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			Dedication

			Rather than a dedication, it’s more fitting to start with two apologies.

			Firstly, to my mum on account of how much I talk about my cock.

			And secondly, to my husband on account of how much I talk about his.

		

		
			A Trivial Pursuit

			Forrest Gump was wrong: life is nothing like a box of chocolates, it’s more like drunk-biting into a kebab on the night bus. You’re trying to Jay Rayner the different flavour profiles but they’re mashed between pitta and the top deck’s swirling while you grip your door key between your knuckles, refusing to black out before your stop. Is that a curl of doner meat or a piece of napkin you’ve hungry-caterpillared? Like a kebab, our lives have countless ingredients; the dominant flavours and hidden additives are interlocking, co-dependant parts, like a thirtieth-birthday Omega. Disparate life-stuff vies for our attention like listening to three podcasts and a voicenote as the sound of dial-up internet reverberates backwards on a Sonos. There’s a consensus that life and death and kids really do matter. But we’ve also Googled beach sandals and healing crystals and carbs in a mango. These things matter too, but in a different way to voter fraud or organised religion or melting ice caps. Those little pots of chunked parmesan at Whole Foods feel a touch frivolous when compared to famine. The Pizza Express dough balls don’t cancel out genocide. Having to queue for too long at a bar boils my piss, but gin and tonic is a welcome distraction from our current political hell. These small things are inconsequential, but we chase them. Our trivial pursuits.

			It’s helpful to think of life as a Monet – a canvas layered with splodgy strokes. A masterpiece and a big old mess. There’s just a lot of stuff to consider: your height, your weight, your jeans, your genes. Your education, your privilege, your subscription to the New Yorker. Can you still eat avocados? Can you still eat salmon? Can you still drink tap water? Or Aperol? Or probiotic yoghurt? Ottolenghi, easyJet, immigration. Joni Mitchell, the McCanns, Kim Kardashian. #MeToo and the 5:2. Microbeads in the sea. A starving polar bear on a splinter of iceberg. Can you be a good person if you don’t devote your life to Greenpeace? Can you be a good person without an asylum seeker in your spare bedroom? Can you be a good person and still judge the dresses at the Met Gala? Is pink back? Is pink woke? Is pink naff because it got woke and then we ruined it? How do you even pronounce Moët? Are we running out of time? Are we running out of resources? Are we running out of waitresses because of Brexit? Life’s torrential downpour of dust-bunnies under your bed piles up on the surfaces like Miss Havisham’s attic.

			And are you engaging with it all? Or just scrolling down the feed liking pics? Are you actually getting happier? Or just less anxious? Are you making a good indelible mark on this planet, or leaving a cavernous carbon footprint? Are you the change you want to see in the world, or do you just tweet about it? Are you a muggle, commuting through life with your eyes down on today’s paper? Are you a messiah preaching the gospel, or an obedient disciple? And when you finally get to the pearly gates of heaven, will that one viral tweet count for or against your entry?

			Modern life is rubble. Shingle from the bottom of the ocean brought in by the tide. We comb the beach ascribing value to each discovery. Whether that’s eating McDonald’s or living vegan, Donna Tartt or emojis, David Hockney or Zoella, being healthy or being thin. These are the trivialities we chase, our aspirations outside of having kids and not dying. We pursue these trifles that are both soufflé-light and anvil-heavy. At times they’re as mundane as a Uniqlo sock, at others they’re as dizzying as a diamond earring. We’re riddled with choices like a gangrenous leg, but we don’t have to be binary between the profound or the irrelevant. They coexist. These things have a meaning but they are also meaningless, overshadowed by genuine disasters.

			Each decision we make is a self-portrait, but like Elizabethans we commission painters who make us look better. We don’t choose stuff for who we are, but more for who we want to be, perusing a life we see as successful.

			In most cases trivial pursuits aren’t a conscious act by the participant. They’re a complex, invisible system of influence, like the mafia. And quiet prompts steer us from the periphery of our vision. Like most fairytales, this book is based on a simple conceit: everything in your life is trivial, but also has enough meaning to pursue. The small stuff is straw, but like Rumpelstiltskin the straw is also the gold. Take shoes, for example. If you see a pair of shoes online you may ask yourself, ‘Do I want these shoes?’ It’s innocuous enough. But within that question you’re like Cinderella, a woman who transformed her whole life with the perfect shoe and partied hard and fell in love. But the question has doubt too. You’re the undeserving ugly sister coveting the shoe. Do you deserve the shoe, or the prince? Should you buy the shoe for some future engagement at which you’ll feel worthy of the shoe? Will wearing the shoe convince you and the people around you that you’re worthy of the shoe? And in this whole shoe-mess you’re also Prince Charming. You’re searching for the woman who wears this shoe.

