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For my grandad –

who always saw me.





‘If you can look into the seeds of time, And say which grain will grow and which will not, Speak then to me, who neither beg nor fear Your favours, nor your hate.’

– William Shakespeare, Macbeth






1

It’s not hard to see the future.

We do it all the time without thinking: search the skies above us for what’s coming. A red sky at night is a shepherd’s delight, but in the morning it’s a sailor’s warning, so a sunny day is either behind or ahead of us. When dew is on the grass, rain will never come to pass (high pressure), but when clouds appear like rocks and towers, the Earth’s refreshed with showers. For thousands of years, humans have looked upwards to catch a glimpse of what the future holds and thus plan accordingly.

Then rhymed about it to ensure that it sticks.

But when it’s literally your job to keep an eye on what lies ahead, it’s not just the heavens that hold the clues: they’re scattered everywhere, like raindrops. Data that’s easy to miss if you’re looking in the wrong direction.

The signs are always there, as long as you’re paying attention.

‘So, basically you’re a Weather Girl.’

I lean back in my chair and study the face of Date Number Fifteen. According to his online profile, the key to John’s heart is ‘Cuddles and Coffee’, and he doesn’t like ‘people who don’t message back – we r hear to talk!’ (But not to spell, apparently.) John enjoys ‘long walks on the beach’, ‘honesty LOL’ and randomly adding LOL to basic statements. He claims to be forty-two years old, a Gemini (‘whatever that means haha’) and a ‘six-foot-stop-asking’ accountant who drinks ‘socially’ but ‘never smokes’ and is looking for his ‘next big adventure – is it you?’

At no point did John say he enjoys smugly demeaning his dates, yet here we are.

‘Sure.’ I take another sip of red wine. ‘Why not.’

‘But not on telly.’ There’s a manic, slightly feverish glint in his eyes, like a light bulb about to pop. ‘So not a real Weather Girl. Bet you would look very nice in one of those perky little suits, though. Just saying.’

John winks and takes a huge swig of his pint: fingertips stained yellow.

‘I wouldn’t know,’ I say brightly. ‘As you say, I’m not On Telly.’

‘You could be, though.’ He leans forwards and I catch a strong whiff of the cigarettes he never smokes. ‘You’re hot enough, Margaret. Like, an eight. Maybe. Not quite. Seven and a half, but with the right lighting …’

I grin at the waiter as he arrives with two plates of pasta.

‘Thank you so much.’ Picking up my fork, I attack my tagliatelle. ‘Could we also please get a side of garlic bread – make that two – a burrata with pesto and tiny tomatoes, a Caprese salad, stuffed artichokes, garlic mushrooms and … ooh, a bottle of your most expensive red wine? And a tiramisu, please.’

John chokes slightly on his free bread roll and I smile sweetly at him.

‘How rude of me,’ I add. ‘Was there anything extra you wanted? Coffee, obviously. It is the key to your heart, after all.’

Date Number Fifteen glances at the menu, boggles slightly at the prices, then forces a smile at the patient waiter.

‘No, I’m good.’

John looks me up and down, presumably to work out what my body will look like after £65 worth of Italian side dishes and whether it’ll be worth the financial investment. He says he’s an accountant; I’d imagine he’s calculating it to the penny.

‘I like a girl who isn’t afraid to eat,’ he says uncertainly as I pile pasta into my mouth and wipe carbonara sauce off my chin. ‘It’s very … sexy.’

‘What a relief, John.’ I finish my wine. ‘You’re a true gentleman.’

This pleases him: he is a gentleman. Here, finally, is a woman who sees him.

‘You’re a breath of fresh air, Margaret.’ He shakes his head, ruefully picking at his ravioli. ‘Online dating is the worst. You would not believe the amount of crazies I’ve met. Absolutely bonkers out there.’

‘Oh no.’ I tilt my head at him. ‘How awful for you.’

‘At least you look mostly like your profile photos,’ Date Fifteen grins at me with an errant piece of crab stuck between his teeth, ‘although obviously they’re flattering – but we all tweak now and then, don’t we?’

‘We do.’ I feel my nostrils flare slightly. ‘Which beach do you favour for your long walks, in this non-coastal city of Bristol?’

‘Oh.’ He blinks. ‘I went to Weston-super-Mare last year.’

‘True commitment! And what’s an average weekend like in the life of Gemini John?’

He’s starting to look irritated now, and I think I can guess why.

‘You know, just … normal stuff.’ John rubs his finger yet again, and I make a mental note of it: number seven.

‘Wonderful.’ I beam at him. ‘And last weekend, specifically?’

‘What is this?’ John tries to laugh, which is unfortunate because the crab is still protruding, as if making a final doomed bid for freedom – possibly encouraged by all the talk of beaches. ‘A first date or an interview?’

I glance at my watch. ‘Are they not the same thing?’

Just in time, the waiter arrives with my order. I grin at him and he grins back.

‘Actually.’ I put my fork down and pat my stomach. ‘Can we get all this to go? I want to make sure we have enough energy for later, if you know what I mean.’

I wink at John and his surliness evaporates like water droplets on a hot car bonnet.

‘Ooooh, bad girl. Straight to the point. I like it.’

‘I’m thirty-six years old,’ I say calmly, wiping my mouth and watching as John rubs his finger for the eighth time. ‘I haven’t been a girl for two decades. But thank you so much for repeatedly overlooking that chronological flaw. Much in the same way you have overlooked your own age, which I’m guessing is what – forty-seven?’

Date Number Fifteen winces. ‘Like I said – we all tweak. Right?’

‘Absolutely!’ I grin at him. ‘It makes sense to strategically alter the data to make sure you hit a younger female demographic. What an interesting way to reject the burden of time we all carry.’

The waiter saves him from responding by arriving with the bill and, with a twitching mouth, placing it in the middle of the table. I keep my hands flat and dimple at John for a few seconds – playing a game of bill chicken – until he sighs slightly and reaches for it. The muscles under his eyes twitch, and I watch his internal struggle. Am I worth extra garlic mushrooms? He glances at my breasts and decides: just. With a gallant flourish, Date Fifteen pays the whole bill, leaving no tip.

‘So.’ With my most seductive eyes, I push back my chair. ‘Shall we go?’

Poor John’s face lights up with such ferocity, I almost feel guilty. Almost but not quite. ‘Absolutely. My place or yours?’

I grin. ‘Both.’

