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APPLICATION FORM TO SUBMIT A FRIEND OR FAMILY MEMBER TO NEW TV SHOW The Meet-Cute FROM RED ROOSTER PRODUCTIONS

Who’s your mate?

Fran Baker.

How do you know them?

I’m her mother.

Why do you want your mate to take part in The Meet-Cute?

I recently heard my daughter use the phrase ‘slag era’ to describe her current dating habits. That just isn’t her. Fran unfortunately experienced a break-up recently and hasn’t been herself ever since. She needs to find someone to settle down with but instead she’s been dating everyone – and I mean everyone.

Describe your mate in 3 words?

Optimistic, loving, confident.

What is your mate’s type?

Tall, fun, attractive.

If your mate was a dog what breed would they be?

A poodle, no question. Very showy.

What kind of person should they not go on a date with?

Anyone that likes getting a word in edgeways.

What would you be looking for in a partner for your mate?

Fran is good fun, so someone who doesn’t take themselves too seriously, however she can sometimes be too much fun (if you get what I mean) so maybe someone who is a calming influence on her. (And she likes tall people.)

What would be their dream date?

She tells me about all the dates she’s going on at the moment and all they ever seem to do is go to the pub! Where’s the romance? My daughter deserves to be swept off her feet and have some glamour in her life.

What dating advice would you give them?

I’m not exactly famous for my long/successful relationships – can I skip this question?

What are their relationship weaknesses?

The main bloody weakness is that she now doesn’t seem very interested in a relationship! But I know if she met the right person she could change her mind.

What’s their relationship history?

Well, that’s the thing – she’s always been in a relationship! And I mean always. Ever since she was at school. That’s why it’s so strange for her to be single! She’s just not a single kind of girl. Everyone knows that. She’s recently broken up with her girlfriend Miranda – I liked her but she was a bit boring, wasn’t right for Franny, too sensible, and I think her and Fran had different ideas about life. That’s how Fran put it to me, anyway. It’s a shame they broke up, but I have to say I don’t think they were a perfect match. Still, it was nice for her to be with someone calm and kind. She was a librarian, I think. Loved a cardigan. Or was she an archivist? You’ll have to ask Fran. Either way, they were together for four years so there must have been something there. Before Miranda, there was Daniel. God, he was handsome! He was big and blond, Polish surname, maybe? Lemansky, I think it was. Anyway, he was very good-looking and they were together for years. Seven years, in all. Lots of fighting, though. She never seemed that happy with him, like she could never just relax and enjoy it because there was always some drama to distract her. I think she liked him because he was very handsome – I know I’ve mentioned that before ha ha. I could never get it out of her whether he cheated on her or not, she never seemed to want to talk about it. Anyway, about a week after they had finally broken up she met Miranda so she’s really never been single! Oh and I think she met Daniel straight after another break-up … I suppose that would be from her girlfriend in secondary school. Now her, that was a fucking awful bad break-up, lots of tears and moping but it was so long ago I can’t tell you too much about the relationship. God, I’ve really gone on, haven’t I? You probably didn’t need to know any of this, did you!

How is your mate going to react to being set up on The Meet-Cute?

She’ll be furious but it’s for her own good. And if this truly is her ‘slag era’ as she so delicately puts it then she won’t object too much.
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As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be single.

Purely by chance I ended up being a serial monogamist. Fate handed me Big Loves. First there was Ivy (ages 16–18), quickly followed by Daniel (18–25) and then straight into Miranda (25— literally just now). Who was I to complain? Big Loves are what we all want, right? But to me, there was something so glamorous about being single. I don’t know, blame Sex and the City or something. I would fall in love with pretty waitresses, men on the tube, people who sold me coffee, girls I met in pub toilets and not be able to act on it. But then I got dumped by Miranda and finally the world was my oyster. No more Big Loves – it was time for some fun and adventures …

‘Birthday girl’s awake,’ says the guy next to me in bed, rubbing his eye with one hand as he scrolls through Instagram with the other. James? Joe?

‘It’s me! I’m the birthday girl!’ I say brightly, sitting up and hoping that a change of perspective will help dislodge his name from my brain. ‘Oh, God …’ I lie back down again. Not feeling quite so bright, as it turns out.

‘I know, you kept telling me that last night in the bar.’

‘That sounds like me …’ I say, the foggy remembrances of the night before slowly unfurling themselves. ‘Now I remember! I was trying to steal your baseball cap, wasn’t I?’

‘You said it would look better on you.’ He turns onto his side and the sight of the blond hair on his chest stirs something in me.

‘I bet I was right,’ I say, smiling, wondering if I can ask him his name. It’s in there somewhere. My head spins and my stomach lurches. ‘Oh my God, I’m going to die.’

‘You mean those 2 a.m. negronis were a mistake? The drink that is pure alcohol?’

‘Ah, yes, in the words of Celine Dion, it’s all coming back to me now. My last friend wanted to go home and I’d been alternately spying on and harassing you for your baseball cap for some time, and for some reason you bought me a drink.’

