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PROLOGUE

Are you my person?

Are you him? Are you the person I will finally, somehow, be fully me with?

Imagine if you were that person! Imagine if you were someone I could just let go with. Someone I could stop worrying about holding it all together in front of. Imagine if I could be all of the me I hate so much; if you were the one person in the world who wouldn’t judge me for it. Imagine if I didn’t have to say sorry when I let those parts I don’t like leak out of me. If you just held me close when I was anxious for no reason. If you stroked my head through hangovers without judgement, if you brought me tea with three sugars in the morning without being asked, if you left the towels in the specific way I like them. Imagine if you were someone I could show my saggy stomach and boobs to, and you only fancied me more. Imagine if you pretended you weren’t awake when I farted in my sleep, or bought more chocolate without saying anything when I ate all our supplies for breakfast a week before my period. Imagine if you were him.

Are you the person I’ll be able to talk to about all the things I feel sad about? Will I be able to cry in front of you about everything that’s happened, without feeling embarrassed and ashamed of myself? Can I get too drunk with you and talk nonsense too loudly, and obsess about that girl I hated at school who has her own cake business on Facebook that seems to be doing annoyingly well now – and not wake up at 2am, heart thudding with horror that I have alienated and disgusted you with the real me? Are you him?

I look into those beautiful big eyes, examining the long, dark eyelashes – so much nicer than mine – and wonder silently: are you The One?

You take my hand, kissing the throbby, veiny bit on the inside of my wrist and finally – after seconds that feel like a lifetime – move closer to kiss me on the mouth.

Fuck. I think you might be.






CHAPTER ONE

THREE MONTHS EARLIER

‘So then we took his dog for a walk, and it turned out he’d forgotten to bring any of those tiny poop bags.’ I grimace, remembering the horror. ‘So we had to pick up dog shit with’ – I pause dramatically to check they’re listening – ‘a condom.’

‘Jesus.’ Bibi shifts above me as she covers her face with a hand.

‘Wait.’ From her position on my lap, Louise turns to see me better. ‘What does that mean?’ Her lovely face is screwed up in confusion. ‘Like, a used condom?’

‘No, no,’ I say and stroke her arm reassuringly. ‘New. But yeah, in front of a bunch of old ladies and a postman – all angrily watching from across the road to make sure we picked up the dog’s mess – he tore open a brand new condom he happened to have in his back pocket and scooped the whole thing up.’

‘Why did he have a condom with him?’ Bibi is still hiding behind her hand. ‘Did he think you were going to have sex with him on a dog walk? Like, is this a thing now? Is this what dating has come to?’ She shudders.

The three of us are lying like a human centipede on my bed. Bibi is at the top, our house alpha propped up against the pillows, while I’m sprawled across her with my head on her lap. Louise lies on me, squashing my thighs and stretching her toes over the end of my bed. It is oddly comfortable and oddly comforting to be so entwined with these people I love – particularly when pulsing, as I am, with a truly awful hangover.

‘Why are condom packets always so purple and metallic?’ Bibi muses, idly picking up the remote control and turning the sound up on the TV. BBC Breakfast gets vaguely louder, but still beige and easily ignored. ‘Do you think a bunch of condom manufacturers were sitting around in a condom marketing meeting one day, and some junior condom exec – looking for his big condom break – leaned forward with intensity and said, “Has anyone considered just how sexy shiny purple foil is?” ’

‘I’m sure that’s exactly what happened,’ I nod earnestly. ‘Oh, hey, maybe you should get a job in condom marketing, Beeb?’ Bibi currently works as a barmaid, but she used to do marketing for a big firm before getting made redundant last year. She’s tried for ages to get another job in the same field, but it turns out her many years of training and that MA in psychology were all an expensive and useless waste of time. All it’s apparently good for is a job in a pub. Poor old Bibi and her pointless £25k of degree debt.

Actually, I nearly made the same mistake at eighteen – starting a degree in history before quitting only a term into it. Oh, except I failed to let the finance department know, and managed to spend an entire year’s student loan before they stopped depositing funds into my account. It’s fine, though, because a term of history studies I’m still paying for is super handy for my job as an events planner, I can tell you. Louise – an actress who never works and lives on baked beans with the occasional, decadent slice of bread – is carefully straight-faced whenever we moan about the student loan letters sent only to mock us. We are suckers; the by-product of our parents’ generation who got it all for free and pushed us to do what they did but without all their fun consequence-free drugs. Or the £35k houses waiting on the other side.

But sure, scold us some more for not having any direction.

‘Nah.’ I feel Bibi’s body shrug again beneath me. ‘I think condoms are probably over. Nobody uses them anymore – even STDs are more fun than using condoms. I might as well get a job promoting CDs or floppy discs.’

‘Is floppy discs a euphemism?’ I murmur, as Louise sits up straight, taking her body heat with her. My legs feel suddenly cold and lonely.

‘Do you think condoms are really bad for the environment?’ Louise looks anxious. ‘They’re very plasticky and I can’t imagine they rot away very easily.’

Louise is, like, properly pure. She’s always trying to be a better person, always worrying about the world and society; wanting to learn and teach – although that mostly means reciting things she’s memorized from Florence Given’s Instagram page.

‘If they are, Esther is personally responsible for a lot of climate change,’ Bibi sniggers. ‘They should bring up her sex life at the next G7 Summit.’ I sit up so I can give her a full-faced scowl.

‘It’s not my fault dating people is so terrible,’ I say. ‘I only have sex with them because it’s the best way to speed up boring dates.’ Bibi nods, accepting the truth of it, even though she never really goes on dates. She’s been single for a few years now, but she doesn’t mind. The fucking bitch actually genuinely likes being single.

I used to be like that. I didn’t used to mind.

‘I got through a hell of a lot of condoms before I met Sven.’ Louise still looks concerned. ‘Maybe I should go vegan to compensate for my carbon vaginaprint? I need to be more Greta Thunberg.’