‘Um, how does that work?’

‘Well, John.’ I put a twenty-pound note on the table, stand up and grab my raincoat, handbag and giant umbrella. ‘I am going to go to my house, and you are going to yours. So that’s how it will work.’

‘But—’

‘You’ve failed this date, John. Sorry.’

‘I don’t—’ He stands up too and stares at me for a few seconds with his mouth open (crab still present), then looks at my tip lying on the table. ‘Why?’

‘I’m so glad you asked.’ I smile at the waiter, who is holding a paper bag. ‘Because you haven’t asked me a single non-rhetorical question all evening. You have stared at my breasts for the entire, uncomfortable hour. And not a single thing on your profile is true, including your height.’

All five foot ten of him bridles. ‘I am six foot. It’s not my fault you’re wearing bloody heels.’

‘Oh, and you’re married.’

At this, his face completely changes, which immediately erases the one per cent uncertainty still remaining. ‘What the—’

‘With children.’

John pales. ‘You’re—’

‘Crazy?’ I laugh properly for the first time this evening. ‘I doubt it, John. You’ve rubbed the indent on your ring finger eight times. You also have one piece of dried alphabet cereal stuck to the back of your jacket, along with baby spit-up on your collar. Having assessed this data, I surmise that you have two children. One is less than six months, the other learning to read, so I’m guessing three or four years old. It’s an A, by the way. In case he or she is missing a vowel.’

John – or whatever his actual name is, I’m assuming I’ll never know now – starts to froth like an overloaded washing machine. ‘What the hell kind of business is it of yours if my wife and I are—’

‘Except your phone has pinged six times this evening and you checked it as soon as I went to the bathroom. So I’m guessing you are currently “stuck at work”, sad-face emoji. Don’t feel too bad. Statistically, thirty per cent of people using online dating apps are secretly married, so it’s not just you. You’re just shockingly bad at covering it up.’

Suffice to say, John isn’t LOL-ing any more. It’s a good thing this little Italian restaurant in Clifton is so quiet on a Monday, because I think now he’s really ‘hear to talk’.

‘So, you knew you weren’t interested and just let me pay for dinner anyway?’

‘Yes.’ I pick up my takeaway bag. ‘Thank you. Much appreciated.’ I hold up the bottle of wine to the waiter, along with the previous glass I’d already poured. ‘I’ll bring this back next Monday, OK? Washed, obviously.’

The waiter laughs. ‘Gotcha.’

I glance out of the window – yup, just as expected – and sling my raincoat on. John told me when we met that my raincoat and umbrella were ‘overkill in August’, but I’ve been watching the cumulonimbus clouds gather all afternoon. The sky doesn’t lie, unlike the majority of my online dates. As I walk towards the front door, I can feel John crackling behind me, the way you feel electricity in the air just before a thunderstorm.

‘By the way,’ I say, holding up the bottle of wine, before he can start yelling. ‘My name is Margot. And I’m not a “Weather Girl”. I’m a bloody meteorologist.’

Then I open my umbrella just as the first few drops begin to fall.

And walk straight into the rain.

I probably shouldn’t have enjoyed that as much as I did.

In fairness to him, Gemini John was unlikely to be a perfect match for me; I’m not sure I want any man with a heart that can be ‘unlocked’ at the local Starbucks. But I didn’t have time to line up another option, and Monday is Date Night. And no – I don’t normally make them pay for the entire meal. I’ve decided to save that as a special treat for the men who merrily tick the ‘single’ box on a dating app and then ask their wife why they’re ‘being so neurotic’ when they get home.

Irritated, I unlock my front door and attempt to get into my house.

Huge cardboard boxes have migrated slowly down the hallway over the last couple of months, and now one of them has fallen off the top of a teetering stack, barring my entry. With a few huffs, I ram the door open and stare at the broken plates lying in an accusatory heap on the floor. The box says ‘MARGOT WAYWARD’S KITCHEN SHIT’ on it, which now seems slightly pouty.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ I sigh, pushing it to the side with my foot.

Then I step over the crockery pieces and carry my food to the small kitchen I’m still not used to. I put most of my free Italian fodder in the fridge, take my bra off with a sigh and grab a fork so I can peacefully make my way through the remaining tagliatelle without my date silently calculating how much each bite costs.

Still chewing, I pick up a pen and my little purple notepad.

Then I quickly scan the contents.

Date One: fifty minutes late. Date Two: said the woman on neighbouring table was ‘too old to dress like that’. Date Three: sent me eleven unanswered texts in a row, followed by an unsolicited photo of his genitals. Date Four: ate with mouth open, then helped himself to my mushrooms. Date Five: asked for a ‘Body Count’ ten minutes in. Date Six: rude to waiter. Date Seven: told me, while wearing a shirt with three buttons missing, I could have ‘made more effort’. Date Eight: casually claimed ‘all my exes are crazy’. Date Nine: used phone to work out his share of olives. Date Ten: immediately told me ‘not to get too attached’, then winked. Date Eleven: homophobic, racist, anti-women, anti-deodorant. Date Twelve: doesn’t normally date his own age but will ‘make an exception’ for me. Date Thirteen: monologued for two hours about his exercise routine. Date Fourteen: gave me marks out of ten as if scoring an ice-skating competition.


‘Get back out there,’ they all said. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’

Except nobody pointed out exactly what is swimming around in the depths of the online dating ocean in your thirties and forties: it’s all jelly and teeth and transparent organs and protruding eyes jubilantly announcing that ‘they want to find that special connection’ as long as she’s a ‘nine or above’.

At least now when they ask for my ‘Body Count’, I tell them it’s currently zero, but I’m looking to change that and have dug a large hole in my garden.

With flared nostrils, I write: ‘Date Fifteen: married with kids.’

Then I flip to the back of the notepad and scribble under my rapidly escalating List of Dating Criteria:

25. Doesn’t already have a secret family.


Flopping onto my sofa, I switch my burner phone back on. Suffice to say, after a few months of waking up to unasked-for images of body parts, I bought a second phone I could throw at a wall as hard as I wanted.

With a sensation of faintly impending doom, I start scrolling through images of men as if I’m looking for a vacuum cleaner in an Argos catalogue: occasionally handy but not exactly enjoyable. The more faces you look at, the more identical they start to seem, until they’re reduced to a simple slide show of human features in a variety of positions: eyes, noses, teeth, beards that cover rapidly disintegrating jawlines, though they still ‘prefer women without make-up’ and ‘will buy the first drink if you actually look like your photos’.

