’ she says, and we walk over to the yelling women.

They’re still so deep in the argument that neither of them seem to notice our arrival.

‘You know that Lily and I have always had a connection. That is all before I even met you!’ wails the Car Woman.

I can’t quite tell if they’re arguing about the ex or the cat. ‘Excuse—’ I begin, but they barrel through.

‘Oh, and you can’t change how you act towards a person because you want to protect someone else’s feelings?’

‘You didn’t protect mine!’

Inexplicably, they both burst into loud wailing tears.

Dolly strides forward to stand between the crying women. It’s impressive scene management. Perhaps she’s done first aid training too. ‘Okay, ladies. This has gone on long enough. Are either of you hurt?’

‘Only in my soul,’ yells the Bike Woman between sobs.

‘That must be dreadful. But I meant physically so Cherry over here can check you over.’

I get a flutter in my stomach as she nods over to me. ‘It’s Carys,’ I say but I don’t think anyone hears.

Car Woman holds up a purplish hand sadly. ‘I caught my finger in the door when I was slamming it for emphasis.’

‘Do you have a first aid kit in the back of your car?’ I ask, and she shakes her head. What kind of irresponsible person doesn’t have a first aid kit to hand at all times? I suppose, the kind of person who’d stop their car across traffic to have an argument in the street.

‘I do,’ shouts a man leaning out of his car window behind me. The boot pops open automatically, and I’m grateful to see a new, in-date first aid kit awaiting me. This is the kind of man I’m looking for. Someone organised, who pays attention to things.

‘Ow,’ whimpers Car Woman, and I suddenly remember I’m supposed to be helping her, not mentally listing criteria for my future husband.

There’s a crash as the Lime bike falls to the floor. ‘Sorry, it was just really heavy,’ wails the Bike Woman.

‘I’ll take Car Woman,’ I say to Dolly, keeping my voice low. ‘You take Bike Woman.’

Dolly snorts. ‘Not cyclist and motorist?’

‘That would make more sense, yes.’

‘But be less linguistically fun.’ She flashes me a smile. ‘Bike Woman it is.’

Car Woman leans against her car, sniffling and pink-cheeked. Her light brown hair is pulled back into an Ariana Grande-style ponytail that pulls her eyebrows into a surprised angle. I worry for her hairline.

‘Can I check over your hand?’ I ask.

She nods sulkily but doesn’t speak. Her finger, while purple, doesn’t seem to be broken. I check over her whole hand for good measure.

‘Nothing serious. Just a bit dented, but you’ve broken the skin, so I’m going to wrap it up,’ I explain to her, as I flick through the kit for wipes and bandages.

A few tears land on the tarmac between us, and I feel the urge to hug this beautiful screaming lady. Sure, she’s made poor choices, including but not limited to sleeping with someone she shouldn’t and holding a cat hostage, but she seems so sad and small.

She winces as I clean her punctured skin. ‘Thank you,’ she says finally, as I tape up the bandage to protect the cut from dirt.

‘I’m sorry about your cat situation,’ I say, even though I’m not sure she’s the wronged party. Perhaps neither of them are. I should apologise to the cat.

‘Leonard deserves the world and we’ve not been very good parents to him,’ Car Woman sobs. ‘I didn’t mean to cause a scene. But I saw her cycling, and I had to talk to her – she’s blocked me everywhere. How are we supposed to co-parent under those conditions?’

I nod sagely, as though I have any understanding of the complexities of long-term relationships. ‘It sounds like she’s quite upset over you and her ex too?’ I accidentally say as I’m zipping up the first aid kit. Sometimes, words just fall out of my mouth before I can think them through, especially if I’m distracted.

She doesn’t seem to take it too badly. ‘If we all avoided everyone’s exes, lesbians would die out everywhere. We’d all have to become nuns. Though they probably were lesbians too.’ She pauses and looks at me. ‘Maybe I should become a nun?’

I’m not sure if she’s truly asking for my advice but I think, as a straight girl, this is outside my remit. Maybe being a nun is a normal thing lesbians do. It’s not like I know many lesbians. I mean, I probably do but it’s not like I go around asking, especially not at work where it would be inappropriate. Though, one of the weekend girls has a flag badge that I think is a gay one. Not that I’m very good at country flags either. For all I know, it could be Croatia.

And my main non-work friends are girls I met in first term at university, all now married to men they were dating then. If I’m honest, four weddings in a row might have had a teensy influence on me applying to Wedded Bliss. My sisters date men too.