‘Oh fuck, please don’t.’ Bibi collapses forward on the bed, burying her face in my duvet. ‘I know she’s doing super important stuff, Lou’ – Bibi’s voice is muffled in the foul sheets – ‘but GOD, imagine how tedious it would be hanging around her. No one wants to be friends with Greta Thunberg.’

I nod emphatically. ‘Yeah, Lou, by all means try veganism. But do it because Beyoncé was vegan for half a minute, not to be a good person – boring.’

‘Oh, OK.’ Louise still looks worried. ‘I didn’t eat beef for a week after I saw Cowspiracy – that probably helped the environment, didn’t it? And I only eat bacon when I’m really hung-over, or when I’m comfort-eating after another failed audition or an argument with Sven.’

I hold back an eye roll because – the truth is – she and Sven never fucking argue. They’re both too nice.

Louise has been dating Sven for nearly three years now, and they’re, like, the most gorgeous, sweet couple ever – everyone says so.

But they’re not exactly perfect, I remind myself. We all know their sex life is dull AF. But they’re close enough to make my whole body surge with a jealous fury I hate, whenever I walk in on them giggling together in the living room in that soul-contented, intimate way only long-term couples have. Obviously I’m happy for them and I love to see my friend happy, but also, ugh, fuck them both for finding something that has proved so impossible for me.

‘So you slept with him and stayed over for a morning walk, but there will definitely be no second date for this…’ Bibi smoothly changes the subject. She knows of my vein-deep petty-bitchery when it comes to other people’s joy. ‘… what was his name again?’

‘Andrew,’ I confirm. ‘Although, he spent much of the date trying to persuade me to call him And.’ I make a face. ‘Not Andy or Drew, or some other fairly standard Andrew derivation – but And.’

‘Imagine’ – Bibi can’t hide her smile – ‘when you guys introduced yourselves, you’d be all, “Hello, we’re Esther and And!” Try saying that out loud without having a seizure.’

‘It’s not a name, it’s a conjunction!’ I am outraged. ‘But you can talk, Belinda.’ I raise an eyebrow at Bibi and she laughs.

‘Wrong. My name is definitely not Belinda.’

‘Damn you.’ I shake my fist. ‘Er, Brianna?’ She shakes her head.

When Bibi moved in here a few years ago, she made the mistake of confirming Bibi is actually a nickname. She wouldn’t tell us her real name, and we’ve been trying to guess it ever since – without success.

Louise shuffles in even closer. She smells familiar and warm and I let myself be parented in this small way. If Bibi is the stern voice of reason in our flat, then Louise is my emotional support animal. ‘I’m really sorry, Esty, I know you had high hopes for this date.’

Despite myself, I start to well up.

‘I’m just so sick of it, you guys.’ I use her dressing gown cord to dab at my watery eyes. ‘I feel like I get my hopes up every time, even though I promise myself I won’t and know it’s idiotic to keep believing. I exchange a few messages with someone’s photos and they seem so amazing. Until I show up to a dude who looks and acts like Fred West’s much older and much creepier uncle. It makes me feel so stupid and so disappointed every time. I’m drained by it all.’

Bibi gives me an uncharacteristically kind stroke through the robe. She’s not usually one for overt sympathy; things must be bad. ‘Ah, love, you have had a bit of a rough time of it on the romance front recently.’

‘I really have!’ I say, feeling ennobled by their sympathy. ‘Remember that lad who wouldn’t stop touching my hair? Or the foot fetishist who spent the whole time complaining that I hadn’t worn sandals for our date? Or the anti-vaxxer who kept trying to put fridge magnets on me to prove I’ve become magnetized since my Covid jab? Oh, or that dick who said he didn’t need to wear a condom because Febreze had made him immune to STDs?’ I sniff dramatically. ‘Then there was that bloke who turned out to be working for a multilevel marketing scheme and Tinder was where he found customers slash victims.’

‘Don’t forget that man who put porn on the telly within five minutes of you going home with him,’ Louise adds helpfully.

‘How could I?’ I sigh. ‘Never mind the two years of options I missed out on thanks to the pandemic.’

Bibi tuts. ‘I told you, you should’ve Zoom-dated like everyone else.’

‘I never understood the point.’ I shake my head. ‘If you couldn’t meet up and check for a deformed penis, what was the point in months of video chat? Plus, Zoom felt too much like work.’ I look down at my own lap. ‘I mean, I’m doing everything they tell you to do – I’m putting myself out there. I’m staying open. I’m experimenting with men who don’t necessarily seem like they’d be my type. I’m lowering my standards. I’m agreeing to a second date even after they leave a massive immoveable shit in our toilet.’

Louise looks suddenly alert. ‘I think he was the one who broke our loo, y’know! It hasn’t worked right since.’

‘He was a fucking treat,’ Bibi mutters but it doesn’t slow me down.

‘I swear being twenty-nine changes everything when you’re dating. Men think you must be horrified by the prospect of turning thirty and that your biological clock is now a bomb, so you will now accept any kind of shitty bull-type bullshit from them. And the sad thing is that I secretly kinda think I might.’ I blink hard, looking at my two best friends. ‘But none of these epic losers even like me!’

They’ve heard this speech before, but I keep giving it because I know they don’t get it. Not really. Bibi is happy on her own and Louise has Sven. They can make all the right tutting and hmming noises they like, but they don’t know how frustrating it is to be me. They don’t know how much I hate myself for not feeling complete on my own. How much I hate that I’m not strong enough to do all this without a Someone. How much I hate that I used to love being single and dating and laughing at the awfulness of it. They can’t understand how much I hate that the last year of my twenties has changed something in me; how my stomach churns at the sight of babies. How my eyes follow elderly couples along the road wondering if I will die alone. How it physically hurts to see all my friends pair off, one by one. They don’t know that I’ve applied for Dinner Date, Take Me Out, First Dates, Married at First Sight, the Guardian’s Blind Date, and even Love Island in a moment of desperation.