Nope, nope, nope, nope. Rather switch my toaster on and stick a fork in it.

Then I abruptly sit forward: Henry, 39.

This fish has a kind, open face, blond hair, a wide, dimpled smile. Henry is a fireman, six foot two, and has made no passive-aggressive statements about saying ‘something more interesting than “hi” if you want to impress me’, as if he’s the eighth of his name and holding court. Henry is on top of a mountain, laughing in a pub garden, wearing a suit at a wedding that hopefully (but not definitively) isn’t his own. Henry is – quite possibly – a dolphin in an ocean of sludge-sliders and bottom-crawlers who try to stick their tongues down my throat without asking for permission first.

Surprised, I swipe left and hold my breath to see if we match.

Jackpot.

Then I send my normal message:

Hi Henry! Shall we save getting to know each other for a meeting in person?

Do you fancy dinner next week? Monday any good?

Margot



Straight to the point, as everyone should be.

The reply is almost immediate.


Hello Margot! Good idea. Sounds great! Henry



Frankly, I don’t have time to pen-pal for the next week while we sporadically discuss our favourite holiday destinations. Romance can wait until we know if the other person clicks their fingers at waiters or not.

Date Sixteen set, I put my phone down and stare around my tiny new flat.

Two months here and it still doesn’t feel like home yet.

Leaving aside the scattered boxes – which I very much have – it’s still a home for a person I no longer am: half of a pair. The bathroom even has His and Hers basins, which feels slightly aggressive. This is a flat for more than one person, those basins say. A couple’s flat. Don’t you dare come in, with your one face to wash, and store make-up and skincare in the second one.

After a few seconds, I reach forward and stare at my burner phone again.

I shouldn’t. I won’t.

Except I already know I will, so let’s save the internal struggle for when there’s actually someone to pretend in front of. Holding my breath, I open the social media account of an imaginary person I made up called @Lucy_Jones7. Lucy has a jaunty squirrel as her profile photo, works vaguely in ‘The Arts’ and has uploaded a few pictures of flowers and pancakes to her profile so she looks like a real human, not a completely unhinged stalker faking an entire identity and then getting angry at men for doing exactly the same thing.

The latest post is a firm punch to the gut, as always.

Lily is beautiful: lit with the healthy iridescence of someone who doesn’t eat takeaways six days a week. Her naturally red hair waves to her waist, her cheeks are rosy and she’s holding a pint of beer up to the camera with a beatific smile of contentment and triumph. On the table in front of her are two chicken curries, two bowls of rice, two saag aloos, another beer. All even numbers. It’s the dining equivalent of my His and Hers basins, and she wants us all to know that someone is using the second one.

Underneath, she’s written: Simple pleasures are the best. <3 <3 <3

Quite the original statement, Lily: you should trademark that immediately.

Teeth gritted, I ‘like’ the post (‘Lucy’ probably would, after all). Then I throw my phone across the room and listen to it hit the solid oak floor with a satisfying crack. It’ll be fine; it’s used to being lobbed regularly. Strapping on my boxing gloves, I carefully step around the green screen still stapled to my living-room wall and go towards the corner, where a heavy bag hangs from the ceiling like a stuck pig.

I’m just about to take my first gratifying punch when a cold wave runs through me. I feel dizzy, misplaced, and suddenly see two hands: one mine, the emerald ring my grandfather gave me glinting, and the other belonging to someone else.

This hand is large and tanned, and something is scribbled in large letters across the back of it. Two letters, dark blue and slightly blurred. IR? A flash of orange. I watch in surprise as my hand reaches forward, fingers touch briefly, the orange falls – and a wave of liquid heat shoots up my arm.

Blinking, I pull back and the hands abruptly disappear.

Blimey. Where did that come from?

Grimacing – I need to get more sleep – I recalibrate for a moment.

Then I take a deep breath and start punching. I punch and punch until the burn feels sugary and my arms hurt and the rage inside me begins to dissolve. Sweating, I kick the bag for good measure and stick out my tongue at it like a child. I take the gloves off, wipe my forehead and pick up my other phone: the phone I never throw, can’t throw, need to stay close to at all times.

And I turn my real life back on.
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I’m all about the data, so here’s mine:


Name: Margot Wayward (or ‘Maggie’/‘Meg’ to my grandfather)

Age: 36

Nationality: British/Australian

Location: Bristol

Profession: Meteorologist

Height: 5′10″ (or ‘six foot’ if you’re a man on a dating app)

Weight: None of your damn business

Star sign: I’m not even going to humour this question

Pets: No thanks

Looking for: Still very much figuring that out, with the help of a collection of data and multiple notepads lined up on my kitchen counter.



It tells you almost nothing about me, right?

I love information as much as anyone, but the truth is usually in the details we try to hide. What this data doesn’t tell you is that I haven’t washed my current bra in eight days but would rather die than admit that to anyone, I use hair grips to pick my ears when nobody is watching, and I have an errant hair on my cheek that grows to whisker length if I don’t regularly cut it with scissors. It doesn’t tell you that I frequently close kitchen cabinet doors by kicking them or that I will ‘leave a saucepan to soak’ for a full three days and once got drunk and bought a new one instead of just washing up the old one.

It doesn’t tell you that I have a PhD from Imperial College but don’t know the alphabet without singing the song first, or that I clip my toenails over the toilet and don’t always pick them up if they shoot across the bathroom. I am snappy and entitled with my Alexa, even though she’s never anything but helpful, and I only wear navy, black and white because I like to convince myself I’m sophisticated and French, which I am very much not: I’m just lazy.

I am acerbic, judgemental, impatient, hypocritical, sometimes imperious.

I can be both arrogant and also deeply insecure.

I am a slob but irritatingly meticulous, childish and prickly; I instinctively don’t like seventy per cent of humans and make that painfully clear within seconds of meeting anyone new; I’m not a fan of most animals (with the exception of tortoises, armadillos, hermit crabs, turtles, basically anything with a hard, impenetrable shell – you see where I’m going with this metaphor).

I’m nowhere near as funny as I try to convince myself I am.

Or as self-aware.

And none of this is written on my dating profile, because if it was there would be no Married John, no Mister Olive Calculator, no Sir Body Count. If I told the truth about who I actually am, it would be a wasteland of nothing and nobody, so instead I judge others for editing themselves favourably too. I search relentlessly for the data in others while keeping the data of myself locked safely away behind a password I refuse to share.