			Does that make sense? It sounds ridiculous because it is. And we’re all doing it all the time, with multiple decisions we make about our time and our houses and our baby names and our dick pics. A million micro-factors encouraging us to do more and be more. We’re all striving for something, whether it’s a great meal, or the right hand-soap, or a cute kid with tiny Birkenstocks (always the right shoe). Everything is a major or minor decision, made en route to this bigger portrait we’re painting of who we really are.

			I heard on Woman’s Hour that life is a big U shape: happy childhood at the start, and happy old age, the middle a big sag where you mainly just work and eat, and worry about money and worry about food. This book, I think, is the bottom of the U, all the human existing that congregates in the reservoir tip before we hit the blissful slalom of old age. Sometimes the U is filling with water and we’re drowning rats clawing up the sides, other times it’s a hammock and we’re lazing on a sunny afternoon.

			I lie awake thinking about a bag of crisps I opened upside down last year, but alongside that there are more frets. Is empathy in retrograde? Do we care more about ourselves than other people? Am I middle-class-signalling by shopping at Waitrose? What if I only buy own-brand goods there? Is that actually worse? How is time passing so quickly? How is time passing so slowly? Why am I tired all the time? On my deathbed will I wish I’d slept more? After I die will they make a twelve-part Netflix original about me? Who will play me if Meryl is busy? Who will play me if Meryl is dead? What is my legacy? What is my lunch? Do I fail every time I eat carbs? Or do I beat the system? Could I perform the Heimlich manoeuvre in an emergency despite never having been taught it? Why am I sweating when I’m sitting still? Why am I back scrolling Instagram? Why do I pretend to hate the internet, and that an analogue life is a more pious path? Is sass a superpower or an Achilles heel? Is charm real? Is charisma real? Are these traits you’re born with? Or do you cultivate them like a garden? Deep down in my soul, in the bit you can’t see in selfies, am I the cat bin lady, angrily and chaotically acting out at the world? Or am I the cat in the bin, manhandled without my consent? Am I the bin itself, passively filled by nearby drama? I’ve lost hours searching for rugby-striped bedding, which is as much to do with my religious love of John Lewis as it is about the reminiscence of being a closet gay in a rugby scrum at school. What does getting the right bedding really mean on my personal success scale? Do I even notice most of my achievements? Or are they all passing clouds? When I die, will some zany acquaintance insist everyone wears colourful clothes to my funeral? That would be really bad.

			I’m not concerned with how we got here, I’m interested in the status quo. I’m not going to trace back to our penny-farthinged pre-internet culture, nor am I going to Charlie Brooker your future. This book will not tell you how to feel. When to cry. When to laugh. When to panic. You don’t get a gold star for reading two lines without checking you phone in between. This book is a buffet, but unlike the lukewarm salmonella-y kind, there are plenty of piping-hot takes. I will keep serving dishes as you Bruce Bogtrotter them. I have a lot of questions. Is being tall its own social currency? Am I the contents of my fridge? Does plastic recycling matter if we all still eat fish? Does yoga matter if you’re not filthy rich? Am I the Nelson Mandela of Grindr because I managed to escape it? Is this the long walk to monogamy? Will I ever be as hot as I was on my wedding day? Will I ever be as hungry? Is a bagel four slices of bread? Are vitamin supplements secret carbs? Are three cigarettes a meal? Fucking hell, Raven, a meal is a meal.

			Raven Smith’s Trivial Pursuits answers some of these questions, and reflects on the importance of the least important things. A CSI dark light that shows you the ominous stains of our frivolous attempts to accomplish or attain. Tie a napkin round your neck, chérie, and I’ll provide the rest.