‘Correct.’

‘Well, thank you,’ I say. ‘Can you rummage around in my bag for my phone, please? I feel like if I bend over I might actually die.’

He does what he’s told and produces my phone, which, to my great surprise, is all in one piece. Battery low, but screen uncracked. He yanks a T-shirt on over his head and tosses me the phone. ‘Want a coffee?’

As he stands there in his pants and a T-shirt, I can definitely see why I would have been drawn to him like a moth to a sexy flame in a state of inebriation. Messy blond hair, soft brown eyes, a nice beard situation, kinda chunky. Dad bod without the dad part. Well, I assume not, anyway.

‘Yes, please,’ I say, a little sheepishly.

‘Milk? Sugar?’ he asks. He is not a man of many words.

‘Milk please, but not sugar. Thanks.’

I hear him pad downstairs and check my phone. Amid the happy birthday messages rolling in, there are a couple I actually have to reply to. First up, from my best friend Marie, who was the last gal standing last night (except for me, of course).

Can you please confirm that this George character didn’t murder you last night? He seemed normal but you never know. 

Oooh, a name! I told you it was something like Joe, didn’t I? I reassure her I am not murdered, and as soon as I send the message I can see the little dots of her replying already.

THANK GOD! At first I was like, oooh fun good for her, love this new slutty Fran, and then overnight I got convinced he was a murderer and I was going to have to call the police but I didn’t know anything about him except for his name which might not even really be his name. Happy Birthday btw. Do you feel as rough as me? 

I open the camera on my phone and switch it to front-facing so I can take a proof-of-life selfie for Marie. Urgh! No! Hideous! My mascara is smeared around my eyes like a raccoon and my skin looks deathly pale. In the spirit of friendship, I overcome my natural vanity and duly take a photo and send it to her.

You’re alive … but at what cost! 

And a text from Vic:

Sorry I could only pop in last night! Can I take you for dinner this week? I heard they’ve got deep-fried cheese at Cafe Deco??? 

You had me at deep-fried cheese xx I reply. That gives me a reason to survive this hangover.

George nudges the bedroom door open with his hip and reappears with two large mugs of coffee.

I sit up in bed and we sip them in silence. I could probably do with about a litre of water at the same time, possibly delivered intravenously. Once I’m sitting up and my dehydrated brain is correctly oriented, I find that a lot of last night has not, in fact, evaporated from my memory. I remember drinking negronis with George after my friends left and his friends left, and then I remember taking an Uber here, and I remember we had sex and I definitely remember we used a condom (safety first), and then I remember we fell asleep. See? Not a complete mess after all!

‘I thought you were, like, gay,’ George says from between sips of boiling hot coffee. ‘That’s why I was surprised you were hitting on me. I was sure I saw you making out with that girl with the red hair.’

‘I was,’ I say, shrugging. ‘That’s Jessie. A little birthday kiss with Jessie.’ I wouldn’t have minded going home with Jessie, but she had to work and besides, variety is the spice of life, isn’t it?

He nods.

‘But she’s not my girlfriend. I am very much not doing that right now. No girlfriends for me. Or boyfriends. Or people who are neither boys nor girls.’

‘Wise,’ he says.

‘Anyway, where exactly do you live? I’m sensing … Peckham? Maybe?’ And by sensing I mean dredging my brain for specific geographical markers from the Uber journey.

‘Close. Camberwell.’

‘Nice,’ I say, extremely relieved that I am this side of the river and not too far away from my current abode. My birthday was yesterday, the festivities are now decidedly over and today I have to see my mother for professional purposes. I certainly cannot see her in my present state. A pit stop is required. A refresh. A cleansing. A nap. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to stay here all day. I just need to gather my strength.’ I close my eyes and breathe deeply, the thought of entering the loud and busy world extremely hostile to my fragile self. But the coffee is incredibly delicious and seems to be doing a pretty decent job of reviving me.

‘My flatmates are out at five-a-side so if you want to use the shower or anything that’s cool.’

‘Ye-e-e-es,’ I say, deciding a shower will definitely aid the hangover.

George jumps out of bed and opens a wardrobe, pulling a towel down from the top shelf. Oooh, a man who owns more than one towel? A luxury prince!

‘There’ll be a spare toothbrush in the medicine cabinet, I think. Maybe a green one? I think I used the blue one. You’ll figure it out,’ he says, getting back into bed.

I nod. ‘I’m smart like that.’ I drain my coffee, pull my party dress on so I’m not walking around naked even though I know there’s no one else home, and head into the bathroom. I sit on the toilet and lean my head against the cool wall tile. Nice. Nice. Nice. Nice feeling. Maybe I can stay here for a little nap.

No! I have things to do! I spring to my feet and try to figure out how to work the shower before shakily making my way under the jets, careful to not let it get on my hair because I’m sure as hell not washing my troublesome mane here. Washing my hair is not so much a ritual as an ordeal. I have too much of it and I don’t know what to do with it, but the one thing I do know is that I can’t let it come into contact with whatever two-in-one situation is lurking on the side of the bath.