I hide the truth behind other, lesser truths: from men, if not from myself.

Frankly, it is exhausting and my love life is not unlike one of the cardboard boxes lying in my hallway: packed up with swear words written across the front, Sellotaped shut and easy to ignore until it falls over and smashes everywhere.

At which point, I simply step right over it.

Eight months ago, I left my job as chief meteorologist at the Met Office in Exeter, moved back to my home town of Bristol and started @MargotTheMeteorologist, an Instagram account where I, Margot, talk about – shockingly, prepare yourselves – the weather. I used to spend my work days sitting in an office and examining enormous swathes of data coming in from approximately two hundred and sixty synoptic weather stations from around the UK, but I now spend them making short videos about special clouds and bending winds, flash floods and graupel.

Bored and lonely, I started responding to every comment and to everyone in my inbox, where people started turning up in ever-increasing droves to ask extremely specific questions about what the weather might be like at their granddaughter’s christening next Saturday, in Hull, at 2 p.m. (Raining, always raining.)

A couple of celebrities shared my posts, and my followers rapidly grew.

Before I knew it, my page had grown to 250k+ followers and I was making enough money from advertisers and sponsors to stop looking for a meteorology job because I had found one, entirely by accident. Enough money to put towards a deposit on a Clifton flat with a tiny, unnecessary guest bedroom. Enough money to live off takeaways and buy clothes online at 3 a.m. when I’m too tired to sleep, which I then fail to return because I’m too tired to go to the Post Office. Enough to enjoy literally none of it while I keep up with a work schedule that has escalated from time-consuming to time-obliterating. It’s also steadily giving me the posture of an orangutang as I hunch over my phone or laptop, eating pot noodles and optimistically scanning the ingredients for a vitamin content that patently isn’t there.

Not that I’m complaining – it’s my digital baby – but it’s making it hard to stop the rest of my life from unravelling as fast as I frantically knit my career together. Every day, in between making new content, looking up data and responding to messages and emails, my phone peeps like a hungry newborn penguin.

Today’s missed notifications:


Eve

How was Date 15? Is it love?

Jules

It’s obviously not love or she’d have told us already

Eve

She could still be enjoying the love haha;)

Jules

Then she’d definitely have told us. Probably during. Stats and observations etc

Eve

Laugh face

Jules

You can’t just say ‘laugh face’ Eve what’s wrong with you

Eve

It was supposed to convert automatically sad face



Missed call: Mum and Dad

Eve

Maggie? Worried. CONFIRM ALIVE STATUS.

Jules

It’s OK, I’ve just seen a new post on Insta – she survived D15 hurray



Missed call: Mum and Dad

Missed call: Mum and Dad

Missed call: Mum and Dad

Grandad

Hello Meg thin

Grandad

king of you

Grandad

hop you gah

Grandad

well make

Grandad

		sure

Grandad

you are wearing substreet

Eve

Maggie are you still coming?

Jules

That’s what he said

Grandad

Substreet



Missed call: Mum and Dad

Grandad

SUBSTREET

Eve

Shall I resend address?

Grandad

I MEAN SUNSCREEN. Grandad



In the meantime, my burner phone has been chirping up like a younger sibling dancing in front of the television for extra attention. Not that I have any siblings, but I spent enough time at Jules’s house when I was a child to know exactly how annoying it is.

Morning Margot! How’s your day going? Henry xxx

It’s hot today isn’t it? X

I think I’ve burned my eyelids LOL. Not a good look. Xx

What are you up to? Xxxxx



Sighing, I put my laptop down for the twentieth time.

Last night, Henry was looking so promising – delightfully succinct and Darcy-like, a man of few words and, hopefully, knee-high boots – but he’s already irritating me. It feels like I’ve accidentally subscribed to a mailing list simply by adding an item to my cart. Why doesn’t he have anyone else to text? Why so many kisses? Why does he think the logical solution to three unanswered texts is to send yet another one?

Ping.

And a totally unrelated GIF of a dancing cat.

Teeth gritted, I reply:

Hello! Sorry, super busy with work. Yes, super hot. Nice cat.

Can we leave it until our dinner to chat?

Margot x



There’s a short silence while I wonder if Henry is single because his last girlfriend walked him up a mountain, took his profile photo and left him there because he wouldn’t stop sending her unrelated GIFs of otters holding hands.

Ping.


Really sorry. I’ve only just started online dating. I’ll rein it in. H



I’ll just go ahead and add nasty cow to my long list of character flaws.

No – I’m sorry. Just overwhelmed with work.

Really looking forward to meeting you. Hope the eyelids

are better soon. See you on Monday! Xx



Then I rub my eyes, yawn and blink at my watch.

It’s nearly 6 p.m. already and yet another day has disappeared, evaporating like the ocean carried by strong trade winds. Everything hurts. Back, hands, neck, arms, the deepening frown line between my eyebrows. I’m steadily becoming one of those projections of what humans will look like in a hundred years: a semicircle with claws for hands and no discernible chin.

My phone peeps again.

Eve

Where are you? Should we wait?



What do they mean, where am—

It’s Tuesday. Panicking, I glance down at myself – black shorts, navy vest, something crusty stuck to the front (freeze-dried carrot?) – then give up and sling a long, bobbly navy cardigan over the top so I look a bit like a grandma getting ready to flash someone in a park. I thrust on some cheap flip-flops, hop over the smashed dinner plates, grab my keys and trip over yet another box on the way out.

‘Fuck fuck fuck—’

Nearly there! I lie as I start shuffling down the road. Sorry sorry.

My Instagram account may be my baby – in a figurative, emotional, physically draining sense – but there’s another, much more literal baby that needs my full attention now.

‘Bloody hell,’ Jules says as I burst into the clinic room. ‘We could hear you clacking all the way down the corridor like a shire horse.’

‘Or someone having sex,’ Eve says from the bed. ‘Badly.’

Then she starts giggling and quickly clapping her hands together to demonstrate. Somebody has already been given valium.

‘Sorry,’ I say again, adjusting my face mask and hairnet. ‘I told Alexa to set an alarm, but I shouted at her yesterday and I think she’s still sulking.’