I try to be a good ally. I’ll always sign a petition, and I donate regularly to the Switchboard hotline. I’ve never been to Pride, but I’ve been invited once by Ollie who works in the farm café, so that’s quite good, I think.

‘I know you didn’t technically crash, but I’m just going to do a quick neurological exam just to be safe.’

‘Is this because I jackknifed my car and talked about being a nun?’

I can’t help but laugh. ‘No, no. Just being safe. Follow my finger with your eyes,’ I tell her. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Miri,’ she says. ‘And that’s Sara.’

‘Okay, Miri, I’m Carys.’

‘Not Cherry?’

‘I think she misheard.’ I glance back at where Dolly awkwardly pats Sara on the shoulder as she bawls. ‘Did you break up recently?’

Miri releases a fresh barrage of tears that splatter all over her crop top. ‘A month ago. And it was amicable. Well… I thought so. Sara thinks I don’t want to settle down.’

I position her along the road’s centre line. ‘Walk along this towards me.’ Miri complies and thankfully walks evenly. Neuro exam clear. Just an obvious case of heartbreak, and battered finger.

‘And I know sleeping with Lily was stupid. I only want to be with Sara and Leonard. I’m just… frightened.’ She shakes her head and her ponytail flicks like an angry cat’s tail. ‘I guess that’s why… I did all this. It’s not just the cat.’

I’m not sure how to politely suggest not resuming the screaming. ‘You stopped traffic to talk to her. So, go talk to her. Be honest and tell her what you told me.’

She sniffs, and the tip of her nose wiggles. ‘Do you think she’ll want me back?’

‘You won’t know until you ask.’

‘Okay.’ Miri shakes out her shoulders. ‘Will you come with me?’

We reconvene between car and bike. Despite the traffic jam, Miri and Sara need privacy, I think.

I return the first aid kit to the helpful man’s car, and Dolly follows me. ‘Do you think they’ll be okay?’ I ask, as the boot closes slowly.

‘I’ve seen worse.’

‘Worse than causing a major traffic incident?’

She tilts her head. ‘It’s really more a minor incident.’

It’s such a funny thing to say. Perhaps she’s some kind of couples counsellor, or hostage negotiator.

‘Queer girls can be vicious,’ Dolly laughs, and I’m not sure if I’m allowed to laugh in agreement, even if I don’t know if I do agree.

‘Oh,’ I say uselessly. ‘This is all new to me.’

‘Lesbians or public fights?’

‘Both.’ We both laugh then. ‘I guess I’m just a homebody.’

‘A homebody first aider in a killer dress,’ she says, and I feel heat rush to my cheeks.

Before I can reply, cheers sound around us. Between car and bike stand Miri and Sara kissing, a kiss of apologies and wishes and hopes and wants.

I really hope they can make it work.

‘Me too,’ says Dolly, and I realise I’ve said it out loud.

I know I shouldn’t stare, but I am captivated by their kiss. When they break apart to clear the road, their arms outstretch so their fingertips touch until the last minute.

Like they never really want to let go of each other again.

That’s the kind of love I want.

We dash back to our respective cars, as the traffic starts moving quickly.

‘Oh, finally,’ says Mike. ‘Victor and I were worried the show was going to have our necks.’

The show?

Dolly’s red lips flicker into a smirk. ‘Off to a warehouse you definitely didn’t have to sign an NDA about, Cherry?’

It all makes sense now. The dress, the hair, the general Goddess demeanour. Dolly is so beautiful, she was made for television.

I nod my head a little too enthusiastically, like a toy dog on a car dashboard.

‘Well,’ she says flatly. Something has changed, but I can’t read her; autistic occupational hazard.

Is she worried about us knowing each other? Production did background checks, and I can imagine making sure we didn’t know each other was part of it. If they found out about this, maybe they’d make one of us leave? That would be unfair. Especially when we’re just helping.

I step a little closer to her. ‘Let’s keep this between us.’

It’s her turn to nod, though she does it slowly, considering. I catch a lovely scent, maybe her shampoo or perfume. ‘We’ll be perfect strangers. Just to be safe.’

‘Just in case.’

The traffic has started moving, so we get into our cars.

Everything that just happened hits me at once – the new situation, the new people, Dolly, the hum of the traffic. I practise my breathing, my tapping, and feel the rush in my blood ebb. When I glance out the window, I’m pretty sure that Victor has been driving us in circles to buy me time.

Despite that, when we finally do pull up in front of a red-brick warehouse, I’m still not ready to be a person.

It’s busy outside. Furniture is being unloaded from vans, and crates of water bottles are stacked high, passed by people shouting into walkie talkies.