Once I feel sufficiently cleansed, I make my slightly-less-shaky way out of the shower and wrap myself in the towel that George provided me with. Oh, look, it’s too small and barely covers my bits. What a surprise! Newsflash: people have got bigger in the last twenty years, so why haven’t towels? Hmm? When I run for prime minister as a member of the Improving Quality of Life for Hot Fat Babes Party, my first policy will be making bath towels 50 per cent larger.

‘Thanks for that,’ I say.

‘Feeling more alive?’ George is hanging some clothes in his wardrobe.

‘Yep, I think I will live to see another day,’ I say, handing the towel back to him and wondering if there’s a bus that’ll take me all the way home or if it’s going to be a Sunday transport hell. But when he takes the towel from me, there’s a look in his nice brown eyes. Oh.

‘I was thinking …’ he says, maintaining eye contact. Maybe he’s into the smeary-mascara racoon look that I couldn’t overcome on my bathroom sojourn since there is no make-up remover in the medicine cabinet. ‘It seems like a bit of a waste to have sex we don’t really remember …’

I smile. ‘Yeah. I guess it does.’

‘Maybe we should …?’ He glances over at the unmade bed.

‘Maybe we should.’

And off comes the birthday dress and the inside-out knickers and the bra that I should probably replace but honestly who can afford to replace their bras, and then it’s me and George aggressively making out on his bed as I pull his T-shirt off and he wriggles off his boxers and my freshly showered body is ready and I can only conclude that this is actually a really good hangover cure because when my sleekly manicured hands are wrapped around the metal poles of his bed frame as he fucks me, I start to feel close to fully human again. And when he goes down on me I forget all my hangover woes.

Before I leave, I give him my number and he texts me so I have his. ‘You know, if you want to do this again,’ he says. He’s cute. I would probably do this again. And besides, he makes good coffee. And is skilled at going down on me. What more could a girl want from one person of many people that they are sleeping with at one particular point in time?

Aged twenty-nine and one day, I stride forth from the block of flats in Camberwell where this George fellow lives, and as he closes the door behind me, I breathe in the lovely late September air and wish just a little bit that I had anticipated staying out last night and worn a jacket. But never mind! All is well in the world! I am infused with the good birthday vibes!

Mercifully, despite copious selfie-taking last night, my phone has 20 per cent battery, which is more than enough to get me home and entertain me. While I could walk home in half an hour, there’s a bus that would get me there in fifteen minutes, and, well, who am I to argue with simple maths?

Ah, wonderful, just my luck, there’s the bus cruising past me. Am I going to run for it? Absolutely not. I resist the urge to squander my phone’s battery life, knowing I’ll appreciate the internet time-wasting time more on the bus. Instead I take in my surroundings: the guy cycling past with his hands off the handlebars, blasting music from a boombox, the fancy cafe I’m waiting outside, the pigeons nibbling at a discarded chip on the pavement, and then I realize that a woman pushing a pram in my direction is Laura, an old colleague from the women’s magazine I used to work at. I feel like I’m always bumping into people, even though I live in a city with a population of more than nine million. Maybe I’ve just met most of them.

‘Fran!’ She grins.

‘Hello!’ I greet her jubilantly, the hangover ebbing away with the unexpected joy of seeing an old friend. ‘And who’s this?’ I lean down to examine the serenely dozing baby in the expensive pram.

‘This is Elodie,’ Laura says, gently stroking the baby’s cheek with the side of her finger.

‘Hello, Elodie,’ I whisper. The baby is beautiful, perfect, adorable. Soft and warm and sweet and chubby. I wait for the maternal stirrings to emerge. They do not. They never do. ‘She’s so lovely, congratulations. I don’t think I even knew you were pregnant!’

‘I guess I’d left the mag before then so why would you? Anyway, are you still there?’

‘Uh, no, I’m not. Redundant.’

‘Oh! I’m sorry! Are you still in Leyton with … Miranda, right?’

‘No, and no,’ I say with a tight smile. ‘Lots of changes!’

But before I can explain them all, my bus slides into the stop. ‘Is this you?’ Laura asks.

‘Yeah, it was nice to see you!’

When the doors open I head for the top deck where the ‘king seat’ (front, on top of the driver) is unoccupied, therefore vindicating my decision to take the bus. But then we immediately get stuck in traffic which rather undermines my decision to take the bus home. Oh well, there are worse places to be than in the king seat of the 136 bus on a Sunday morning, worse places to be than some road between Camberwell and Elephant and Castle, worse lives to live than the life of Fran Baker aged twenty-nine, single for the first time in many years with the promise of deep-fried belated birthday cheese on her horizon and an excuse to see her beloved mother later.

As I gaze out of the window, I catch sight of a little Italian restaurant I went to with Miranda on one of our early dates and feel my nose wrinkle involuntarily at the memory. That’s the problem with doing all your life, love, sex, break-ups and heartbreaks in one city: many, many ghosts.