Sometimes I wish so hard that I could have a quick – the briefest! – look five years into my future. If I could just see that I’ve met someone great and am happily settled down, then I think I could relax. I could enjoy my life for what it is now, without going about with this constant gnawing worry in my stomach. The worry that it won’t work out for me. That I will be the one person who never meets anyone.

A depressing silence falls over us. The BBC Breakfast presenters introduce yet another segment about some kid raising money for attention (charity) and I study the yellow damp stain on the ceiling. It’s spreading – getting bigger every day – but I’m too scared of our bully landlord to do anything about it.

I feel haunted this morning. I have that kind of hangover you can’t really call a proper hangover because I don’t actually feel that ill. There is no headache or sickness, but there is the ever-present feeling of despair that keeps sweeping over me in waves. Lou, Bibi and I prefer the term pangover to beer fear, because a) it hits you in pangs all day, and b) we don’t drink beer, we only drink pink wine with insulting novelty labels that call us ‘Wine slut’ or ‘Basic bitch’. Either way, I feel like my life is over – that I’ve ruined everything – and I can’t pinpoint any particular reason why.

Aside from the obvious, of course: that I am departing my twenties in a few months with what feels like nothing to show for it. I haven’t had a proper boyfriend in ages, I live in a rotting old flat, and I cannot, for the life of me, get my eyebrows to fucking match.

I know I should be happy being single; I know that. I’m an adult woman with a fun job and friends I adore, but something in me keeps wondering. Wondering what if there is something I’m missing out on? What if all the Netflix rom-coms starring Vanessa Hudgens that I totally watch every time the algorithm tells me to are right? That you can’t have a fulfilling life without a partner? Sometimes at night, when I’m lying in my big bed alone, I remind myself how good this is; how nice it is to have the whole mattress to myself and how fewer pubes you have to deal with when you’re single. But but but. Something in me keeps wanting and hoping. Because sometimes it’d be nice to find a pube that isn’t mine.

‘This is fucking depressing.’ Bibi shoves me off. ‘And I have the solution.’

Both Louise and I turn to face her, eyes wide and hopeful. Bibi always has the answer, she is so wise and all-knowing. She will solve my pitiful life for me.

She holds the room for a moment, leaving an overly dramatic pause as she looks between the pair of us. And then she reveals her solution and it is exactly the right answer.

‘We shall get 10am day-drunk.’






CHAPTER TWO

By midday we are already pissed and staggering into The Swan – our grotty local pub – five minutes from our front door.

God, we love this place. I mean, if you happen to be in bed at 11pm, trying to sleep as swarms of drunken idiots shout outside your window, it’s a nightmare living so near a pub. But luckily we’re usually here, the ones being the nightmare.

It’s not that it’s a nice bar. Actually it’s fully gross. We tend to refer to it as The Swab instead of The Swan, because honestly, you’ll need a whole range of tests at your local free clinic after consuming anything on the premises. But familiarity breeds contempt – and contentment. It is our disgusting disease hub and we won’t hear a bad word said against it. Unless it comes from us.

Bibi gets us drinks – pink and insulting wine as per – and we settle into a corner booth. We are the first and only people here, a fact we are drunk enough to be proud of.

‘I HATE DATING,’ I scream into the empty room and a frightened-looking Franco – the pub manager – cowers a little behind the bar. He knows us. He knows we are messy and confrontational when drunk. Poor guy also once accidentally saw me naked, but that’s a whooooole other story.

‘I DID TOOOOOO BEFORE SVEN,’ Louise shouts and we both giggle.

‘I HAVE NO STRONG OPINIONS ON IT REALLY BECAUSE I NEVER DO IT,’ Bibi yells and we all collapse across the booth.

‘What is this?’ A groggy Louise reaches beneath her, pulling out a magazine lodged beneath the lurid pink corner cushions. She lobs it at Bibi, who throws it at me.

It lands in my lap and I peer at it through watery, drunk eyes. It’s a battered old copy of Cosmour, the best mag of the nineties and noughties. I was a subscriber until it died a death a few years ago and it stirs up all kinds of feelings in me, seeing one again. Curious, I study the folded edges and shouty coverlines about orgasms and the Taliban. I don’t recognize this issue.

‘Oh, no way, I used to love Cosmour!’ Louise shouts, shuffling closer in the booth to look over my shoulder.

‘Me too,’ I laugh, flicking through the pages. So much fun and nostalgia reflects back at me. I pause about halfway through on a brightly illustrated feature with an eye-catching headline.

‘Read it to us!’ Louise claps her hands and even cynical old Bibi gives me an unguarded, encouraging smile.

I clear my throat and begin in my best grown-up voice.


The Seven Relationships Every Woman Has in Her Quest to Find the One

Research says we all endure the same kind of love stories in life. Here, Cosmour writer Demi Doris breaks them down



‘Er, Bibi, are you going to actually work today?’ An anxious-sounding voice interrupts my reading and we turn as one to glower at Franco.

Technically, Bibi works here.

‘Maybe, Franco,’ she slurs, very obviously – as my grandmother would say – pissed as a fart.

‘Erm, well.’ He purses his lips, unable to follow through with any kind of authority. ‘OK, but five minutes, all right?’

‘Fuck you very much, Franco, that’s really decent of you,’ Bibi gushes, breezing over the insult. She stares him out until he shuffles away, looking scared.

‘Aw, you should be nicer to him,’ Louise says, always the best of us.

‘He’s a dick,’ Bibi pronounces, as Lou giggles, turning back to me in the booth. ‘Keep reading,’ she says urgently, looking excited.