Someone waves Victor into a parking spot, and once in, he looks back at me through the mirror. ‘Need a moment?’

I nod silently.

And so, Victor makes a very slow million-point turn, manoeuvring the car 180 degrees into the space.

It’s just enough time to get a hold of myself. Yes, I’m late but I’m here, actually here, where I’m going to find a husband.

‘You can do this,’ Victor says softly to me, and I believe him.

‘I think you’re my guardian angel,’ I say, and he winks. I’m going to miss him. Perhaps the only reasonable adjustment I’d be brave enough to request is having an emotional-support Victor on set.

‘I think you were an angel for someone else today. You’ve a good heart, Carys. I’ll be watching for you!’

My door opens, revealing a very tall woman whose hair is scraped up into a messy bun on the top of her head.

‘Carys!’ Reb cries, pulling me up and out the car. I’ve met my chaperone Reb before as it’s her job to look after me while we film. ‘Wow, you look gorgeous. Doesn’t she look gorgeous?’ She directs the second part to Victor, who has got out the car to open the boot.

‘That she does.’ He sounds so proud that I want to cry.

Reb glances at her phone, and growls.

‘Everything alright?’ I ask.

‘Oh. Yeah. Don’t worry about the growling and scowling. It’s just work, isn’t it.’ She laughs heartily, and I try to work out where her accent is from. Midlands, I think? Reb slips her phone into the back pocket of her light denim jeans, and takes the suitcases from Victor.

‘Give ’em hell, Carys,’ Victor says, gently placing a hand on my shoulder. I pull him into a hug. Maybe it’s not socially acceptable, but I want to say goodbye. I hope I get to see him again.

He drives away, and I look up at the warehouse, trying to take in every brick, every blacked-out window. When you’re about to start the rest of your life you want to remember every detail. We pass crew members who wave politely at me, and I make a note to try to learn all their names when we get going.

‘Need anything before we go in?’ Reb asks, gently dragging me from my thoughts.

I shake my head, and hold out my phone for her to take. ‘I’m ready.’

Reb pockets my phone, holds open the great glass door for me, and I slip through into the dark.

Time to go find my future husband.

Time to start my life.








Chapter Two Dolly



Dolly Doherty, 28, Liverpool

Three interesting things about me? I’m a professionally trained chef, so you’ll never go hungry with me. I have – hopefully now – over a million followers on Instagram and TikTok where I share lifestyle content, including recipes. And I might have a cutesy-sounding name, but like Ms Parton herself, I’m no pushover.

Why did I come on Wedded Bliss? To find a partner, of course. I’m very career driven, and I either want to find someone who will match that energy, or be happy to support me in that, you know, a cute little house husband with his own hobbies? I’m mostly attracted to personality and drive, so no, I’m not afraid of forming connections without seeing them first.

Do I think my ambition might scare some people off? Boys, maybe? But I’m looking for a man.

Today is not the vibe.

Mediating in a traffic jam-causing cat fight between exes was not really how I expected to begin my first day of Wedded Bliss, but when did my life ever go to plan?

I feel sweaty. According to the mirror in my compact, my makeup is intact but I look rattled. I was going for the effortless, in-control look celebrities wear on the red carpet. In the great words of Paris Hilton, this is not hot.

God, I wish I could call my mum, even if all we’d do is argue about the show again. Our last conversation was about me making it to London. Not unloving, just a little terse because I know she’s just worried about me.

Come the fuck on, Dolly. Get your head in the game. You already triple-checked that the bills are paid. Auntie Carol is going to look after Mum. No one is going to find out you’re a lesbian.

That little internal pep talk does nothing. My head is not in the game. I am, quite seriously, wigged out. And I’m not the kind of person to be bothered – I pride myself on keeping calm. Usually.

Times like this, I wish I still had some proper friends to call.

I need to get it together. You’re on your own kid, and all that.

My driver’s phone loudly announces in a twangy accent the next directions, and it throws me for such a loop that I snap out of my funk.

‘Mike, what made you pick Australian?’

‘For what?’ He eyes me in the mirror with suspicion, like I’m about to jump out the car again to assist more women in distress. We didn’t get off to the best start.

I point at the phone. ‘Your phone. Are you Australian? You don’t seem Australian.’

‘It’s aspirational, isn’t it?’

‘To be… Australian?’

He looks at me like this is the most obvious fucking thing in the world.

‘Well, good for you.’ I can hardly yuck his yum considering the state of my life choices.

Though it is a little ironic, considering my main current touchpoint for Australia is the failed season of Wedded Bliss that ended up with only a single wedding out of a possible ten, during which the bride dumped the groom mid-vows. The show wasn’t renewed there.