I use my remaining 18 per cent of battery to distract myself by moseying around the internet, namely to check that my birthday outfit photo with the caption 29 and feeling fine did good numbers, which I am happy to say it did. I check my email for the first time since Friday in the hope that some brand whose newsletter I signed up to in pursuit of free stuff on my birthday has actually come through with the aforementioned free stuff. Result! I absolutely will be claiming that free burger, thank you very much. But when I scroll back through the emails, there’s something else. Sent on Friday afternoon, late in the day.

From: Tilly@redroosterproductions.com

Subject: HELLO FROM RED ROOSTER PRODUCTIONS – The Meet-Cute

Hi Frances!

I hope this email finds you well! I’m Tilly and I’m a producer working on a new show called The Meet-Cute. I’m not sure if you know, but you’ve been put forward by one of your friends and/or family to go on a date on the show. You sound like a really good candidate! The nature of the show means you get submitted by someone else but obviously we don’t actually force you to participate against your will! The basic premise is that we pair you up with someone and you go on a date which we film (in a completely non-obtrusive way, of course!) and hopefully you find true love, to the great pleasure of whoever submitted you! So before we get too involved, I wanted to check: are you up for it? If so, we can talk more about what it will involve and when you’re available. I’ve checked out your Insta and I just love your confidence and your look and I think you’ll be a great participant! Please let me know ASAP!

Tilly

I burst out laughing so abruptly that the beautifully turned-out old lady in the ‘queen seat’ (front, but not on top of the driver) flashes me a frightened look before going back to surveying the road ahead. One thing’s for sure: this has got Janice Baker written all over it. I would be willing to bet all the money in my bank account (which, let’s be real, is not very much) that my darling mother has put me forward for this ludicrous escapade. I contemplate giving her a ring to ask her precisely what she’s playing at, but the shop is open on Sundays so there’s no way she’ll answer, and besides I’m seeing her later anyway.

Well, well, well, my mother is so keen to see me paired up again that she’s literally offering me up to the TV gods. I knew I shouldn’t have told her about ‘slag era’.

The Meet-Cute – what even is that? It’s new so I can’t even watch an episode of it to decide if I want to do it or not. But who am I kidding … being on TV might be fun. And I’m in a Dynamic New Phase of my life. I’ll think about it. It’s Sunday, so no point replying today. I can’t stop laughing at the idea of my mum submitting me for a TV dating programme. It’s simply too her.

I’m down to about 6 per cent battery when I notice my best friend Marie is attempting to FaceTime me. When I swipe my finger across the screen to answer, a decidedly badly lit and grey-faced version of the Marie I know and love appears on the screen. It’s clear she’s very much still in bed.

‘Hello the love of my life!’ I say brightly.

‘How the fuck are you like … out in the world?’ she croaks.

‘I had STD. Shit To Do.’

‘Mate, I woke up earlier, texted you to check you were alive, ordered McDonalds on Deliveroo then fell asleep again before the dude even got here with my “share box” of twenty chicken nuggets.’ She puts weak air quotes around ‘share box’ to indicate she had no intention of sharing these now-lost nuggets with anyone. ‘Did you have fun though?’

‘I loved it, honestly. And very refreshing to know it’s still possible to meet people on a night out rather than on the apps …’

‘Yes, I figured that was what was going on when I turned around for one second and the next thing I know you’re aggressively making out with that baseball cap guy.’

‘Get used to it, mi amor.’

‘I don’t even really know why I called you …’ she says, furrowing her brow. ‘I think I was just bored and lonely.’

‘Craving human contact.’

‘Yeah … that.’

‘No Carly?’

‘She left your party earlier than I did to go to another birthday. She seemed kind of annoyed I didn’t go with her – as if I was going to leave my best friend’s birthday for some rando?’

‘Not happening, mate.’

‘Where are you, anyway?’

‘Bus home before going to my mum’s shop for photos.’

‘You’re telling me you’re doing your pretty girl bride cosplay photos? Today? On a hangover?’

‘Needs must,’ I shrug. ‘You know me, I’m good at keeping appointments. Can’t let Janice down.’

‘Do you want to come over after and we can get two share boxes?’

‘And the biggest vat of Coke that money can buy.’

‘And that.’

‘Go on then,’ I grin. ‘See you as soon as humanly possible.’

When I get off the bus on Heygate Street, a guy at the bus stop opposite whistles at me to get my attention. ‘Walk of shame, is it?’ he shouts, with a leering grin.

‘Stride of pride, mate. You want to get with the times!’ I call back before heading off towards the house.

I’ve been bedroom-surfing since Miranda and I broke up. First a friend of a friend was moving out a month before the end of their tenancy and wanted someone to cover the last month’s rent. And then when that ended, I spent two weeks house-sitting for a photographer friend who was on assignment, and now I’m doing a short-term sublet with Daria and Cherie until one of Daria’s friends moves in when she comes over from Italy. An imperfect system but right now I don’t have anything more perfect. So I never think of anywhere I’m staying as my house because I know it’s very temporary, but as I put my key in the door, I’m glad to have a place to come back to. Somewhere I can be alone in my room, even if Daria and Cherie are milling around somewhere.