The Seven Relationships Every Woman Has in Her Quest to Find the One

Research says we all endure the same kind of love stories in life. Here, Cosmour writer Demi Doris breaks them down There are plenty of depressing things women have in common: periods, weird nipple hair, earning much less than men for doing the same work (ugh, let’s not even right now). And now we get to add one more thing to the list: our relationship patterns. New research has found that we all – more or less – endure the same kinds of relationships before we settle on The One. But, whether they’re the friend you shagged just because they were there, or the guy at work you were so sure was a mistake, your big love is in there somewhere – FACT.



Intrigued, I skip down, scanning the seven boxes detailing the different relationship types: The First Love; The Work Mistake; The Overlap; The Friend With Benefits; The Missed Chance; The Bastard; and The Serious One.

‘Ha!’ Louise is still reading over my shoulder. ‘I’ve had some of those. Do you remember that guy Gabriel from the pantomime I was in years ago? Who told me his penis was allergic to condoms and then gave me syphilis? Talk about work mistakes!’ She laughs and leans her head on my shoulder affectionately, but I’m not really listening. I’m thinking; counting.


The First Love

The Work Mistake

The Overlap

The Friend With Benefits

The Missed Chance

The Bastard

The Serious One



A roaring sound begins in my ears as I read the words again and again. I read the boxes in full now, drinking in the words; the detailed descriptions. I’m vaguely aware of Bibi leaving and returning, slamming another bright pink bottle she definitely didn’t pay for down on the table. She takes a seat across from us, ignoring the looks from Franco on the other side of the room.

‘You pour it.’ She shoves the wine at Louise who happily takes the reins, sloshing more liquid into our glasses.

Alistair, Carl, Alex, Paul, Idris, Will and Rich.

All my relationships, all the connections – real, stupid, intense, absurd, horrible, heartbreaking, illuminating, silly, sexy – they’re all there on the page. The First Love, The Work Mistake, The Overlap, The Friend With Benefits, The Missed Chance, The Bastard, The Serious One: Alistair, Carl, Alex, Paul, Idris, Will and Rich. Maybe not in the right order but all there. I read the details of each one again and the roaring sound in my ears becomes a drumbeat, filling my head with all their voices shouting at once: begging, laughing, hating, fucking, dumping me, being dumped. It’s awful.

I tug at Louise’s sleeve but she barely looks up. She’s Instagramming the wine label. ‘You can really taste the basic bitch,’ she says solemnly to Bibi as they clink glasses.

‘Guys,’ I say quietly, and then again, louder: ‘GUYS.’ They both turn, looking alarmed by my tone. I jab at the page, feeling panicked. ‘I’ve had all these relationships – all of them. Every last one.’ They look blank so I add desperately, ‘And that’s all you get!’

‘What are you talking about?’ Bibi squints at me, looking irritated. ‘What do you mean “that’s all you get”?’

‘I mean,’ I glare at her, ‘this is why I’ve spent the last six months going on beyond-terrible dates. This is why the universe keeps sending me men who think wearing an indoor scarf is a personality trait. It’s because I’ve had all seven of these relationships – these exact relationships! – every single one, and one of them was meant to be The One. I’ve used them all up! I’ve used up my share of partners, now I won’t ever find The One. Oh god.’ I put my head in my hands and wail. ‘I’ve had my love allocation and discarded them all!’

‘That can’t be right.’ Louise laughs nervously and takes the magazine from me, eyeing the page warily. She looks shaken.

‘No, really, you guys.’ I look between them, feeling wide-eyed but suddenly very sober and sure of myself. ‘You don’t get it. These were my chances – my only chances.’ I pause as something tickles at the back of my brain; the beginnings of an idea. What if I… no, that would be terrible. An awful, stupid, traumatizing, nonsense thing to do.

But what if it’s the only option?

What if this is the only way I’ll ever find The One? What if not doing it will doom me to years of dread every time wedding season approaches? Of begging Bibi to be my plus one at work parties? Of seventy-eight-year-old Auntie June on my dad’s side still asking in every Christmas and birthday card if I’ve ‘finally’ settled down? That cow still has years of spiteful life left in her.

I look back down at the pages of the glossy magazine. It’s there, in black and white. Research says you only get these seven chances at love. That means scientists have looked into it. People with degrees who wear white coats and look like Chris Whitty. They must know what they’re talking about.

I know what I have to do. It’s the only thing I can do.

Louise waits intently, eyes wide, for my next words. Bibi picks some gum off the edge of the table, totally disinterested.

I take another breath. ‘Lou, Bibi. I think I have to find my exes.’

‘Which one?’ Louise says, confused.

I look down at the article again, the vivid pictures blurring into one.

I swallow. ‘All of them.’

She gapes at me as I take the magazine from her and shut it.

This is it. This is what I have to do, this is the answer; this is why I can’t find my husband – because I’ve already found him. I just need to re-find him.

And I know exactly who to start with. The only one I could start with.

Alistair Morris.





EX 1: ALISTAIR MORRIS AKA The First Love PART ONE


St Jude’s Comprehensive School

The bike sheds

12.40pm

‘OI, FANNY ADAMS, ALISTAIR MORRIS SAYS YOU’RE PROPER FIT.’

I spit Apple Tango onto the tarmac, spinning around and landing in a sort of half squat. Usually the sound of my name – or that variant of my name used by most of Year Ten – is accompanied by someone kicking a football at my head. I have learned to duck.

Louise takes a step forward, assuming her role as my co-best friend and spokesperson. ‘YOU WOT?’ she screams back at 10PT’s Nick Wilde from inside her huge, metallic grey puffer jacket. Lou fancies Nick because his mum – Mrs Wilde – is our drama teacher, and that’s her favourite lesson. She says she wants to marry Nick so she can do improv with Mrs Wilde every weekend.

Shelley joins in with enthusiasm. ‘YEAH, HEY, NICK WILDE?’ she shouts in her distinctive Aussie tang. ‘WOT YOU SAYIN’ ABOUT ESTHER?’