The nurse, physician, embryologist and sonographer have all paused so they can assess the obligatory turquoise gown I have accidentally put on backwards, like a superhero cloak. This is Embryo Transfer Number Six, and it makes fifteen dates look like child’s play, inappropriate pun intended. At the end of a bad date, I have a belly full of Italian food and a slightly grumpy sense of despair and more time wasted. Eve gets to go through cramps, bloating, hormonal fluctuations, nausea, fatigue and an enormous series of hefty cheques, and – so far – her poor little belly has remained empty.

The nurse frowns. ‘And this must be—’

‘The third member of our exotic throuple,’ Jules says chirpily, from where she’s holding Eve’s hand. ‘We don’t like her as much, but every couple needs a third, slightly taken-for-granted partner who can do the domestic chores and organise holidays.’

I laugh and an extremely dozy Eve looks alarmed.

‘That’s not true, but if we were a throuple, we’d be lucky to have Maggie. We love you, Mags. You’re the winds beneath our toes. I really need to pee. I think my bladder is going to pop like a pigeon.’

Jules squeezes her hand. ‘Spaced-out numpty.’

‘We’re all just friends,’ I explain as I take my place on the other side of Eve and grab her hand too. This particular procedure isn’t supposed to hurt, but Eve is generally terrified of anything medical, which makes this an even more impressive journey to go on. ‘Since primary school. No sex going on here.’

‘You can say that again,’ Eve giggles. ‘That’s why I’m using a donor.’

We explained all this the first time, obviously – the escalating endometriosis, the ticking biological clock that is deafening Eve and so on – but after five failed procedures, Eve consulted her Tarot cards or whatever and decided it was ‘bad luck’ to return to the same clinic, so we switched it up to encourage her, even though that’s not really how any of this works.

‘Great,’ the embryologist says with a slightly strained air of practised patience. ‘We don’t normally allow this many people in the room, but we’ll make an exception this once.’

‘Once is all we’ll need,’ Jules states staunchly. ‘Just one more.’

Eve nods emphatically, legs akimbo.

These two women are the reason I’m not still curled up in a ball on an Exeter floor, screaming incoherently into some tiles. They were the little girls who took me under their sparkly, elasticated wings when I emigrated from Australia to England as a child, then became the teenagers who drank Archers with me for the first time, puked in a garden bush with me for the first time and avoided peaches together for the first time (ongoing). We have grown together like three sunflowers in one pot, each going on our own separate journey – independently reaching for the sun – yet permanently joined together, roots entwined.

There is nothing I would not do for these women.

Other than get to the most important date in Eve’s calendar on time, obviously.

I squeeze her small, pale hand as the sonographer scans her stomach and her pixellated grey internal organs shift on screen like outer space. She’s watching it with wide, anxious green eyes, and I feel another burst of tenderness for her. It’s almost painful, my love for Eve. Like pressing a nearly healed bruise. Of the three of us, she has always been the kindest, the most positive, the most instantly lovable. I just want to reach across and grab the speculum, somehow take control of the uncontrollable for her.

‘Got to say,’ Jules says, watching the screen too, ‘I’ve seen better movies. Two stars, extremely low quality, would not recommend.’

But her dark eyes are slightly wet and her gravelly voice is too tight, like a pair of double-knotted shoelaces. The tight black curls around her face are frizzing slightly, which means she didn’t sleep well last night either. We smile faintly at each other: the two of us sharing humour as deflection, always.

‘Right,’ the nurse says gently as she hands the embryologist what looks, frankly, like some kind of worm that lives deep under the desert. ‘This is the catheter which contains your fertilised egg suspended in liquid, Eve. We’re going to slowly insert this into the thickest part of the lining of your uterus, then we’ll inject it in. It shouldn’t hurt.’

Eve’s eyes get bigger – she’s a tarsier, hanging on to a branch – and she nods.

‘Happy swimming, little one,’ she whispers, and Jules and I glance at each. Nothing is going to be ‘swimming’ anywhere, as far as we’re aware, but we’ll let her hold on to this sweet image if it helps. In Eve’s valium-befuddled mind, I suspect it’s also wearing armbands and a little inflatable vest.

In sensitive silence, they inject my best friend and there’s a flash on screen.

‘Finally,’ Jules says. ‘A bit of action.’

‘That’s an air bubble,’ the embryologist explains patiently. ‘So we know that the egg is where it needs to be.’

‘Somebody gave it a snorkel,’ I whisper and Jules snorts lightly.

‘All done.’ Instruments that always seem too large – like kitchen utensils – get removed and Eve is cleaned up. ‘You just have to rest for five minutes, and then you can be on your way. Remember to keep taking your drugs. That’s super important.’

The team exits the room, leaving us to find Eve’s errant knickers.

‘He meant me, right?’ Jules says as she picks up an abandoned floral shirt, socks and a patterned scarf from a heap on the floor. ‘As if I’d forget.’

Then she picks up a pair of giant, greying, frayed knickers.

‘Fuck me,’ she adds, throwing them at Eve. ‘I think we’ve just answered the question of why you need a sperm donor.’

Eve giggles again as she tries to get dressed in a horizontal position.

‘Speaking of sperm donors, aka male humans,’ Jules adds as a doped-up Eve puts her leg through the wrong jeans hole. ‘How’s the epic experiment in date-a collection going, Margot? What was Number Fifteen like?’

‘Very handsome,’ I say, taking the jeans away from Eve, turning them the right way round and handing them back. ‘And married. With kids.’

‘Ew.’ Jules screws up her nose. ‘If Sim ever divorces me, I shall get me to a nunnery.’

Jules and Simran have been married for eight years now – a relationship that continues to amaze me simply by being so painless.

‘Lots of single women there,’ Eve says hopefully. ‘Good idea.’

‘Maybe Maggie should spend less time on the internet,’ Jules points out for the sixteenth time this month. ‘Then she might actually meet a man in real life.’

‘I do meet men in real life,’ I say lightly. ‘It’s not my fault that the postman and the food delivery guy aren’t impressed by my food-stained tracksuit.’

Eve stands up with a tentative deer wobble and we all laugh.

Then the three of us pause for a minute of awed silence, trying to process the enormity of what has just happened. Again. It’s not pencil cases and sparkly wings and Archers any more. A whole life may have just started.

Please, please let it finally start.

‘Seriously.’ Eve holds out her hands, her pupils the size of doorknobs. ‘What would I do without you guys?’