Speak of the devil!

‘Hey,’ Daria calls from the kitchen, surveying me in my profoundly hungover state through her kindly Italian eyeballs. ‘There was this post for you, maybe you didn’t see.’ She puts down the wooden spoon she was using to stir something inevitably delicious and picks up a package from the work surface.

‘Oh, thanks,’ I say.

‘Maybe it is a birthday present?’

I smile. ‘I don’t think so, I don’t know who would know my address here. It’s probably—’

She cuts me off, holding up a hand. ‘Homely … trinkets?’ she offers, raising her eyebrows.

‘Exactly! Homely trinkets!’ I had to explain the concept to Daria, who was unfamiliar with the word trinket but was delighted to learn a new expression straight from the dictionary of Fran Baker. ‘Apologies for my appearance, I feel like I’m about to die.’

‘Cheeky nap?’ she suggests, using another phrase of imparted linguistic wisdom.

I take her advice and head up to my room. I open the packaging to reveal the framed embroidery of wildflowers I bought on eBay the week before. You know, an early birthday present-to-self sort of thing. I rest it against the wall on the top of the cheap landlord-special MDF chest of drawers that came with the room, and everything about the space feels a little bit better.

Dress and underwear get thrown unceremoniously into my big suitcase, which I’m using as a laundry bag now the clothes have a wardrobe to live in (clothes and general life stuff and Homely Trinkets get packed in the big suitcase, duvet and duvet cover and towels get expertly vacuum-packed in the small suitcase that lives under the bed. See? I’ve got a system!). Temporary living is kind of shitty, but I’m rolling with it. I have a place to live that I can afford, and I know I’ll have to move again and find somewhere else in a few weeks’ time.

My last break-up happened very slowly and then all at once. I had to move out. It wasn’t my idea to break up so I’m not sure how I ended up being the one who moved out, but c’est la vie. I didn’t want to commit long-term to a new place, to new people, so right now I’m … riding the wave of short-term London housing.

I put on my pyjamas and plug my phone into the charger, setting an alarm for an hour before I told my mum I would meet her, and curl up under the duvet. Sunday’s the day for hungover naps, especially when it’s your birthday. It’s the rules!
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‘Twenty-nine doesn’t suit you, darling.’

My darling mother is holding court from behind the counter at Beckenham’s premier destination for size-inclusive wedding dresses. Clearly the hangover is still visible in my overall aura.

‘You’re meant to look fresh-faced, not bloody grey!’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say, considering my reflection in one of the full-length mirrors used to framing glowing brides-to-be. I don’t think I look that bad. ‘I think you’re exaggerating just a little bit,’ I tell her, which is true, because I did my make-up on the train and I literally get paid to do people’s make-up (sometimes) and I have definitely concealed hangovers more obvious than mine.

In fact, that’s down to Mum. I know most girls’ first memories of make-up will be watching their mothers get ready, but mine left a real impression on me. The appearance of her illuminated mirror on her dressing table followed by a plume of loose powder, the way she would open her mouth while she did her mascara, the creamy, sweet smell of Lancôme lipstick and the way all her lipsticks ended up being worn down into the same shape, the loyalty of that. How could I not become fascinated by beauty? ‘So … which one’s first?’

‘The blush one,’ she says, gesturing at the rail. ‘You brought your strapless bra, didn’t you?’

‘This isn’t my first rodeo,’ I say, rolling my eyes. ‘I brought my strapless bra, yes.’

I take the dress out the back to change while Mum sets up the lights and when I re-emerge and hold my arms up so she can zip me in, she looks me over. ‘Beautiful.’ It’s possible that hearing such a thing out of my mum’s mouth for my whole life left me with such a sense of peace about my fat body. I’ll always be grateful for it.

‘I thought you said I was grey.’

‘The dress illuminates you, darling.’

I look at myself in the mirror. I do look rather delicious in this blush-coloured strapless lacy wedding dress. Mum finds posting photos on Instagram of actual plus-size women in the actual plus-size wedding dresses that she sells in the shop leads to more people booking fittings with her and, consequently, buying their wedding dresses from her little boutique. And since I am, in her words, ‘a perfect size 22’, every few weeks I do my make-up in a decidedly bridal fashion, the subtlest smoky eye, that Bobbi Brown shade of pinky brown that looks good on everyone, a matte finish foundation so it doesn’t look shiny in the photos.

I pretend I don’t enjoy playing dress-up, but secretly I do. I have absolutely no problem having my photo taken (self-consciousness? Never heard of her. Body hang-ups? Unfamiliar with the concept), and I’m happy to help Mum. The only downside is that it means the idea of me as a bride is never far from her mind. I, on the other hand, am not remotely invested in marriage.

‘This style was absolutely made for you. Such a shame I’ve never got to see you in one of these for proper,’ she says, shaking her head.