From the other side of the playground, Nick Wilde – surrounded by three or four spikey-haired lads from the football A-team – laughs like this is hysterical. Cupping his mouth he tries again.

‘I SAIIIIIIIIIIIIIDDDD’ – exasperated emphasis on the D – ‘THAT ALISTAIR’ – brief pause to point at one of the group cowering at the back – ‘FANCIES FANNY ADAMS!’

My whole body flushes red. I rise up and out of my skin, looking down at my horribly awkward fifteen-year-old self in my market-stall-bought, knock-off Ellesse jacket. This is an unprecedented situation. We never attract this kind of attention. The three of us – me, Shelley and Louise – we’re always trying to be seen and always trying to be invisible.

Louise glances back at me, pure astonishment naked on her face. She has no neck in that coat, she is just a thumb-head, frozen with indecision.

‘Did you hear that?’ Shelley hisses through chewing gum. ‘Alistair Morris from the football team, Esther! From the A-team, Esther!’

This kind of thing doesn’t happen to me. It doesn’t happen to Shelley or Louise either. It just doesn’t. The three of us have been joint best friends with each other since Year Seven, predominantly because no one else likes us. United by our outsider status, we spend most of our time down here near the bike sheds, perpetually pretending to smoke a single cigarette we stole from Lou’s older brother a month ago.

‘It must be a joke,’ I whisper, but I am shaking with some kind of unfamiliar feeling under my school uniform. Alistair Morris is so fit. He looks like Charlie Simpson from Busted.

Louise turns back to Nick, who is now distracted in a shove war with another of the football lads.

‘OI, NICK WILDE,’ she screams and he turns back. ‘ARE YOU MESSIN’?’

He laughs and mutters something to one of the other boys before replying. ‘NAH! FOR REAL, ALISTAIR WELL FANCIES YOUR MATE. TELL HER TO COME OVER HERE. HE WANTS TO, LIKE, ASK HER SOMETHING, YEAH?’

Louise and Shelley both stare at me and I stare back. We have no clue how to handle this. The closest thing to attention we’ve had before this was last term, when Jodie Matthews from 11BG heard my grandpa calling me Fanny Adams at drop-off. It’s just a stupid pet name he has for me because my middle name is Annie, but Jodie and Janey Thompson really ran with it. They looked it up online and it turns out the nickname actually comes from the murder of an eight-year-old girl in the 1800s. Fanny Adams was chopped up so bad that sailors later started referring to their meat stew as Sweet Fanny Adams. So then everyone started calling me Fanny Adams, which is such a cute little nickname, I totally don’t mind at all. It’s fine.

‘Should we go over there?’ Shelley hisses again and I shrug a little maniacally.

‘I don’t know!’ My heart is racing. ‘Do you think it’s a prank? Are they going to pull our tops up or twang our bra straps if we go?’

We all glance down at the oversized, padded jackets we’re wearing. There is not much opportunity for access there.

‘I think we should do it,’ Lou nods, full of bravado, but I spot her bottom lip wavering. ‘If it is a prank, they can prank us any time, right? So we might as well get it over with? And’ – she moves closer so her hot breath is in my face – ‘what if it’s true? What if Alistair Morris actually fancies you?’ We all look over again. The group of boys are laughing and kicking each other’s backpacks like footballs. Alistair stands slightly apart, nervously glancing in our direction and then away again, quickly.

‘OK.’ I breathe out and the three of us link arms with intent. Moving slowly and cautiously, like we’re going over the trenches and into battle, we make our way across the playground. A hundred interested eyes from our year watch and I feel myself growing fainter with every step. Only Lou on my right and Shelley on my left, both standing tall and strong, keep me moving. About twenty feet away from the boys, we stop, decisively throwing our bags on the ground like we just – y’know – decided on a whim to choose a new lunchtime spot today.

Nick turns to us. ‘Oi, Fanny Adams, do you fancy Alistair or wot?’

‘Shut UP, Nick!’ Alistair hisses at him and Nick scoffs. The boys start shoving Alistair until he is forced up front. He resists only minimally, going limp as he’s abandoned at my feet by laughing friends.

‘GO ON, MY SON,’ one of the boys yells and I resist every impulse inside screaming at me to run away. At my side, I can feel Louise shaking with fear, while Shelley quivers excitedly with the attention. The year watches; a playground silenced by Something Happening.

‘All right, Esther?’ Alistair Morris says in a low voice. ‘All right, Louise? All right, Shelley?’

‘Oh my god, Alistair Morris knows our names,’ Louise says at a volume that was probably meant to be under her breath.

‘Shut up, Lou,’ Shelley snaps, always the coolest under pressure.

I clear my throat, desperately praying my voice doesn’t squeak. ‘Hey, Alistair,’ I squeak.

‘I’ve added you on Bebo,’ he mutters, kicking at the ground and my vision swims before me. Mum doesn’t let me use the internet at home except on Saturdays – how will I accept his add?

‘Cool,’ I say, unable to manage anything else.

‘Do you want a Monster Munch?’ He offers me the half-eaten bag. It crinkles in his hand and it is the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard.

‘Nah,’ I reply in a faint voice. ‘I’ve got some Apple Tango. I really, really love Apple Tango.’

‘Cool,’ he nods and I think he gets how great Apple Tango is.

There is a proper circle of onlookers now, all watching and waiting. The anticipation is thick in the air and I catch a muttered Borat impression from someone: ‘Alistair Morris thinks Fanny Adams is niiiice!’

‘I, um…’ he trails off and I hold my breath, taking in the potent aroma of Lynx Africa aftershave and his hair, so slick with gel. ‘Um, I wondered if you wanted to maybe go to the cinema or something?’ He clears his throat, quickly adding, ‘With me, I mean.’