‘Wear your jeans backwards and your knickers on your head.’ I bend down slightly and push her wavy blonde fringe aside so I can kiss her shiny forehead. ‘Not for the first time.’

We all smile at each other – briefly nine years old again, with plaits and sticker-covered backpacks and hopes of love letters and magic – and for just a moment I see Jules glance to the left of her, where a fourth member of our group used to be.

And I wonder, briefly, what Lily does without us.

Because, of all the raindrops I have watched fall over the years – of all the clouds I could read from a mile away and protect myself from if necessary – that was one storm I never saw coming.
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Atmospheric pressure is measured in hectoPascals.

As I explained during one very early and not particularly well-liked video, it describes the force exerted by the weight of the air above us, and this pressure changes depending on the area around it. On a weather chart, thin lines called isobars join places with equal sea-level pressures, and they are helpful in identifying areas of high pressure (anticyclones) and low pressure (depressions).

It also makes the sky look as if it has fingerprints, which is lovely.

I just have no idea what pressure is called when it’s coming from your parents.

‘Darling, you’re naked.’

Scowling, I wipe water out of my eyes. I’ve been submerged for forty minutes, sporadically surfacing just to take a deep breath and dive again, like a humpback whale. Apparently, nothing is sacred, not even my own nudity.

‘I’m in the bath, Mum,’ I say, angling the phone so she can just see the top half of my head. ‘Nakedness is kind of a requisite.’

‘It’s nearly midnight.’ My mother’s nostril takes up half the screen. ‘Why aren’t you in bed? You need to get more sleep, sweetheart. You’re starting to look a little haggard.’

‘Thanks.’ I rub water out of my eye. ‘Just hold on while I drown myself.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic, darling.’ Mum turns slightly. ‘George! She’s still up. Come and say hello. Quickly! Put the pot down!’

For a moment I wonder if my parents have taken up a brand-new, illegal Australian hobby, and then I realise Dad is gardening in the background.

‘Can you let me get out of the bath first, before we have a family meeting? And if you want me to sleep, you could think about not calling me at this time.’

‘We’re still getting used to the time difference,’ Mum explains, as if nine hours ahead was advanced algebra, not maths a six-year-old could accomplish without a calculator. ‘We just wanted to see how you’re doing.’

Ten weeks ago, my parents retired and emigrated to Australia, to the sunny little northern town my mother is from and where I grew up. Now they’re micro-managing me from the other side of the world, which is, frankly, more efficient for everyone concerned.

‘She’s doing fine,’ Dad says from out of shot. ‘Stop worrying.’

‘She doesn’t look fine to me,’ my mother objects sharply. ‘She looks like she has the bath too hot. Darling, one day you’re going to get up too fast and faint and knock your head on the toilet and die alone on the bathroom floor, with no clothes on and nobody to find you for days and days, maybe weeks, and then what will we do?’

This was worryingly specific.

‘Get a hobby that isn’t harassing me?’ I sigh. ‘Hang on. I’ll get out now.’

Slightly dizzy, as predicted, and now scared of my own loo – thanks, Mum – I put my phone face down, climb out of the bath and grab my dressing gown. ‘Right.’ I hold my phone back up. ‘How can I help you this evening, at this completely antisocial time?’

‘You haven’t picked up your phone for weeks,’ Dad explains gently. ‘We just wanted to check that you’re doing OK because we can’t truly relax if you’re not. Well, we can. It’s really very nice here. But it’s not as relaxing as it could be.’

I smile fondly at my father. As spicy and resentful as I pretend to be – because it’s fun, mostly – it was actually me who told them it was time to leave England. I kept finding brochures scattered around their dark little Bristol house, with images of sunny beaches and golf courses circled in purple ink and ‘Not Yet’ written next to them. When what they actually meant was Not Until Maggie is OK Again and When Exactly Will That Be? And day by day, the little lines around me grew denser and denser until I could barely breathe.

‘I’m doing brilliantly,’ I say as cheerfully as I can. ‘My Instagram page is growing every day.’

My parents glance at each other patiently, as if starting your own successful business is the equivalent of knitting your first scarf, and it’s cute but not what anyone particularly needs details about.

‘That’s not what we meant, darling.’ Mum puts her glasses on like a little owl and gets closer to the phone camera, as if that’s how technology works. ‘Tell us you’ve at least unpacked.’

I look around the living room. Nope. ‘Yup.’

‘Great. Show us.’

‘Ugh. Fine.’ Feeling like a teenager, I hold up the camera at the apartment, filled with cardboard boxes and broken floor plates. ‘No. Happy?’

‘Margot Elizabeth Wayward.’ Now I know I’m in trouble, because I don’t even have a middle name, she just makes one up whenever she’s scolding me. ‘This won’t do, will it? Do we need to come back and sort you out?’

Dad looks momentarily horrified. ‘Joanne, we’ve got dinner with the Gilberts tomorrow and I’ve been marinating the chicken.’ He gets a dark glare from Mum and reassesses. ‘Which is not as important as the welfare of our only daughter, obviously.’ A bolt of hope. ‘Or Maggie could come out here? We can send you the money for tickets.’

‘I’m fine. If anything, I am thriving.’

(I say while staring at five empty pot noodles lying on the coffee table.)

‘And are you Getting Back Out There? Not just spending all your time browsing the internet or with Julia and Evelyn?’

I am not browsing the internet, Mother, I am developing content. We’ve had this conversation multiple times, but clearly it’s had zero impact.

‘Yup,’ I say through gritted teeth, staring at a box that says ‘MARGOT WAYWARD – PHOTOS’. That one can stay firmly Sellotaped shut, thank you. ‘Just yesterday I met a man who wanted to extend his family to include me.’

Mum beams with palpable relief. ‘Well, that sounds promising!’

‘Without the permission of his wife.’

‘Ah.’ There’s a silence. ‘Keep trying. Darling, you’re not getting any—’

‘If you say younger,’ I hiss, towel-drying my hair with one hand, ‘I swear to God you will both be put in a very cheap retirement home without any extracurricular activities. I’m thirty-six, not eighty-six.’

‘Actually,’ Dad says calmly, still subtly repotting his plant just out of shot, ‘I recently read about a woman who met her first true love at ninety. A lovely meet-cute in neighbouring hospital beds. Fell for each other immediately. Very romantic. Admittedly, they only lasted a few days together, I think some kind of infection, but it’s never too late, that’s what I’m saying.’