		

		
			The Fear

			As someone who’s never done a live sex show, I can say with confidence that nothing gives you performance anxiety like sitting down to write a book. When starting this book I was riddled with apprehension, the kind that paralyses you and freezes you mid-scene like porn on a bad internet connection. I’ve had intense jobs before, all the palaver of contract negotiation and emails flying back and forth like a gravel pit. A meaningful work project takes infinite energy and infinite patience, but the end result is worth every brave conversation, every 7 a.m. conference call, every stand-up argument across the open-plan office. The time I threw a shoe. The time I ‘humiliated’ the cleaner. That little slap for the intern. A meaningful project is worth settling out of court. But every work meltdown before today was a merry Morris dance, all belled shoes and ribboned sticks, compared to the actuality of having to write this book. I will never say I’m overwhelmed again.

			Like a self-professed summer person, schvitzing in the corner with a wet top lip as the humidity peaks, I declared myself a book person, thinking it was a personality I could slather on like sun cream. But when summer hit I just felt sweaty and stressed like wilted salad leaves left out of the fridge. Writing a book about modern life while living a modern life is basically declaring yourself the puppet who wants to be the puppeteer. Not just a Pinocchio participant in culture, but an observer of all the strings that hold it up – Geppetto overseeing the whole dance with strategic tugs to the beat. My bravado simmered down and the doubt crept in the way a summer anthem infects your brain. Could I even write? What defines an essay? Could I pose a juicy question? Then illuminate an answer? Could I show the judges versatility too? Beyond that, could I do daring literary gymnastics like Shakespeare on a pill? If all the world’s a stage, was I ready to tap dance? Not sonnets. I didn’t want to write sonnets because they’re a bit old-fashioned. But could I write a book for normal people who just want a little jazz?

			Writers have always held a particular allure, because they aren’t like regular people. Writers don’t just observe the world like it’s streaming on Netflix: they masticate the world, they ingest it, and it marinates, eventually thrown up as a warm flume of hot takes. Out of them trails a festoon of delicate-but-robust prose, like a string of knotted hankies from Fagin’s pocket. It felt bold to call myself a writer. More of a hypothesis than a fact. A thrill cut through with potential humiliation, like a beery teenage kiss. I feel like an interloper, climbing aboard the literary boat like the Somali pirates on Tom Hanks’s container ship. I’m the writer now.

			But I’ve scrambled my brain. Social media and the news cycle and infinite scrolling have whittled my attention span down to a nub. So while I’m triple-screening I’m also plotting, or coveting, or consuming. Every waking second brings an avalanche of ideas to sift through like the currants in a Christmas pudding while you search for the coin. Ideas dangle before my eyes like Boris Johnson on that zipline. Worries and desires and regrets stack up in my head. The sheer panic that I didn’t fully cash in when I was a twink. The sheer panic that the Cosmopolitan cocktail won’t make a comeback like the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park. The sheer panic that my dad was so laid-back as a parent I just absorbed complacency like a human kitchen towel. Is shopping a religious experience? Or are gyms the new churches? Why isn’t there a Mumsnet for gays? Or a Grindr for meeting the best people at a party without having to wade through the bores?

			Thoughts come as easily as teenage boys but bounce off just as quickly, refusing to stick around for a second date. I wanted to step back from the trillion passing thoughts and conduct them, or at least organise them into workable groups. To somehow jettison out of my head and orbit the mess, an astronaut weightlessly jotting down his observations. I began this book on a dictation app, endlessly pacing my kitchen ad-libbing into my phone like the Lenny Henry of Camberwell but without the Red Nose Day suit or the Premier Inn deal. The notes caught thoughts like the trowel that came with our litter tray so you can sieve out the cat shit. I covertly spoke to the app everywhere I went, like a portable confessional booth. Cut to me in the street counter-arguing a podcast on my way to yoga. See me gurn-whispering into my phone in the corner of a club. I would wake just before dawn, with bin-breath, and express groggy observations right from the heart of my subconscious.

			Countless things materialise when you’re talking to yourself. One is that I say essentially a lot. And basically. And talk almost exclusively in metaphors. But a phrase jumped out of my notes: Everything is a distraction from death. I can be quite melodramatic – perhaps there’s a teenage goth hiding inside me, all black boots and cobweb make-up. I still embrace this death sentiment, because everything is a distraction from death. We can either focus on the inevitable conclusion, or distract ourselves, gawping at the football streaker before the match ends. We find a way to fill that finite space between cradle and grave.