Louise cannot help herself and a low hum of squeal leaks out. I elbow her sharply. ‘Ermmmm, OK, yeah,’ I say at last and my voice sounds a thousand miles away. My heart is racing and I can feel sweat dribbling down my back under the school uniform and coat layers. Shelley tightens her arm in mine supportively. I think about dissecting all of this with both of them at my house after school. Is it even real? Am I really here?

‘Sweet.’ He nods a lot, and then offers up a half smile. His incisor is crooked and I decide this will be my favourite thing about him. My favourite thing about Alistair Morris. When I talk to Louise and Shelley later, I’ll be like, ‘He has the fittest smile, I love his crooked tooth, it’s my fave thing about him, y’know?’

I’m going out with Alistair Morris, Alistair Morris is going to be my boyfriend.

He bites his lip and smiles my new favourite smile again. ‘Can I have your number?’

‘Cool, yes, sure.’ I am flustered as I hand Shelley my Apple Tango. I pull out my flip phone and read the number aloud from my contacts.

We are going to fall in love – I basically love him already. We are going to be the envy of everyone in the year. We will speak every day, all day every day, learning everything about the other. We’ll be madly in love and then get married – not too old, like twenty – and I will tell people at our wedding that my favourite thing has always been his smile.

‘I’ll text you,’ he says, hitching his backpack further up his shoulder. ‘See ya later.’ He nods formally at Louise, then Shelley, before wandering over to his group again. They greet him with a cheer and some back slapping. Someone in the crowd does another Borat impression.

I can’t believe it. Me and Alistair Morris, together forever.




CHAPTER THREE

Bibi nods encouragingly as I sketch out a Dickhead Tree of my exes on the back of the magazine. I hand it over and she studies it, trying to make out the details I’ve written across an advert for Kardashian make-up.

She takes a drag on her vape. The stink of raspberry-flavoured smoke is worse than normal smoke. ‘So, will you start at the beginning? With your first boyfriend?’

Louise jumps up and down in her seat. ‘Aaaaah, Alistair Morris! Oh my god, that whole thing seems like a lifetime ago!’

Bibi gives her a dark look. She doesn’t like any overt reference being made to the fact that Louise and I have known each other longer; that Louise is the – unspoken – OG; that Bibi fills a hole left behind by Shelley dumping us. I gulp hard at the thought.

‘He was so nice and you had such a sweet relationship.’ Louise pauses, grinning impishly at Bibi. ‘They were snogging constantly, Bibi, you cannot even imagine the saliva wastage. Esther was dangerously dehydrated throughout most of Years Ten and Eleven.’ She turns back to me as Bibi barks a laugh. ‘How will you find him, Est?’

I scoff. ‘Same as everyone else finds anyone from school.’ She looks at me blankly, so I add, ‘Facebook.’

My hands shaking, I pull up Facebook Messenger, searching for his name.

There he is.

Alistair Morris was the one bright spot in my time at school. He was much, much more popular than Lou, Shelley and me – the star of the football team – but he was more than an idiot sports star. He was kind, funny, and a bit of a dork who had to pretend not to be as clever as he really was, in order to maintain his place in the cool kid gang. And when he noticed me – when he actually liked me – I assumed it would change my entire existence.

Maybe he still could?

He is – at the very least – a decent place to start in this mission. A safe, lovely person who it will be genuinely nice to reconnect with.

I start typing.


Esther Adamsonline

Hi Alistair, I’m sorry to get in touch like this after all these years… random I know!



I pause.

‘Should I do a LOL there?’ I ask anxiously. Louise and Bibi answer simultaneously.

‘Absolutely yes!’

‘Definitely not!’

They regard each other crossly.

‘Maybe a smiley face emoji?’ I suggest cautiously and they both nod gravely back.


Esther Adamsonline

Hi Alistair, I’m sorry to get in touch like this after all these years… random I know! [image: ] I wondered how you are and whether life is good. I’d love to get a drink and catch up properly at some point, if you’re up for it? Esther



I stop again.

‘I know it’s not my best opening ever, but it’s to the point, right?’

They both shrug.

‘It’s good,’ Louise says, nodding encouragingly.

‘Yes,’ Bibi agrees confidently. ‘You can’t start cracking jokes until you know who he is these days. You haven’t spoken to him in, like, ten years. He might be entirely humourless as an adult.’

‘Should I add a kiss?’ I ask but Bibi has already reached across me and hit send. The three of us stare at the screen, horror dawning in my stomach as I watch his name light up with a green dot. He is online.

Oh god oh god oh god.

His reply is almost instant and Louise gasps dramatically at the words as they appear.


Alistair Morrisonline

Fuck off, Esther



Oh.

Maybe this whole thing won’t be as straightforward as I thought.





EX 1: ALISTAIR MORRIS AKA The First Love PART TWO


My parents’ house

My bedroom

11.45pm

‘Just fucking shush, OK?’ I hiss, pulling the covers over my head. ‘My parents are only down the corridor and you know Dad will murder us both in cold blood if he finds us.’

‘Try YouTube,’ Alistair suggests, pulling in closer. ‘They’re bound to have instructional videos.’

I open the search box and type: ‘P u t t i n g o n a c o n d o m s o t h e r e a r e d e f i n i t e l y n o b a b i e s’. Return.

‘Phew, there are loads.’ I scan the search results and click on the second from the top. Someone once told me a grown-up thing to do in restaurants is to order the second-cheapest wine on a menu – instead of automatically asking for the cheapest – and I apply the same philosophy to search results. After all, I am seventeen in fourteen minutes, so it’s high time I started doing grown-up shit.

Including sex at long last with Alistair Morris.

We watch the video and I try not to cringe at the slimy thing in the woman’s hands. It’s mega minging and I am appalled I have to use one of these things during this super romantic night.

I still can’t believe I’m finally going to lose my virginity.

‘Didn’t Mr Havana teach you all this in biology?’ Alistair says after another minute of watching. His voice is unreadable.