‘Oh yeah,’ I say. ‘About that.’

‘Hmmm?’ Mum says, looking up from my image on the screen of the SLR camera.

‘I got an email.’ I fold my arms across my chest and narrow my eyes at her.

‘What kind of email?’

‘Does the name Tilly ring a bell with you, by any chance?’

‘Oh, Tilly!’ Her face lights up. ‘What a sweet girl, she was in here a couple of weeks ago.’

‘And you somehow got round to offering up your only daughter and favourite child to a TV dating show?’

‘Can you stop calling yourself my favourite child? You know it annoys your brother.’

‘What doesn’t annoy Andrew? Anyway, what possessed you to put me forward for this?’

‘Well, it sounded like the nicest programme! The Meet-Cute, how lovely. And she’s a producer! She kept telling me it was about finding true love, not some silly entertainment thing, you know?’

‘But what if I’m not looking for true love?’ I say with absolute conviction.

‘Stop that! There’s someone out there for you, I know it!’

I sigh but I don’t want to go down this specific path again with her. It’s beyond her comprehension that I am not remotely concerned whether there is ‘someone out there’ for me or not. In fact, I’m well aware that there is! There are tons of people! And that’s precisely why I’m enjoying my time as a single woman rather than inadvertently leaping from one relationship to the next like a chubby frog on a lily pad, as was my way for the last ten years. Clearly, Mum thinks I’m secretly suffering and need to be lifted out of my tragic singledom at the first possible opportunity, even if that requires intervention from a film crew.

‘So?’

‘So what?’

‘Are you going to do it?’ she asks eagerly. ‘Tilly said I couldn’t, sort of, force you, you know? Apparently me signing you up and filling in the form didn’t mean you had to do it, alas. So, are you going to?’

‘I’ll talk to this Tilly.’

‘Good girl!’

‘No promises! I’ll see what it sounds like,’ I say, before pausing, because I know Mum will object so I have to take a deep breath and get it all out in one go. ‘But I’m pretty positive it’s a no from me. It seems like a waste of time if I’m not looking for, you know, romance? Which I most definitely am not, however disappointing that may be for you.’

‘Well maybe romance is looking for you! You never know! Go on, just give it a go. Ooh, that tea’s gone right through me, you get into the next dress while I’m gone and I’ll zip you up.’

I change into the second outfit, which is a bias-cut silk number that I can already tell will be very unpopular with her clientele because of the way it hugs the body. Though maybe they’ll feel more inspired after seeing it on an Actual Fat Person.

Mum puts a veil on me and then fusses about where my crown is, taking the veil out and putting it back in about a hundred times until it’s finally in the right place, which looks basically the same as her first attempt but who am I to judge? She takes some photos of me looking serene and demure, doing those downward Princess Diana eyes, and then some photos of me beaming with bridal joy.

‘Done?’ I ask her as she’s flicking through the photos on the camera.

‘Done,’ she says.

To my great relief, I am allowed to change back into my own clothes.

She claps her hands. ‘Oh! I meant to tell you, I think I’ve found you another bridal make-up client! Aren’t I good?’

‘Offering me up to reality TV shows notwithstanding, yes.’ I can’t help smiling. My mum’s been looking out for me my whole life. ‘Text me their details and I’ll get in touch! I don’t think I’m doing a very good job at the cafe, I think Jamie’s regretting giving me the job.’ Jamie, the lovely, gorgeous bear of a man I briefly dated before he met someone else and decided to Get Serious, had the good grace to offer me a job at his popular neighbourhood cafe as a sort of consolation prize for not sleeping together anymore. I’m hoping I get more e-commerce clients soon so I’m not relying so much on my mum referring her brides to me or relying on Jamie to tolerate the ways in which I am an inadequate barista, but needs must.

‘I suppose at some point I’ll have to come by and pick up my make-up kit,’ I tell her as she’s locking up the shop. I’ve been stowing my suitcase full of immaculately clean brushes, lipsticks melted down into palettes, foundations in every colour, sterilized tweezers and a whole lot more in my old bedroom at her house.

‘How about the rest of your stuff? Or am I not allowed to ask?’

‘In the fullness of time,’ I say, sighing.

Mum can’t understand why I wouldn’t just move back home if I don’t have a permanent place to live, and I don’t have the heart to tell her that it’s because we would simply kill each other within days, and more to the point, I don’t want to. Not in my slag era, anyway. I moved back home briefly when me and Miranda broke up, but as soon as something became available, however short-term, I was out again.

‘Surely it’s not that hard to find a room in a house share?’

‘But I don’t want to live anywhere. I don’t know where I want to live or who I want to live with, and I don’t want to commit to something too soon.’

‘There it is, that word again!’

‘Look, once I figure out what I’m doing I’ll come and pick my stuff up. Is it getting in your way there?’

‘Well, when the girls come and stay over it would be nice if they weren’t having to pick their way around moving boxes.’

‘I’m working on it,’ I say, although I’m not particularly inclined to rush finding a flat to accommodate the needs of The Girls, aka my brother’s children, and collective apples of my mother’s eye.