With luck, I can help ensure the UK series is a success. That’s why I’m here.

If I can get my shit in order. Breaking up that fight, then the kiss and make up… It feels like the universe is sending a very pointed reminder of who I really am.

And I’m shutting that Dolly back in the closet, over a decade since I came out of it…

This will all be worth it. Focus on Mum. If I find the right man, our lives will be radically different.

I can do this.

The cute little redhead I’m going to be living with for the next few weeks could be a problem.

Hopefully she didn’t clock me. Straight girls rarely do. And I’m probably overthinking this. After all, why would she care what I’m up to when she’s got ten men lined up for her?

I’d forgotten how stressful living in stealth is; I had chalked much of it up to teenage hormone surges making everything feel more dramatic.

But then, I’m not out on my socials. That started as a privacy thing, really. And, if I’m honest, I know that playing the tradwife straight men yearn for helps my views. Bit of cake, bit of tit? I could be their not-quite-Nigella in the kitchen, mildly supporting their careers and not talking back to any of their rancid political opinions. That’s part of the fantasy of it all. Everyone reads me as politically engaged, community focused. Presumed-Straight Dolly.

I know how to be her, I’ve been playing her a long time. And I can be her on television, full time.

I can do this.

I’m just terrified of production clocking that I’m perhaps not as heterosexual as I’ve claimed to be, because if they find out I’m a lesbian, I’m out (in more ways than one). I know production take pains to cast people who aren’t just there for the money. I’ve fooled them so far.

There’s no failsafe there. I don’t think claiming bisexuality (a different kind of lie) would play well either, because let’s be real, reality TV likes queer people as gimmicks and not much else.

I cannot afford to be edited down. I’m here to be a beloved main character. I’m here to start something.

My cousin Jas has tried to coach me on the ways of the heterosexuals. It’s not like I’ve not been surrounded by straight people culture my whole life, but I’ve not had to actively pretend to be one either. Well, not since I was about fourteen, though I’m pretty sure everyone saw through that, what with my scholarly interest in the work of Kristen Stewart.

Anyway, what I’ve gleaned from Jas is that many straight relationships sound abjectly miserable. ‘Me and this one, we’ve had our ups and downs.’ Never mind the toxic masculinity of bill etiquette, I’m pretty sure many men don’t even like their partners. Misogyny and patriarchy have a lot to answer for. Too bad those kinds of men are reality TV bread and butter. I can only imagine some of the absolute ding-dongs I’m about to meet.

I can see from the map on Mike’s Australian phone that we’re nearly at the ‘undisclosed warehouse location’.

My head is still in need of a good wobble. I go to wind down the windows for the breeze, and this time Mike really does lock the back doors.

‘Oh, come on,’ I groan. ‘I just wanted some fresh air.’

The door thunks with the sound of unlocking. ‘You won’t find that in East London.’

I quickly realise he’s not wrong, but then we’re pulling up.

The warehouse reminds me of the Albert Docks, regenerated industrial buildings for flats or trendy art spaces for the hip and middle class. Though here, the windows are blocked out to make it easier to film. That and it stops us tracking the time of day. Production are in control of everything. All the power is in their hands. It might not be Big Brother, but they’re always watching, or whatever the slogan was.

The door is flung open by my cheerily plummy handler, Louise (not Lou). I slide out with all the elegance I can muster, which is quite tricky when you’re in a body-hugging dress, are pushing six foot in heels and are categorically not built like a waify starlet.

‘Darling, hello!’ She welcomes me with a hug and a kiss on each cheek. Very European, very Chelsea. ‘How are you?’

And finally, I find myself again. On-Camera Dolly is all charm, and a bad bitch. I slip into her like an old coat.

‘Excited to meet my man,’ I say, flashing a smile. I will be the Nation’s goddamn Sweetheart, and everyone will believe I am desperately in love.

‘I bet you are,’ Louise laughs, throwing back her flowy, horse-mane hair. ‘Let’s get this party started, shall we?’

Mike unceremoniously dumps my things on the ground, and drives away in his Australian car.

‘Charming,’ Louise says.

I reach for my bags, which Louise whisks away from me. ‘Allow me. Let’s not ruck up that killer dress, darling.’

‘Thanks. How are you?’

‘Positively wired, I’ve had three espressos!’ She extends her perfectly manicured hand. ‘Now, let’s not make this more painful than it has to be.’ She wants my phone.

‘Can I just shoot my mum a last text?’

‘Naturally, sweets.’ Louise, after all, knows about my home life, and will be checking in with my family for me.