‘Ewwww.’ I shift under the covers. It’s getting hot under here. ‘As IF I could look at him when he explained this stuff! Shelley had to tell me about it afterwards. Apparently he got a condom out but then couldn’t get it on the banana. It pinged off into his face – the whole class went mad. Plus, I bet Mr Havana’s never had sex in his life – he’s got ear hair for god’s sake, Alistair. That’s probably why he was so bad with the condom.’ I shudder under the hot covers. ‘Anyway, I’m not taking any chances with getting up the duff or catching one of those sex diseases.’

In the dark, I feel Alistair look at me. ‘Esther, you know I’m a virgin, too.’

‘So?’

‘So I don’t have any sex diseases. You’re not born with them.’

I don’t know if that’s right, so I say nothing.

The YouTube video ends and I look again at the small square packet lying between us; so much like a sweet wrapper. We lie in silence for a minute.

‘OK,’ I say at last. ‘I think that’s all pretty straightforward. Shall we, er, do it then?’

‘Um, do you think I could come out from under the covers first – just for a minute?’ Alistair asks nicely. ‘I’m bloody boiling under here.’

‘Fine,’ I say slightly impatiently. ‘But you have sex under the covers, that’s how it works. Plus, it’ll muffle the wild animal noises I will apparently be making.’

We are both red-faced in the dim light of my bedside lamp.

‘Should we kiss?’ he asks tentatively and I nod authoritatively. I am, after all, the one in charge of all this. I am the one who has decided I’m ready for sex at long last, and I’m the one who has done all the research.

‘Yes’ – my tone is professional – ‘foreplay is apparently very important.’

He leans over, the weight of him heavy across my body. It makes me feel better; familiar. This is the easy part. We’ve kissed a lot – I mean, a lot a lot. Louise and Shelley are constantly getting at us to stop doing it in front of them, but I can’t help it. I fancy him so much.

His hand is on my boob. That’s OK, too. We’ve done that before – and other stuff! We have touched each other’s private parts, and I’ve even put his willy in my mouth a few times. It tasted like soap the first time, then sweat the times after that.

He’s gone down on me, too.

‘Shall we take our pants off?’ He is still whispering but I shush him again just in case.

‘Yes, OK.’ I yank at my knickers, reaching them over my knees and feet, while Alistair does the same. I am now as naked as I’ve ever been with him; wearing just a new bra and a half-shaved vagina. I was going to shave it all off, but I gave up after one too many cuts. I really hope I got off all the bits of tissue I used to stem the bleeding.

‘Shall I climb on?’ He gestures in the semi-dark and I nod. I’ve seen all the different positions on the internet, but I don’t want to try them. Not yet. Missionary is fine for this.

He shifts himself on top of me and I can feel his willy hard against my thigh. This is romantic, I remind myself. We love each other, it’s natural and normal – something everyone does! I’m going to love it! Totally love it! It’s going to hurt at the start, but then it’s going to be amazing and we’ll both have multiple orgasms.

Plus, he’s going to leave me if I don’t put out soon. He’s waited so long and been so nice and patient, while everyone else in our year has done it with, like, twenty-five people each.

I can feel his hand fiddling around our parts and then a pushing sensation, like I’m doing the opposite of a poo.

‘Is it in?’ he whispers and I nod, discomfort radiating from my groin.

‘Yes, I think so.’

Afterwards, I feel sore, but elated and grown-up. He holds my hand really tightly and says he loves me so much. I know he means it, but I’m also picturing the beautiful girl he will dump me for one day soon.

Alistair rolls away to dispose of the used condom in a plastic Tesco bag. He hides it in his backpack and turns back to me. ‘You won’t run off with some other lad when you go to uni next year, will you?’ He smiles in the dark, his silhouette visible as he climbs into bed again.

‘Of course not,’ I scoff, squeezing his hand tightly. As if I would ever leave him, I love him so, so much. He’s the one who’ll leave me. I’ve known that all along.




CHAPTER FOUR

You know when you take that first bite of something sweet and your whole mouth fills with saliva? The same thing happens when I hear his voice behind me.

‘Is it still a Malibu and Coke then?’ I spin around in my chair, nearly toppling it over, and my stomach drops at the sight of him.

Alistair Morris.

It’s really him. He looks so much the same as he did ten years ago, but more like his own big brother, if that makes sense? And that’s if he had a big brother, which he didn’t – only sisters who ignored me. He looks older in a completely undefinable way. It’s all still the same old Alistair, always half smiling with that cute crooked tooth. Always slightly overdressed – particularly for this dirty pub in the middle of Soho – and always a tiny bit adorably gawky with too-long limbs he doesn’t know what to do with. There is nothing discernibly different about him and yet he is different. He’s a grown-up now.

I laugh, understanding his question. ‘I’ve mostly moved onto wine these days,’ I say, standing up and instinctively reaching for a hug. ‘Malibu is a tiny bit noughties teen, don’t you think?’ Our hug lasts a fraction of a second too long and I pull away, the smell of him still on me. It makes my skin tingle and I fight the urge to lick my lips.

‘Actually, I got us a bottle.’ I gesture at the table. ‘But obviously I can get you something else if you’re not a wine person?’ I laugh nervously at the oddness of asking someone I once knew every inch of – inside and out – whether they like wine.

Certainly he drank wine back when we were teenagers. But only when it was two bottles for £4 and only when one of us remembered to bring a corkscrew to the park. Which neither of us ever did. The Malibu and Cokes came later, when we were both closing in on eighteen and able to get into bars. Our last year together.

‘Wine sounds good,’ he grins, flashing the infamous snaggle tooth again that I loved so dearly. We sit down across from each other. ‘I’m glad you didn’t get red,’ he continues. ‘These days it gives me such awful hangovers!’

I smile nicely and take a long swig of my drink feeling a wave of irritation. I wanted to feel like a teenager again tonight – a teenager who thought a hangover was puking green liquid over someone I still then snogged half an hour later, and waking up the next day raring to go again. I don’t want a reminder that we’re old people now. Old people who get bad hangovers from wine.