Mum slips me the £100 she insists on giving me for taking my photo. A little cash in hand never hurt anyone, right?

‘And a bit extra in there,’ she says, handing me a birthday card. ‘And …’ She crouches under the counter and I can hear a repetitive clicking sound and my mum huffing about something clearly not going right, until she reappears with a red velvet cupcake with a little candle in it.

We share the cupcake in comfortable silence. Before I leave I draw her into a tight hug and breathe in her powdery perfume and the scent of her hairspray. ‘Thanks, Mummy.’

I head out of the shop and in the direction of Marie’s so we can eat chicken nuggets on her sofa and watch TV, the prospect filling me with an enormous sense of calm and well-being. Maybe she’ll even talk me into going on The Meet-Cute.
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Two days later I’m sitting in a pub in Brixton waiting for my date, Katie, to arrive.

I click through her app photos and look and ask myself: Am I, by my nature, drawn to Katie? Well, she’s hot in a severe way, very angular, edgy haircut and those thick-rimmed round tiny glasses that I very specifically associate with middle-aged male architects. No, I would not say I am drawn to her. But if prolific dating has taught me anything it’s that vibes count for more than instant attraction. A lot more.

And that is what this ‘slag era’ is for me. I suppose it could be described, more delicately, as an exploratory phase. What is time spent swiping the apps if not a little anthropological explorating?

Katie walks into the pub. She still looks quite severe. But as ever, I’m going in with a positive attitude, albeit curious.

Her edgy glasses are even more intense in person, and she’s dyed her fringe a juicy lime green since the app photos were taken. It contrasts with the rest of her peroxide blond hair. When I spot her across the pub, it strikes me that we would be a funnier match than any of the people I’ve been seeing recently. But she’s undoubtedly hot, and so am I, so maybe not such a funny match after all.

When she’s about two feet away from the table I’ve commandeered, I’m seized with the fear that she’s going to be hard to talk to (aka my worst first date fear, much worse than not fancying them), but as soon as she catches sight of me, her face breaks into a wide smile and I stand up for a hug.

‘What can I get you?’ she asks.

‘A glass of rosé, please,’ I say, trying to elegantly squeeze myself back into the booth. (Why so small, booth? Why must you be this way?)

‘You got it,’ she says before heading for the bar.

We fall into easy conversation, me telling her about my newly single lifestyle, the occasional make-up jobs, the temping, the carousel of homes, her telling me about her work, the studio she works from in Bethnal Green.

‘I mostly sell stuff through Instagram but once in a while I get a commission, so I know I’m going to get paid,’ she says, taking a sip of the pint she brought back from the bar, now on to our third round. ‘And I teach sometimes. OK, I teach quite a lot. I wish the portrait work was my money-maker, but needs must.’

‘So it’s portraits you paint?’

‘Yeah, mostly. But not so formal. I think of them less as portraits and more as paintings of people. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Yeah, I think so,’ I say. Maybe I do, maybe I don’t, maybe three glasses of wine is where my ability to consider artistic concepts leaves my brain. ‘Do you find painting people means you look at people differently?’

‘I guess so …’ she says, furrowing her heavy, dark brow that contrasts with the pale brightness of her hair. ‘I guess it makes you more interested in difference. What makes someone look the way they look. What is their face composed of, what tones, what is the thing you would have to get right in portraying them to capture what they actually look like rather than depicting someone of their gender or with their hairstyle – you know what I mean?’

‘This time I actually do,’ I say. I’m glad I said yes to meeting her tonight.

‘Like with you,’ she says, gesturing loosely in that third-pint way. ‘The important things about your face are how bright your eyes are, getting that shade of blue right. And the shape of your lips is really distinctive. So perfect, sort of like a heart.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, bowing my head graciously. ‘I grew them all by myself.’

‘And your hair colour is beautiful … is it natural?’ she asks, which is not the first time I’ve had to answer this question about this precise shade of deep, rich strawberry blond.

I run my hand through my hair. ‘Yeah, once again, I grew it all by myself. I’m kind of over it, though. I’ve had long hair all my life. Since I was a child. I’m thinking about getting rid of it.’

‘Do it!’ she says enthusiastically. ‘I love a bold move!’

‘That’s pretty clear,’ I say, nodding at the green fringe. ‘But yeah … I think it’s time for a change.’

‘To change!’ she says, clinking her glass against mine.

She smiles down at her drink and I feel sure enough that she’s interested in me that a second date is on the cards. ‘This is good, right?’ I ask her.

‘Yeah,’ she says, her cheeks flushing a little. ‘I knew it would be. I could tell from your profile I would probably like you.’

‘I wasn’t sure about you,’ I say with a cheeky grin.

‘Oh?’

‘You look quite serious, it made me wonder if you were going to think I was an idiot.’

‘No way!’ she says, frowning. ‘You’re hot. And interesting.’

‘I would definitely do this—’ I begin, but she cuts me off.