Dolly



Just arrived at the warehouse. Chat in two weeks. Don’t forget your meds. Love you xxxx





It’s still early so chances are she’s asleep, but I wish I knew she was okay. I’m not used to leaving her for long. I’m glad Auntie Carol and Jas have her.

‘Let’s take a selfie to document the first day?’ I suggest, and Louise gleefully agrees. We both know behind-the-scenes content always does well; I’ve seen Ariana’s many, many Instagram carousels of Wicked photos.

No reply from Mum, so I hand my phone over to Louise, who puts it into her back pocket. ‘Rather you than me, babe.’

After cultivating a whole career online, it feels very weird to be sans phone. My work phone is locked up at home because, frankly, I didn’t feel comfortable handing over my whole career, even to someone as seemingly reliable as Louise.

There’s not much on my personal phone beyond the possibly AI generated, heavily pixelated pictures overlaid with ‘great quotes’ Auntie Carol downloads from Facebook to send to Jas and me, and all my texts from Mum.

‘You’re the first girl going in,’ Louise tells me as we walk towards the front doors. ‘Slight change of plan: no filming today. We’ll reshoot arrivals tomorrow. Gives you a chance to settle in.’

That’s a bit of a relief, because the nice dress I’d worn for just in case is looking a little less nice now I’ve sweated and stomped and sat in the back of a cab in it.

‘Let’s go, I can stake out the best spots,’ I say with a winning smile.

After one last look at the sky, I follow Louise into the warehouse, and even though I have seen every publicly available series of Wedded Bliss, and read every article interviewing production, it’s still a little eerie to see the set replicated here.

We pass the famous long corridor with its many doors, behind which are the date rooms. I hold in a squeak of recognition when I spy the setup for post-date interviews, with its strange fake set backdrop. All these key spaces, little clusters of activity just waiting to happen. I was right about the blacked-out windows and can feel my body craving vitamin D already. After a kitchen area and some utility rooms, we turn to one last door.

The sign on it says Female Contestant Dormitory.

This is where I’m going to live for the next two weeks. Or well, two show weeks, which equates to about eight or nine days’ filming.

I can do this. It’s just another job, even if this job is being fake-married to someone for the next twelve months, or until six months after the show has officially aired (whichever is longer), as set out in the contracts that all of us signed. This is simply business.

I can do anything for twelve months, even marry a man.

For Mum.

‘Ta-daaa,’ Louise sings as she pushes open the door.

For a window-less space I need to share with nine other women, it’s nice in here. It very much looks like the ideal of a converted warehouse loft, with exposed brick walls and lots of negative space and good lighting. As expected, there’s not a single clock.

There’s a kitchen with a big island to sit at, another separate dining table, a living room made up of a few long velvet couches arranged like a seventies-style conversation pit, and around all that there are lots of little nooks to sit in with enough seats for two or three women, perfect for quieter conversations. Right above it, is a camera nestled into the wall.

Louise leads me to the shiny kitchen and opens a very full fridge. ‘We’re well stocked with all the essentials, and if there’s anything in particular you’d like, we can get it in for you.’

There’s lots of fresh fruit, packs of fresh herbs, bits to put in sandwiches, about five kinds of milk. I realise that in all this planning, there was one thing I hadn’t checked. ‘Am I allowed to cook?’

Louise hesitates. ‘We have caterers for that, darling. You just need to focus on your dates.’

Ah. I had hoped to show off some skills for the brands, establish myself on camera as a cook you want to watch from home. How to spin this? ‘What if I want to cook for my dates? Perhaps as a gift?’

She instantly brightens. ‘Oh well, obviously that would be allowed!’

Good enough.

Louise tells me about the illustrious soft furnishings company I vaguely recognise from posh girl TikTok they used for décor, while I try to scope out the cameras. The only two places they don’t film in at this stage are the bedrooms and bathrooms.

Once you’re engaged, all bets are off, because dating shows love nothing more than footage of couples surreptitiously shagging.

‘You’ll never find them all,’ Louise says.

Ah. Bit too obvious. ‘I just want to make sure they always get my good side,’ I insist, and she seems to enjoy that.

‘Shall I show you the bedrooms?’ I notice a slight change here, a hesitation in her voice.

She stops in front of a door. On the other side, I see two twin beds. So, there’s that budget cut.

‘Due to constraints of the building, we have everyone sharing rooms in pairs.’

This is the first I’ve heard of this, of course. Ex-contestants from the first season did mention sharing a room, but I’d hoped that was left behind. Could be worse – at least it’s not ten girls to one room.