There is a lengthy silence between us as we both drink slowly from our glasses, avoiding eye contact. The moment of frisson when he walked in – of memories and long hugs – has gone. We are now just two strangers with nothing in common but a shared loss of virginity. I feel a bead of sweat run down my back and I’m suddenly far too aware of the fake leather on the seat sticking to the backs of my thighs. I will not be able to go to the loo without ripping myself free.

‘Oh, hey, sorry for telling you to fuck off on Facebook,’ he says with a laugh, but the nerves make it a strange, jangly sound. ‘I thought I was being funny, but realized right away how bad it sounded. I guess I forgot for a moment that we don’t actually know each other these days.’

I nod. ‘Don’t apologize.’ I blink, remembering the horror in my stomach at his words, until the follow-up laughy face emoji. ‘Although you’re right, I guess. Ten years is a long time and people change. But not that much – I still love swearing!’ He titters politely at this and silence descends once more.

‘So, what have you been up to in the last decade?’ he says at last, his voice too high. I match his pitch, my own voice unrecognizable.

‘Ha!’ It is a squeak. ‘Big question!’ I laugh awkwardly. ‘So, um, I’m an events planner these days. I spent a bit of time working as a chef after I quit university, before moving into events. I work for the Norris Museum in south London – do you know it?’ He shakes his head. ‘It has exhibitions open to the public during the day, but they rent it out as a cool space in the evenings and across weekends. It’s a really small events team, basically just me and my lovely assistant, Katie, but it’s great. We host weddings, birthday parties, corporate launches, business conferences… We even did a product launch for a new line of novelty candles recently. One of them was the scent of cat litter box!’ I bark a small laugh. ‘Anyway, it’s really, er, fun and there’s always something new to do every day…’ I trail off. ‘So that’s, er, my work…’ Aaaaaand I cannot think of a single other thing I have done in the last ten years. Maybe I have done nothing? What has been the point of my life? Why haven’t I got kids or pets or hobbies? I’ve got the cat litter candle, maybe that’s like having a cat? Oh, and I’ve got a fake cactus in the bathroom! Should I mention that? Oh god, I have no life.

I give myself a shake. It’s OK. It’s O-very-K. Because this is part of what I’m doing here. The Seven Exes Mission is about finding more. About finding a life. Alistair can be the other thing I do with my life. We can get married and have plants and kids and a real-life cat litter tray together.

‘Um, so what about you?’ I finish lamely. ‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a police officer, actually.’ He smiles and my first thought is of the pot brownies in my freezer. My second thought is of him in the uniform and it makes me even more nervous.

‘Wow!’ I try weakly. ‘That must be so interesting?’

‘It can be, but it’s also a lot of paperwork,’ he shrugs, grimacing.

The silence descends again.

‘And, um, how about Louise and Shelley?’ He reaches for something safe, without knowing it’s not safe. ‘I’ve been meaning to organize a school reunion, it’s been so long since we all saw each other! Wouldn’t that be fun? Are you still in touch with them? You guys were so close around the playground.’

I nod, smiling tightly. ‘We really were!’ I clear my throat. ‘Well, yeah, um, yes, we…’ I take a deep breath, composing myself. ‘Lou and I are still best friends. We actually live together these days, along with our friend Bibi. But, um, Shelley… we, um… we ended up, well, er, a bit… and she…’ I trail off and he studies me. His brown eyes are kind.

When I don’t continue, he picks up the thread, his voice soft. ‘People drift apart a bit after school, don’t they? You can be so close to a person and then life takes you in different directions. I still see a few people from the football team, but I wouldn’t say we’re close these days.’ He pauses. ‘It’s OK, though, it doesn’t mean you can’t think back fondly to those times you shared. It doesn’t mean you can’t still care about them from a distance.’

His familiar kindness flicks a switch in me and I find myself smiling widely. I feel the knot in my stomach loosening and relaxing.

‘I think fondly of you – of us,’ I say a little shyly and he brightens.

‘You do?’

I nod and he smiles. ‘We shared a lot together, huh?’ He laughs. ‘Hey, do you remember when you took me skiing with your family and I nearly died on a red slope because I’d claimed to be an expert?’

‘And you’d actually never been skiing in your life!’ I cover my mouth.

‘But I was really good at ice skating!’ he cries. ‘I thought it would be the same kind of thing!’

As I top up our glasses, we begin to speak more easily, reliving old memories and creating new ones. I find myself studying him; studying his pores and the newer freckle smattering across his nose. I try to be objective: if I didn’t know him, would I think he was handsome? It’s hard to differentiate this adult Alistair Morris from the School Hero Alistair Morris, Captain of the Football Team, Leader of the Cool Boy Pack.

But he is handsome, I think.

I realize with an internal duh that I still fancy him. A lot.

‘Do you remember that house party I had in Year Eleven’ – he leans in, smiling easily – ‘where Louise was sick in my cutlery drawer? It was impossible to clean fully. I swear the reason my parents ended up moving a few years later was because Mum was still finding teaspoons glued together with congealed chunks.’

‘That was my fault,’ I confess. ‘I fed her a highly toxic combination of nine Blue WKDs and an entire tube of salt and vinegar Pringles.’

He laughs easily, maintaining seriously sexy eye contact. ‘Or that time you, Shelley and Lou were all in the Christmas pantomime directed by the drama teacher, Mrs Wilde – do you remember, she was Nick Wilde from the football team’s mum?’

I join in eagerly. ‘Yes! I was Friend No. Two of the Wicked Stepsisters, which was a totally made-up part and I felt very patronized. Shelley and I only auditioned because Lou made us.’

‘Which explains why you didn’t know any of your words on the night,’ he snorts. ‘Louise kept shouting all your lines for you, and then you and Shelley disappeared for the second half altogether.’
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