‘Fuck me,’ I say flatly. ‘Something to look forward to.’

‘Language, sweetheart,’ Mum sighs. ‘You have a PhD, Margot, so you clearly have a bigger vocabulary than you pretend. And I was going to say, you’re not getting any more healed.’ This is palpably untrue because that’s not a normal sentence. ‘Open yourself up, Maggie. Let someone in. Give someone a chance.’

‘Please stop buying Live Laugh Love-adjacent pillows, Mother.’

‘Does the coffee filter need changing, Joanne?’ Dad sniffs his mug. ‘It tastes weird.’

‘If you want the coffee filter changed, change it.’

‘Well, I will, but I don’t know when to.’

‘When it tastes weird, George.’

‘It’s been a pleasure,’ I say sharply, glancing at the clock. ‘Thanks for this essential update. I’ll be sure to pick up next time you call.’

‘Keep looking for a real job!’ Mum leans urgently towards the phone. ‘There has to be something out there. And go see your grandfather! He’s all on his own now, Maggie, like you.’

‘Bloody hell,’ I snap, and put the phone down.

But those little pressure lines keep tightening, and I’m still wide awake at 2 a.m., perambulating the flat like an impatient ticket inspector and prodding boxes with my toes. I can still see Aaron: humming while he stirs a home-made soup in the kitchen, lying outstretched on the sofa with his huge feet on my lap. He is everywhere I look: scattered like clouds across a summer sky, casting shadows all around, blocking my light. Aaron would have found something fun to do with the spare bedroom, which he’d have unpacked immediately. He’d have loved the tiny garden and would have built a barbecue, or at least started and then talked about it for the next six months.

Except Aaron’s not here, and never has been. It’s a house haunted by his absence, and I can almost hear him say, Blimey, Margot. It’s been nearly eight months. You need to start moving on.

I want to say, I am trying, Aaron, I promise.

But I can’t, because he’s not here.

I can’t, because it’s not true.

With a bolt of supreme effort, I grab a pair of scissors, open one of the ‘KITCHEN SHIT’ boxes, pull out a spatula and carefully place it in a kitchen drawer.

For a few seconds, I stand back and stare proudly at it.

That wasn’t so hard, was it? Tomorrow, I might upgrade to the pair of tongs I have literally never used because takeaways just don’t require any.

Yawning widely, I crawl into bed, pop in my mouth guard to stop me grinding my teeth to powder and try hard not to see Aaron, his heavy arm casually flung over my waist. The space around my middle feels weirdly empty. That side of the bed still has him lying in it, even though it’s brand new. New mattress, new sheets, new covers: I made absolutely sure of it.

Clamping down on plastic, I pick up my burner phone and methodically trawl through all five dating apps I’ve downloaded for variety, of which there is none. If online men were like weather, meteorologists would have a much easier job and there’d be fewer complaints about ‘inaccuracy’. The messages are alarmingly predictable, and it’s difficult to decide which is less attractive: a generous offer from a stranger to lick me or an inability to distinguish between a possessive adjective and a contraction. One has opened with a detailed explanation of what he’d like to do to me, as if I’m a woodwork project looking to be sanded.

Instead, I find myself searching Henry’s profile again.

This time, I’m looking for the data he hasn’t included: the signs of what’s really going on, hidden in plain sight. But all I can work out is that Henry wears a yellow tartan scarf when it’s cold, like a children’s cartoon bear, and his ears go extremely pink when it’s hot (sunscreen, Henry). He hasn’t co-opted a child or dog that isn’t his, and there aren’t any group shots of friends simply to prove he has some, but which accidentally show every woman in a twenty-mile radius that he’s not the most attractive one. He is a tantalisingly blank canvas – the dots of him are drawn in the things that aren’t there – and for the first time since I started online dating, I feel … faintly excited.

Henry has sent me his phone number, even though I stopped giving out mine at Date Three: i.e. the unexpected introduction to a stranger’s genitals.

But he seems lovely, so I impulsively text from my burner phone:

Hi Henry. This is Margot. It’s 2:32 am so apologies if I look a bit mad – can’t sleep. I don’t suppose you fancy dinner this evening instead, do you? X


I study the message for a few seconds: uncharacteristically impulsive.

Send.

To my surprise, there’s an almost immediate response:


Hi Margot. I’m on a night shift right now so also awake.

Tonight works for me. You pick a location. Henry x



And there it is: hope.

I haven’t felt it for so long, I barely recognise the airy lifting of my insides, like a blast of heat under a hot-air balloon. I feel myself expand very slightly and rise. I’d forgotten what it feels like. It’s nice. Sweet. But the dark, cold, tugging undercurrent running beneath it – that, at least, is familiar.

I am absolutely terrified.

Great! Here’s a link to the restaurant. Hope you like Italian! Margot. X


Outside, rain hammers against the windows: the sky bellows, shatters, breaks apart. It’s comforting, knowing I’m not the only one. That the sky is out there, doing it too.

Then I roll over and stare at the empty space next to me.

One storm at a time.
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Here we go: Date Sixteen.

As I wait, I scan the Criteria List in my notepad.

One date every week for the last sixteen weeks, and I only have four left to go. Twenty first dates, total. A data-collecting experiment in which I prove that I’ve given it my Best Shot: to myself and to everyone else. But all I seem to have gathered is exactly what I don’t want, in laborious detail.

Which is, it appears, literally everyone.

‘Can I get you anything to start?’

The waiter hovers politely over me like a kestrel and I shake my head while I scan my list more carefully. My list of Red Flags is long enough now to overflow onto a second A4 page, sporadically highlighted and double underlined, with capital letters. In meteorological terms, a red flag is a warning of fire. It’s a danger alert sent out when high temperatures, low humidity and strong winds mean an increased likelihood that things will literally burst into flames. But it works the same way with dating and love, so what are the signs you should run?

How do you tell if this whole thing will burn to the ground?

The answer: I collect, I analyse and I watch.

Do they order for me? Do they suggest a change to my physical appearance? Could they be controlling? Do they only talk about themselves? Are all their ex-partners ‘psycho’? Have they lied on their profile?

The problem is that the more you look for red flags, the easier they are to find. Until you’re no longer looking for fire: you’re looking for just the faintest bit of smoke, a hint of heat, a puff of ash, and you’re out of there, running for safety.

A fire is a terrifying prospect when you’ve already been burned.