			Before I typed a word I procrastinated. Procrastination is my toxic boyfriend, a confirmed bachelor keeping me from committing words to the page. The first bout of research had nothing to do with books. I was more concerned with how writers dress. I searched pictures of them at their desks and bought caricature garments. Sartorially, Truman Capote in Venice won out, all laid-back white shirts and wrinkled cords. Capote once said ‘Venice is like eating an entire box of chocolate liqueurs in one go,’ and I’ve always felt like that about my own personality: appetising and moreish at first, giving way to an overwhelming sickliness.

			Wrinkled cords helped set the mood like a dimmer switch at a swingers’ night, but I still couldn’t sit down and type. Procrastination kept me scrolling pictures of Tripp Fontaine for hours. It helped me pick little fights with my husband by WhatsApping him pictures of his mess around the house. Procrastination was sous chef to the extravagant sandwiches I made for lunch that took forty-five minutes minimum to assemble. I produced pint after tart pint of ‘Raven’s Lemon Curd’ which I gifted to friends. I talked about writing a lot, saying ‘It’s just a numbers game,’ not knowing that that was a naïve lie. I quipped that I was an essayist, because even the word ‘writer’ became more and more loaded, a gun in my pocket about to shoot me in the foot. I decided that if I pretended to be confident I would become confident, like a birthday wish when you blow out the candles. In my most baller moments I convinced myself that I was the undiscovered voice of my generation, a phrase that leaves a metallic taste in your mouth like you’ve licked a fistful of coppers. I swallowed that acid idea down and let it settle in my stomach like Vesuvius ash. I watched my husband’s poker face as I told him I was the voice of my generation, looking for a fault, for a wince, some sign we were colluding in the narcissism. He never faltered, because he knows when to pick his battles and he doesn’t want an arrow in the eye. Husbands can be very good at building momentum but they can also slam the brakes. This time he left me running like a car engine while he nipped in for a grab bag of Quavers to keep my blood sugar up. I sat in the passenger seat as the vehicle filled with toxic voice-of-a-generation-monoxide, breathing on the windshield and writing voiceofageneration in the mist. I said to my husband, ‘I have to believe I’m the voice of my generation to write this book, it doesn’t matter if it’s true.’ It felt empowering and deluded to say it, and thrilling to force him into secrecy. It was a pact that brought us closer, but I still didn’t write a word. Instead I wrote ‘voice of a generation?’ in an email and saved it to drafts.

			Shifting from audio note-taking to actual book-writing was like the early days of a love affair: anxious, confusing, obsessive, joyful, exhausting, exhilarating. I felt like I was sixteen again: self-conscious, besotted and confused, trying to convince myself not to obsess. Each day I sat down to edit my muddled thoughts, rather than facing the expectant blinking cursor of an empty Word doc. The anxiety of a blank page was forgotten, and I couldn’t shut up about it. I could hear people getting bored with my book-fixation, but I couldn’t stop. The process was electric and fluid, a hazardous and insoluble mix. Lively and dampening. I would find myself so sodden with anxiety I wanted to climb into a bag of rice. Forever. Unlike a love affair, there is no reciprocity. You pile more of yourself into the book and nothing comes back out. You are doing stand-up into the abyss. Transmitting but not receiving. One hand clapping in an echo chamber of your own notes.

			The first sentence was the hardest, like pissing out a Sylvanian Families badger. I wanted to write something both humble and heroic to send out into the universe on a golden record. Something to misquote in the history books. Whatever I wrote would be a deliberate stain, an unsightly skidmark on new underwear, asylum seekers in Chipping Norton, pineapple on a pizza. Each sentence had to be written in red Sharpie that won’t Cif off the fridge. Everything felt finite and irreversible. I was Nicole Kidman with a prosthetic nose (to make her look more Virginia Wolverine) lining her pockets with rocks and silently entering the water. Dragged to the bottom by the weight of the project. I cracked my knuckles, ready to expel magnificent observations and sparkling wit. Prose was constipated. I felt a hydraulic pressure to reveal something mundane that coincidentally-on-purpose tapped into a relatable zeitgeist below the surface of culture. A personal anecdote that would ripple out and touch countless lives. ‘Let them eat cake’ for the podcast generation, penned by Carrie Antoinette. The full-frontal exposure of my thoughts was daunting, like trying to open a tin of beans with a sharpened stick. It went beyond stagefright. The fear was a fatberg meandering the tunnels of my veins. I was the ninety-nine people in the room who didn’t believe in me. All I had was wrinkled cords.