‘Oh, that’s fine,’ I say airily, determined to be the contestant who causes the least trouble. ‘It’ll be like Brownie camp.’

Louise looks instantly relieved. ‘We’ve pre-assigned roommates just to make things easier, but if you girls want to swap later, just let me know. You never know who accidentally ends up as enemies or fighting over the same man.’

‘Hopefully that won’t happen!’

She laughs. ‘Well, we do have a television show to make.’

‘If you’d rather I designate someone as my mortal enemy, I’ll do it for you.’

Louise honks. ‘You always make me laugh.’ Her walkie talkie buzzes something incoherent. ‘Got to dash. If you need anything, you can just go back to the dormitory front door and knock. There’ll always be someone outside, twenty-four-seven. We’ll be in early tomorrow to mic you up, but until then you guys can focus on just getting to know each other. Any questions?’

‘None right now.’

This is officially it. I can’t leave.

‘Perfect.’ Her phone pings, and she frowns at it. ‘Actually, there’s been… another last-minute change of plans,’ she says with barely controlled annoyance. ‘Our showrunner, Richard Lee Aldridge, wants to do some quick filming later today, once everyone has arrived. Likely after dinner, with a relaxed vibe, so dress comfy.’

I also take note of her vague timing. No numbers for us anymore.

‘Girlie sleepover vibes! Sounds great.’ I’ve got a bright red athleisure set that will be perfect for this.

Naturally, they want some early friendship footage. Or potential before it went wrong clips, in case we all end up hating each other.

‘Good luck, Dolly.’ Louise gives me another quick squeeze and disappears in a cloud of Jo Malone.

This is the last time I’ll be alone for weeks, so I take a moment to savour it and go over the plan. Reject any saps here for love (some kind of misguided act of faith), and find men who, like me, know that the opportunity to be on a brand new series of a dating show on terrestrial, free-to-watch (as long as you don’t mind the adverts) broadcast television a couple of nights a week for an entire summer is the kind of out-of-your-usual-audience-bubble exposure that no algorithm could ever deliver.

I am not leaving here without a husband.



Water, water everywhere and not a drop to drink. Except, instead of seawater, I’m surrounded by some of the most beautiful, brilliant straight women the UK has to offer.

I’ll admit, I’m not the world’s most natural extrovert. I like people, a lot, but I have the kind of charisma that can captivate you on screen, not corral a crowd of people. That is, unless I’ve got a job. So, I take up residence at the kitchen island pouring fresh prosecco or the non-alcoholic option into opaque bronze-coloured stemless ceramic cups. Smart, really: no continuity issues if you can’t see how much liquid is in the cup.

Anyway, a job means I’m in control. It means I’m remembered as helpful.

I try to keep track of everyone’s names, but it’s hard, as a new contestant and her handler appear every few minutes.

Bridget, who arrived right after me, takes it upon herself to be an unofficial greeter in her sing-song South Wales accent. I wonder how many I can’t tell what she’s saying tweets there’ll be about her. There’s a reason I dropped my home accent before I got on camera – too many preconceptions too.

It’s a smart play, though. Whoever controls the room, controls the game. Befriending everyone early is a smart strategy. After all, who is going to compete with their bestie over a man? And later on, if they pit any couples against each other, well, you might not go quite so hard against your bestie. Perhaps Bridget is someone I need to keep an eye on.

I try not to watch the door. I swear there’s a visible difference between being curious about who is walking in, and knowing. Even if we’re not officially filming till later, it’s possible the wall cameras are always on, just in case. Which is precisely why I can’t be watching the door.

But I can’t help but wonder where Cherry is. Her car was right behind me, so what’s taking her so long? Did she quit?

Another girl enters the warehouse, and Bridget and most of the other arrivals gather round her. They flow together through the warehouse, a natural flock.

Except for one. As I fill an ice bucket from the ice dispenser in the fridge door, my first customer walks over. She has deep brown skin, and shiny chocolate-brown hair, piled up into a bun on her head. It’s not quite messy bun aesthetic so much as an attempt at ballerina that got loose.

‘What can I pour you?’ I ask, setting the ice bucket down on the marble top.

‘Whatever fizzes.’ Her deep brown eyes flash with the possibility of mischief as she adds, ‘And is alcoholic.’

‘Good choice. I’ll join you. Even if it is –’ I mime checking a watch ‘– potentially still morning.’

‘Who knows! Not us anymore.’

There are only a few bottles, presumably so we can’t get hammered before filming, and split between ten of us, we’ll be getting anaemic portions.

‘I’m Dolly,’ I say as I pass over the cup.