Carefully sliding my notepad and pen back into my handbag, I focus on the door and try to breathe slowly. Henry is already nine minutes late, and this demonstrates such disrespect and carelessness, such hubris, it strongly indicates he’s selfish in other areas of his life too, better nip it in the bud now before it gets any worse – and I’m doing it already. Fuck.

Then the door swings open and I take a deep breath.

Henry is gorgeous and as we lock eyes, my stomach wriggles. He smiles widely and a pulse of lightning shoots through my shoulders, down my arms and into my fingers. Heat flashes. Warmth glows. Fire or chemistry?

I smile back; his smile broadens, dimpled at the corners.

For a surprising moment, I find myself thinking: is this it? Is this the arm I want around my waist at night, the man I want filling the empty frames still sitting in a cardboard box in my hallway?

‘Margot!’ Henry’s voice is deep and warm. He approaches me as I stand cautiously and all six foot two of him bends slightly to kiss my cheek, smelling faintly of cinnamon. ‘What a place! I’ve never been here before! Thank you for choosing somewhere so lovely for us to meet.’

A flush of fierce pleasure, completely undeserved: I have literally brought every date here for the last four months.

‘Thank you for coming at such short notice.’

As if this is a Zoom meeting I’ve just decided to hold after lunch and nobody really wants to be here but me.

‘My pleasure!’ Henry holds the back of my chair so I can sit down again. ‘I was going to take an extra shift, but this is a much more fun way to spend an evening.’

He takes his seat and grins at me while I study his handsome face.

What am I even looking for? A twitch of a muscle that shows he can’t be trusted? A strain around the eyes that indicates disappointment in me? I look briefly at his large, tanned hands – no wedding ring or imprint – and the collar of his T-shirt: no lipstick, accidentally rubbed. Is he actually a fireman? That much remains to be seen, obviously, but he looks like he could be.

And now I’m staring at him as if he’s a frog on a table, waiting to be dissected.

Which, in so many ways, he is.

‘Sorry,’ I say quickly, looking away. ‘It’s just rare to meet someone who actually looks like their profile.’

‘Why, thank you.’ Henry laughs warmly, teeth glowing white. ‘As do you, Margot. Thank goodness for photography. Imagine if we were dating in the 1500s and all we had were watercolour portraits to go by.’

‘Anne of Cleves springs to mind,’ I smile. ‘The worst possible outcome for a too-flattering dating profile picture.’

‘Divorce, ridicule and public shaming.’ Henry is studying my face too, and I try my hardest just to let him. What does he see? That my eyes are too large, that my nose is too sharp, that my mouth is a little too small for my head? Or is he just looking without pulling me apart? If so, how? ‘I remember that bit from school.’

‘Yes.’ I pick up the menu. ‘Luckily, now the consequences are just being loudly labelled a catfish in front of seven other diners.’

‘No!’ Henry laughs. ‘They wouldn’t dare.’

Date Number Seven: he of the three missing buttons. He said that my hair was ‘more red’ in my photos, which was ‘misleading’, and wouldn’t accept the existence of hair dye as an answer.

‘Oh, they do dare,’ I grin, still pretending to scan the menu. ‘The internet is full of people who dare continuously, in my experience.’

‘This is actually my first online date ever. I think I mentioned that already. It’s all very exciting. Although you’re making it easy on me so far, which I appreciate.’

I briefly think back a year to when online dating apps were a beguiling mystery to me too, full of exciting romantic opportunities just waiting to be unearthed. I’d sit next to Eve while she scanned reluctantly through them, glibly telling her how ‘fun’ it looked and how I was ‘a little sad I didn’t get to try it’. Safe in the knowledge that I was exempt from this particular adventure.

Frankly, I still shrivel in shame. I was the woman who rolled smugly around in her own love life while pretending she envied others their freedom, and I got everything I deserved.

‘I’ll try not to traumatise you for the others,’ I flirt slightly.

‘If it goes well,’ Henry says, glancing across the room at the waiter with a wide smile and then back at me, ‘maybe there won’t be any.’

It feels as if somebody just trickled icy water down my back and I have to fight an urge to stand up, shout ‘NO, THANK YOU,’ and flee the scene, taking the olives with me.

‘Whoa, boy,’ I say as lightly as I can, taking a large swig of wine as the waiter approaches. ‘Let’s have starters before we become exclusive.’

‘OK.’ Henry smiles. ‘But I’d quite like marriage before we finish pudding.’

He’s joking and it’s sweet but also terrifying, and I can feel my eyes pop like a hamster held a little too tightly.

‘I’m teasing, Margot,’ he says gently. ‘Obviously.’

‘Yes!’ I straighten my striped top with suddenly sweaty hands. ‘Ha ha! Brilliant. I … um …’ I look wildly around as the waiter pauses. ‘Just have to pop to the bathroom. Be right back. Please tell the waiter I’ll have the pasta carbonara.’

Fuck.

Breathing too fast, I scamper through the maze of tables – knocking over a vase with a fake flower in it – and into the bathroom, where I promptly slam the stall door shut, sit on the lid of the toilet, drag my legs up to my chin and pull out my phone while I hyperventilate into my knees.

HELP

Eve

Oh no! Is D16 awful? Shall we call you and fake an emergency getaway?

Jules

Breathe, Mags. What’s going on?

He’s nice.


There’s a pause for thirty seconds, as well there might be.

Jules

Maggie I say this with love but GET FUCKING THERAPY

Eve

Maybe you’re not ready to date yet?



Obviously I’m not ready to date yet.

That’s been clear every time I sit down at the same restaurant table and scan the man in front of me for ways I can dismantle him, as if he’s a life-size game of Operation and I just need to pull him apart carefully without his nose lighting up. It’s not the satisfaction of a healthy, well-balanced and emotionally open woman, that’s for sure. Every time I see a red flag, all I feel is triumph: there it is, you didn’t trick me. No shocks here.

But I had to at least try, right





























































































PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Century in 2025

Copyright © Holly Smale, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover images: Shutterstock
Cover design: Emma Rogers
Cover art direction: Emma Grey Gelder

Reference on p. 344 to ‘(Don’t Fear) The Reaper’ by Blue Öyster Cult (lyrics by Donald ‘Buck Dharma’ Roeser)

ISBN: 978-1-804-94019-8

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
e

| 4
y HOLLY SMALE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Fifteen Years Later



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		ii



		v



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		401



		402













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