			But then I wrote a sentence. An OK sentence. An everyday, palatable sentence. It wasn’t Let them eat Huel, but it was good enough. And then I wrote another. I could nurture the seeds from the dictation app into seedlings, like a black Monty Don. I had paragraphs. And they were my bricks. I had blueprints and foundations, but I couldn’t think ahead to the house I was building, because that was something for other people to peer into and walk around and judge. I was not ready for colour schemes or wallpaper or Kirsty Allsopp. But brick by brick I cornered off a little part of the world of my own. The wind changed direction and the skeleton of a building stayed standing. No huff and no puff. No subsidence. I have a tendency for complacency so I didn’t look back, I kept my spirit level and I just kept writing.

			Daytimes dragged, but similes Jackson Pollocked out of me late at night over Deliverooed Ben & Jerry’s. Writing is like sex or exercise: you can overthink it, and spend too long getting down to it, but you hit a critical frenzied point and it feels amazing afterwards. Euphoric, near-orgasmic bouts of writing usually surface at 10 p.m., when I’d rather be having actual sex, when the black coffee is tepid and the ice cream is drinkable.

			I found myself nit-combing my personal history, larvae and debris repurposed for chapters. Sometimes the writing is so hard I’m chiselling my own gravestone with my bare fingers. At other times an idea pours out like hot lava escaping a volcano and wiping out entire cities in its molten path. The book cannot be stopped. As easy as vomiting after you’ve eaten candyfloss and ridden the Wurlitzer: it’s a simple equation of being overfull, and then shaken like a martini. The words projectile. Other times it’s like puking on an empty stomach. All that straining and retching for half a mouthful of spit. I forced up metaphors for weeks, a form of verbal bulimia. Dehydrated and ruined, I considered calling NHS Direct. Thought-provoking copy can be extracted by careful caesarean, but you’re not just the patient. I’m one of those Victorian surgeons you read about who operated on himself while trying to keep all the other organs ticking.

			I’m gagging for a vacation from myself. A vacation from thinking. And from thinking about thinking. And thinking about the quality of my thoughts. And from worrying that I’m not thinking enough at all. Six weeks in the Bahamas in a medically-induced coma would suit, although I’m sure I’d find a way to dictate a few lines. Freddie Mercury said the show must go on, but how can anyone ever have gone through this process and not fallen to pieces? How can writers roam the earth without sinking into the quicksand of their own doubt? The fear gets louder: You are not cut out for this. You’re indulging yourself. You’re only here as part of some diversity quota. You are undeserving.

			The sweetest escape is booze. I long to get annihilated by drink. Kamikaze drunk. George-Best-roaring-with-laughter drunk. Scarface high, but drunk. Hold-my-hair-back-and-paint-the-pavement-with-warm-tequila drunk. Lean-in-and-kiss-my-mate drunk. Lean-in-and-slap-my-mate drunk. That feeling of only being drunk, nothing in your head except Don’t fall over, don’t throw up. Weekend at Bernie’s-walk-home-because-no-Uber-will-take-me drunk. How do you solve a problem like tequila? I want to forget the seams of the chapters, the lyrics of the lines, the shape of the prose. Drink until I’m out of credit and can’t send and receive text. I want to lose my voice and store it in a shell on the sea witch’s neck. I want to wake up on the beach and comb my hair with a fork.

			I don’t get drunk. I don’t wake up in A&E with charcoal round my lips. Like any good pessimist, I sit very still and worst-case-scenario plan. The dystopian Mystic Meg of my own life.