‘Whit.’ In a lowered voice, she says, ‘And thank you for not assuming we all memorised everyone’s names already.’

Unconsciously, I glance over to where Bridget is opining about the bathrooms. Apparently, so does Whit. When we catch each other, we share a smile.

Whit throws her head back and cackles in one big ‘Ha!’ It’s a good laugh.

I pour myself a similarly measly spritz of bubbles. ‘One of us has to remember who we all are.’

Whit taps the pads of her fingers against her cup. ‘Yeah, that’s not going to be me. I am the worst for names and faces.’ I note the Northern accent. Perhaps my own natural ally.

‘I’m sure you’re no worse than me.’

‘Well, whenever I see patients, I’m always pretending I’m in-depth reading through their chart before I say hello when really I’m checking their name.’

‘Good job they’re not filming right now or there’ll be riots in the NHS.’

‘God, I wouldn’t count on that. The filming, not the riots.’

So it’s not just me being paranoid then. After all, we’ve all seen the blurrier footage of contestants that ‘suddenly appears’ when someone has been a total dickhead.

‘Luckily, I think my patients know to expect someone who is personally a bit scatty but professionally quite good.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a surgeon.’ She says it so casually that I almost choke on my prosecco. ‘Well, training to be. I’ve got a way to go.’

‘I suppose if you’re not talking to them much, not knowing your patients’ names isn’t that important,’ I muse. I’m more used to speaking to consultants I see once or twice who run tests, shrug, and send me away. Maybe surgeons are different.

She taps her temple. ‘I’m using my big old brain to remember where all their important bits are.’

‘I’m sure they’re very reassured when you tell them about their bits.’

We share another laugh, and I think I could get used to hearing that barking bellow. ‘Even more so when the nurses have to write not this leg on them in sharpie.’

‘Horrifying. But that’s very impressive,’ I concede. ‘The surgeon part.’

‘Thank you. I like to think so. And, I’ve been doing it long enough that I barely even have to check the sharpie scrawls on their bodies.’

I almost choke on my bubbles again for laughing. Note to self, choking on bubbles probably looks horrendous on camera. Stop drinking while other people talk.

Whit hops up on one of the velvet and gold barstools. ‘What about you?’

‘Oh, the usual. Influencer. That sort of thing.’

‘That sort of thing,’ she says, with a raised eyebrow. ‘Okay, keep your secrets.’

‘I’m not being coy. I just know you’re going to have the exact same job conversation with at least three other women here because it’s such a reality TV show standard, and also I think you’re interesting and cool enough that I don’t want to bore you immediately.’

A smile curls at her glossy lips, and I notice the ghost of a piercing in her lip. A faded teenage rebellion perhaps? ‘Come on, give me the TLDR.’

‘Okay, fine. I’m a trained chef who pivoted out of the kitchen to making recipe and lifestyle content.’ There’s more to it than that, like how all my lifestyle stuff is filmed at Auntie Carol’s nice house instead of our pokey little two up two down. Or why I had to leave the restaurant in the first place.

Whit’s eyes light up. ‘Oh, so like the girl who did like twelve days of potato recipes?’

‘Yes, pretty much.’

‘That spoke to my soul.’

‘Then I promise to make you some really good potatoes.’

She clinks her cup against mine. ‘We’re going to be friends.’

There’s a chorus of cheers as another new girl enters the warehouse with her handler. She’s small and incredibly beautiful, with thick long black hair that almost makes me want to grow out my choppy little bob.

In fact, this might be the most hair I’ve ever seen in a single room. These girls could put Barbie or My Little Pony to shame.

Still no Cherry.

I turn my attention back to Whit, who has fished an ice cube out of her drink and is crunching down on it. ‘Who are you sharing with?’

‘The white girl in green. Brunette. I forgot her name already.’

‘Niamh?’ Even though I intone it as a question, I know I’m right. She’s the only Irish girl among us. I never forget an Irish person because of Scouse–Irish solidarity. I was hoping to chat to her, but she’s glommed onto Bridget. Celts unite, perhaps.

I should probably be strategic about alliances, but I like Whit, who could be someone I’d befriend outside. I know the classic Love Island line is ‘I’m not here to make friends’ but given I’m specifically not here to fall in love, maybe friends are allowed.

‘Niamh! See, told you I was rubbish at names,’ Whit says.

‘I’m sure it doesn’t help that we have a lot of thin white girls with the same tan and haircut,’ I say. For a dating show purportedly not just about looks, the casting has still chosen similar flavours of beauty. You could mistake the line-up here for a Pretty Little Thing advert.