‘Do you want to come back to mine?’

I like it! It’s usually me asking this! I’m usually the only one of two people sitting at a table in a pub brave enough to actually make the move!

When we’re lying together in her bed, a little cold on top of the covers, and I’m wondering if she wants me to go home or if it would be rude for me to go home (an age-old dilemma!), I look at our bodies next to each other, and am struck by how different they are. Hers so much smaller than mine, a scar on her stomach from surgery as a child, the contours of her body less exaggerated, less defined than mine. She runs her hands over my body, from my breastbone down to my belly button and then down the side of my hip, the fingers that have felt inside me now exploring the outside.

‘You should do life modelling. Have you ever done it before?’

‘No, I haven’t,’ I say, smiling.

‘Why are you smiling like that?’ she says, her gentle hand now poking my side. ‘I’m serious!’

‘Is it, like, fully naked?’

‘Are you scared?’

‘No! It’s just … you don’t often get naked around people who aren’t enthusiastic enough about you to be having sex with you, you know?’

‘The students always say they prefer the bigger models to the skinny ones,’ she says, shrugging. ‘You should think about it.’

‘I’ll think about it. Don’t they get cold?’

‘We put a heater nearby so your bits don’t freeze.’

‘Well good, because I don’t know what I’d do without my bits,’ I say.

‘It would be a horrible loss to the world,’ she says, a little smirk of amusement dancing across her face.

‘Now I’m wondering if you actually fancy me or this is some kind of recruitment drive for life models,’ I say, narrowing my eyes at her suspiciously.

‘Of course I fancy you,’ she says, kissing me and climbing on top of me again, and I decide





Epilogue

‘It’s on!’ Alan calls from the living room, his loud, jovial voice booming through the house.

‘Coming!’ Mum says as she drains a wine bottle into a glass and I carry two back into the living room.

‘I was just telling Ivy about the Mohs scale of mineral hardness, how you assess different stones that are used in jewellery. Boring her, I imagine,’ Alan says, a twinkle in his eye.

‘No, it’s very interesting!’ Ivy says, and I can tell she really means it.

‘For you,’ I say, handing a drink to Kelly.

‘Where’s mine?’ Andrew asks.

‘You have legs, if you wanted one you could have gone and got yourself one.’

‘Fine,’ he huffs.

‘Shut up, you two!’ Mum says as she appears with drinks for Alan and Ivy.

Tilly told us we were on at the beginning, a recap on the ‘success stories’ of last season before this season starts. Obviously Mum decided this one had to be a group viewing event. The Girls are having a sleepover at Kelly’s parents’, and the rest of us are here. Mum, Alan, Andrew, Kelly, me, and Ivy.

‘Some viewers will remember the explosive reunion of Fran and Ivy who hadn’t seen each other since their break-up twelve years ago!’ The voice-over artist says, a little too enthusiastically for my liking, before it cuts to a clip of me storming off to the toilets. ‘But it turned out they weren’t such a bad match after all!’

‘Hi,’ we say in sync, which took about six goes to get right when we were filming it on my phone last month.

‘We wanted to say thank you for accidentally getting us back together!’ I say, before turning to Ivy.

‘Yeah, a lot has happened behind the scenes since the show but getting back with Fran has been the best thing that’s ever happened to me and I don’t know how it would have happened without you guys!’

‘Thanks, The Meet-Cute!’ we say, extremely cheesily, before it cuts to the next couple.

‘How lovely!’ says Alan.

‘Better than our last TV appearance, anyway,’ Ivy says drily. ‘But!’ she holds up a hand. ‘I wouldn’t change that for anything.’

‘Aaaah,’ Mum says, beaming at Ivy.

‘We got there in the end, didn’t we?’ I say, leaning my head on Ivy’s shoulder.

‘Yeah,’ Andrew says characteristically grumpily, ‘took you long enough. Anyway, I can’t believe you got us all over here for that. It was about twenty seconds long!’

‘Oh, stop complaining,’ Mum says, waving him away. ‘I thought it would be nice to have all of us in one place! It doesn’t happen often.’

‘I know,’ I say, ‘I’m sorry. Since I moved into Ivy’s we’ve been … nesting, you know?’

‘I’m not complaining! I was only saying, it doesn’t happen often.’

‘We should come over more,’ Ivy says, smiling. ‘After all, we couldn’t have done it without you, could we?’

‘I suppose not!’ Mum says, drawing herself up in her chair, full of pride. ‘I was right all along! I wanted you to meet someone nice and I got you to go on that TV programme and look what happened!’

‘You’re always right,’ Alan says fondly.

I reach over and squeeze Mum’s hand, because it’s easier than saying No, it’s more complicated than that. I wasn’t looking for a relationship. I wasn’t looking for anything. I wanted to live, and explore, and have fun. Ivy isn’t an admission of defeat, that all of that was wrong, that it wasn’t what I really wanted. She’s proof that even after twelve years and long relationships and sleeping around and trying things out, what I want is her. Not a relationship. Her. Only her. Always her.
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