			I can see a future where people tweet me about the book with concise little takedowns like What the shit? and Who commissioned this garbage? It’s manageable at first, because I’m a big boy, and if I can handle bastard sewer rats wandering round my kitchen I can handle a few tweets. Initially I’m low-key proud, because trolls are a byproduct of fame, and this is clearly my fifteen minutes. A few aggy DMs cut to the bone because underneath the Acne bomber I’m a soft-shell crab, so despite sensible advice from people I love and trust, and specific case studies to the contrary, I engage with these haters. I fire out pithy tweets that immediately get torn to shreds by the rabble like chicken in a burrito. I feed these trolls giant nuggets of retort and morsels of badly-worded self-defence. The trolling is relentless in a way that can’t be wittily anecdoted at dinner parties. People look at me with the head tilt you do when you know someone’s recovering from the flu. Some troll sets up a bot that tweets each line from the book with ‘Cancel culture do your thing’ scribed underneath. I get massacred for using words like scribed. I’m too laboured a writer. Or I’m too brusque. I’m too noisy. I’m too cautious. My vocab is in the gutter. The book is left on the shelf like a curio. It’s a novelty shrunken head, forgettable for all but the original owner. I become synonymous with Mondays, the worst day of the week, but my book somehow makes Mondays even shoddier. Out of the blue Kate Moss says I’m worse than the easyJet pilot she called a basic bitch. The celebrities pile in. Gordon Ramsay, a man who once said he would electrocute his children if they became vegetarians, calls me a six-foot turkey. I bring out the vitriol in the kindest of stars. Oprah threatens to dangle me over the balcony like Michael Jackson’s son. Things reach fever pitch when Lena Dunham says she feels sorry for me but misspells my name and Jon Ronson tweets that I should be scalped. So you’ve been publicly shaved. The book is translated into Braille solely to exfoliate people’s callused feet. ‘Ravening’ is added to the Oxford English Dictionary, defined as ‘writing a shit book’. Tabloid hacks delve into my past and reveal I’ve been counting my age in Geri Halliwell years and I’m not even half-Jamaican. Piers Morgan calls me Ja-fake-an.

			Book people will of course hate the thing, pulling apart my janky prose and grammar. My one-liners fall flat like Christina Aguilera at the Grammys. The Paris Review sucker-punches the book as ‘a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing’. This hurts me more than the time my mum shut my fingers in the car door in south London. The Guardian blocks me. The New Yorker ghosts me. Radio 4 holds a minute’s silence rather than platform me. Diet Prada runs a week-long campaign comparing my writing to other writers who’ve made better points about identical subjects. Private Eye has nothing to satirise. For the first time in history the Booker committee decides to award a prize for the worst book published this year. Guess who wins? Somebody somehow hacks my Google search history and the world knows how often I investigate eyebag surgery and patterned shorts and synonyms for ‘amazing’. The shame is deafening. Charlie Brooker calls my book laughable. Zadie Smith calls me a twat. David Sedaris calls me literary roadkill. Despite this, I refuse to believe the book is shit, such is the ego of a man who’s survived. I will die on this hill (the hill being unsold copies of the book).

			Back in reality I type onward, telling myself you only have to write the first draft of your first book once. Perhaps I’ll look back on this time and laugh, like the time I shat myself in the park on the way to work. Slowly I take more breaks. The world outside the space between my nose and the screen bleeds back in. I loosen the screws on my timetable and word-count. I turn the internet back on. I go to Egypt and I don’t write a word and the sky doesn’t come crashing down. I watch Bring It On in the bath. I bleach the loos and feel a genuine sense of calm but I don’t bother with the sinks because it’s a faff. I feed my cat M&S smoked salmon. I stop thinking about the book all the time, and the strikethrough of my anxiety Morse codes into intermittent dots and dashes. I decide whatever the outcome I’ll always be tall. I write a chapter about being tall. It pretty much writes itself. I watch Leon for the first time. I read digestible fashion clickbait which should be forgettable but I find myself thinking, ‘I’d better be reincarnated as a French woman, so help me God.’ I rewatch the Blackfish documentary and think, ‘It could be worse, I could get murdered by a killer whale in front of a bunch of kids.’ Perhaps I’ll be revered in retrospect like Van Gogh or Robbie and Kylie doing ‘Kids’: not respected enough at the time, but post-reactively iconic. Along with my mood, my prose loosens up like it’s taken stool softeners. My coach suggests I write my own eulogy, which I roll my eyes at but it helps because it’s all big-picture, blue-sky thinking. I’ve decided it’s bad taste to have my corpse Dita von Teese-floating in a giant novelty martini glass at my funeral, so I want to be dressed in my going-out top and Gucci clogs and burned like a Viking on a pyre of my own belligerence. That would suit me just fine.

		

		
			Emails

			I know it’s a humblebrag to say I get a lot of emails and I don’t care. I get a lot of emails. I get so many that I now open them to check for urgency and mark them as ‘unread’, an action I’d like to adopt when I’m being cranky with my husband. Your washing’s been on the radiator for three days. Mark as ‘unsaid’.