Not a lot of body diversity either; I think I might be the largest girl here. Not that that’s unusual for me in most settings – being almost six foot and fat has me both towering over most women and out-sizing them. I knew coming on a show that hides what you physically look like as a plus-sized woman was going to be a gamble, but I’d forgotten just how slight the model-types can be.

‘I don’t think mine has arrived yet,’ I say, turning my attention back to Whit. ‘So, Manchester girl, are you?’

Whit nods and then, for some reason, squints her eyes in focus. ‘I can’t place you. Except maybe somewhere in the North? Did you go to private school? Or are you from York?’

Relief. The accent is working, even on someone fairly local.

Now, I’m not ashamed of who I am – Scouse and working class among many other things – but I do know this: the British are obsessed with two things: class and accents. Accent implies class, in some cases at least.

On-Camera Dolly exclusively uses what Mum calls my ‘telephone voice’. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but the minute I started making content without my normal accent, dialling my cadence up towards the posh London lifestyle girls, my followers and views rocketed up. I had tested it out, just to see if I was right that people want their aspirational life content from someone who sounds like they’re off the BBC or went to Oxbridge. I leaned into it, and haven’t looked back.

My family love to rip into me about my posh persona. You can’t rely on the algorithm forever – hell, that’s why I’m here – but so far, On-Camera Dolly’s content has given us a stable enough income that means I can be at home with Mum and we’re not quite so terrified of the harbinger of doom from my childhood, i.e. the brown envelope.

Coming on Wedded Bliss as On-Camera Dolly was a bit more controversial. Mum doesn’t like the lying of it; she’s never been good at hiding how she feels. I think she thinks I’m getting notions.

Jas made me practise at home so that I don’t get caught out.

And yeah, obviously I don’t have the connections of people with an actual silver spoon in their mouth, but I can sound right even if the rest isn’t there. Fool them just enough to get a foot in the room.

I think this might make me a class traitor. I’m sure plenty of people have done worse for less good reasons, but I might need to get my moral code checked.

‘Liverpool,’ I manage to say, before there’s a cheer as another woman enters the flat.

‘And that makes ten,’ says Whit.

I try very hard to hide any flicker of recognition as the little redhead walks in.

In this light, her red hair looks less phoenix feather and more ground cinnamon. Her smile is enormous and infectious. She’s small and slight, like most of the women, but where some of the others are striking, she’s cute. Pretty in a delicate way. Her patterned tea dress looks straight out of one of those size-inclusive faux vintage brands that always get advertised to me, because the algorithm knows I’m a fat woman.

I wonder what took her so long. I hope she’s alright.

Bridget rushes over to her first, almost sending Cherry’s bag-carrying chaperone flying. ‘Hiya, babe! It’s dead nice to meet you!’

Bridget wraps her up in a hug, and I swear I see a sparkle of terror in her eyes.

I’m truly thankful I walked into an empty warehouse. The poor girl is being accosted by nine of us at once.

When they break apart, Cherry waves to us all. ‘Hello, I’m Carys.’

‘OMG you’re Welsh too!’ cries Bridget huskily, clearly detecting something in her that the rest of us missed. They babble together in Welsh (I’m pretty sure) but then abruptly switch back to English.

As everyone greets her, this would be a great time for Whit and I to try to learn everyone’s names, but I’m too distracted by Cherry.

No, Carys. You can’t start giving girls nicknames, Dolly. You know how that goes.

Eventually, Bridget drags Carys over to Whit and me in a way that reminds me of a small enthusiastic child with a less-enthusiastic leashed puppy.

Her eyes lock with mine, just for a moment. She seems stiffer in here. And there’s that nervous look again – the one I saw when she hugged Bridget, or rather, when Bridget hugged her.

‘I’m Dolly,’ I say, as though it’s the first time.

‘Carys.’ Hesitation hangs heavy on her lips. It’s plastered over with a smile, but I swear I can see the edges, where it’s not quite real.

‘Oh, you must be Dolly’s roommate then,’ Whit says.

Fuck. She’s right.

I feel rather warm all over. ‘Our room is this way,’ I say, taking Carys’s bag from her harried chaperone, who bids goodbye.

As I nudge open our bedroom door, Carys catches up to me. We pause on the threshold, and don’t speak. A silent hello again.

It takes a certain something to leap out of your car to follow a stranger into God-knows-what, just in case someone needs help. And now we’re stepping into another uncertain situation, still as strangers and allies. I just hope she doesn’t put two and two together.

But maybe this will be fine. Maybe I’m worrying for no reason.

The only problem is that I’ve always had a thing for redheads.
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