			An email is always critical for the sender. Falsely flagged as hostage-situation urgent. Only a handful of these inbox delights ever need immediate attention. Technology and productivity have collided, creating a Wild West shootout of hyper-efficiency, where every cowboy touchtypes in bullet time and shoots off a round of emails. Recent etiquette decrees that those on the receiving end must apologise for not replying instantaneously. ‘Sorry for the three-minute delay in getting back to you …’ Any reply outside of a few hours is insulting and you deserve to be hexed or to lose a finger like the woman in The Piano, clacketting away at your keyboard for eternity. If you reply to an email outside of twenty-four hours, the email doesn’t even exist, it just turns to foam on the waves like Hans Christian Andersen’s Little Mermaid when she can’t pull the prince. Rapid-retort emails are the boarding school biscuit game, everyone bashing away trying to get their response out as quickly as possible. Efficiency culture makes us demand things harder, better, faster and stronger, with no margin for error. For all correspondence, we expect the laser precision of a surgeon’s knife and the professional finish of a wedding cake.

			My fingers automatically type hollow platitudes that keep colleagues and suppliers lubed for the working day. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve replied ‘Amazing!’ when the work is adequate. Amazing! keeps the wheels turning. There are more amazing words for Amazing! – Stunning!, Superb!, Magnificent! – but they reek of motivational speaker. Using superior words can make you sound like a nervous Carol Vorderman on a first date with a jittery bag of consonants. Too thesaurus. Too composed. People can smell the bullshit. But Amazing! is timeless and suggests an emotional exertion that isn’t really there. Like blue jeans, Amazing! never goes out of style. Like sex, Amazing! is good as long as you’re getting it. Amazing! is the bread on a shit sandwich of getting your own way. Pop an Amazing! into an unflinchingly direct command and people think they’re helping you out rather than following an order. When your life flashes before your eyes as you die you mainly see instances of the regret and pain you have caused others, but you also see the people whose days were Wonderbra-lifted by a well-placed Amazing!

			I’ve read that flowery emails with too many platitudes are less effective, and that women use this more apologetic lexicon, whereas men just say what they want. In a bid to be assertive I eradicated shriek language from my prose, taking my email tone from giddy teenager in love (‘Amazing! Raven xx’) to the intensely militant guy in Full Metal Jacket (‘I need this immediately, as per my last email’). Taking the sweetness out of the emails dropped the blood sugar, and made people feel like I was having a pop. I could almost hear them paralysed at the computer as they received the command, and then scurrying about like frightened church mice. I sort of enjoyed it at a dictator level, but even my inflated sense of self has a boundary. Colleagues felt stressed and inadequate, like me when I lost my virginity. Nobody wants the feeling of deflowerment every time they get an email. Amazing!s were reinstated like a hymen.

			Most email communication is superfluous – anything truly urgent happens on the phone, or in the hay-fevered cross-pollination of a conference call, multiple voices and three-second time delays creating an apocalyptic hellfire like when the Ghostbusters crossed the energy streams. You don’t email 999. You don’t email a boiling pan of water off the stove. Britney didn’t email her hair off. Emails are never truly urgent.

			Things that are urgent: towels when you get out the bath; chinese food when you’re hungover; diet Coke when you’re thirsty; Jesus’s cross at the crucifixion, or a coffin at a normal funeral; mini quiches at a wake; butter on a jacket potato the moment it comes out of the oven; extra security protocols in action films when people think they have enough security protocols; unlimited patience at Heathrow Terminal 5; Advil PM on a long-haul flight; and Toblerones from duty free. A Starbucks bathroom is urgent when you need to piss. As is masturbation before you sit at a computer all day. Sex when you’re horny is an immediate need. Though not having sex immediately is its own thing too. I can convince myself I urgently need more vitamin supplements or new pants, but I’m aware that’s just my consumerism talking. I don’t want to sound like an emotional wellness coach, but we urgently need friends when we’re sad. I’ll go all-out and say cake when you’re sad, too. And kittens when you’re at rock bottom. You need money when you’re broke. Or family heirlooms to hock. Or the balls to cat-burgle a stately home, or to Anna Nicole Smith an older man. You urgently need to watch Antiques Roadshow if you feel even the slightest bit depressed. It always helps.

			What’s never urgent is an email. The vibration of a notification is an ambush, striking at any time to jolt you out of the task that had your attention. Notifications can swirl and engulf you like the bees that killed Macaulay in My Girl. Endless connectivity is the plague of our century. Ring-a-ring of roses, a pocket full of WeTansfer notifications and breaking news alerts and calendar reminders
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