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      For all the amazing women I’ve met, and those I haven’t, who battle with the dark days 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 1
            

          

        

      

      My name is Jenny Taylor but everyone calls me Fanny. I admit, it isn’t ideal being called Fanny on a day-to-day basis, but it could be worse. ‘It could be worse’ is my catchphrase. I have need for it a lot. I don’t have the best of luck. Take, for example, the reason I am called Fanny. When I was at school my classmates realised that if you said Jenny Taylor again and again very quickly, you got the word genitalia. For years I was called a creative array of private-part slang but it was Fanny that stuck. Thankfully. I wasn’t keen on Bald Man in a Boat. See. It could have been worse.

      So, my name is Jenny Taylor, or Fanny, and there’s not much else to say about me really. I’m quite unremarkable. If I rubbed a lamp and a smiling genie appeared offering me a wish, I wouldn’t say fame and fortune, I wouldn’t even say world peace. I would say, ‘Hello, genie, please could I just be happy for the rest of my days.’

      As an answer it hardly dazzles with ambition, does it? But happiness is important to me. It’s important to me because there was a time when I wasn’t very happy at all.

      I’ve got what is hilariously known as ‘a history of depression’. Phew. There, I’ve said it. I always feel like a bit of a failure when I admit that. I try not to. One in four women is affected by depression, apparently. I wonder whether they all get paranoid that people are thinking, Woah! She’s a freak! when they mention their depression too. I hope not. Philippa, my best friend, credits my father as the cause of my depression, because my father HATES me. Seriously, his favourite thing to say to me is, ‘Jenny, (tut) you’re so useless.’ By and large, he’s got a point, but it’s probably not the most empowering thing you can repeat to your child. So, my early years were a bit testing, and then my first experience of love was pretty grisly. I was wildly in love with this fella and he pooped on me from quite a terrific height. That’s when the depression kicked in. But that was years and years and years ago now.

      These days, I’m all about happiness. Happiness is so important to me that I have my own happiness manifesto pinned to the back of my bedroom door. It is pithily titled the Smiling Fanny Manifesto and was written by Philippa who had just seen a documentary on telly entitled Making Slough Happy. Basically, she pinched the main points that the psychologist people on the programme were making. The Smiling Fanny Manifesto, by Philippa Flemming, reads as follows:

      
         

        Fanny, you MUST do these tasks every day or I shall burn all your clothes!

        DAILY TASKS FOR FANNY

        
          
            
              	
                 

                1)  

              
              	
                 

                Phone a friend. You can always call me. Just say, ‘I am calling you because I have to tick it off my list.’ And then we can chat about the usual: what we shall name our future children, our top five sandwich fillings, what you would say to Robbie Williams if you bumped into him on the street.

              
            

            
              	
                2)  

              
              	
                Grow something – not like something different every day, just always have something growing, like a plant! (Mould on an old cup of tea doesn’t count!!!!)

              
            

            
              	
                3)  

              
              	
                Count your blessings – before bed you have to think of things from the day that were good and that you’re grateful for. One, very random, off the top of my head example could be ‘my best friend, Philippa’!!!

              
            

            
              	
                4)  

              
              	
                Have a face-to-face conversation with somebody. Skype doesn’t count, you actually have to leave the house – it could just be, ‘Lovely day, today, isn’t it? Do you know what the forecast is for tomorrow?’ to the man in the corner shop.

              
            

            
              	
                5)  

              
              	
                Give yourself a treat (doesn’t have to cost money – a nice bath, a trip to the charity shop to try out new outfits, that sort of thing).

              
            

            
              	
                6)  

              
              	
                Laugh – my favourite – see attached gift!!!

              
            

            
              	
                7)  

              
              	
                Exercise (can just be a ten-minute walk round the block).

              
            

            
              	
                8)  

              
              	
                Smile or say hello to a stranger (has to be a different person to number 4).

              
            

            
              	
                9)  

              
              	
                Do a kind deed – either helping someone or going out of your way to be nice to someone.

              
            

            
              	
                10)  

              
              	
                Watch no more than two hours of telly a day.

              
            

          

        

      

      There are two things you can tell about Philippa from reading this, one is that she is a slave to the motto ‘why use a full stop when you can use 6,000 exclamation marks instead’, and two is that she is the best friend a girl could ever, ever, ever (and on ad infinitum) wish for. The gift she mentioned was three DVDs of my favourite stand-up comedians doing live routines.

      Now, I love the Smiling Fanny Manifesto. Not only has it kept the dark days at bay but it has also led me to meet some wonderful/terrifying/magical/totally maverick people and on many occasions have wonderful/terrifying/magical/totally maverick adventures. The only slight hiccup about the Smiling Fanny Manifesto is that basically it is ten things that have to be done every day, so it can be rather exhausting. Fairly regularly I can be found at two in the morning (after careful consideration we decided that in the case of the Smiling Fanny Manifesto the day should end when I go to sleep, rather than at midnight) grinning manically at random people, desperately trying to engage them in conversation or shrieking, ‘Please, can I help you with something! By that I don’t mean sexual favours!’

      I met my flatmate, Al, in this way. It was by the chip van, Posh Nosh, which sits outside Tiddlies, Tiddlesbury’s one and only nightclub. Arty, the Posh Nosh chef, was making my cheesy chips and beans. I was keeping an eye on him. It’s very important the salt and vinegar go on the chips and then the beans go on top of that and then the cheese on top of that. No other variable works. So I was calmly averting cheesy-chip-and-bean catastrophe when I noticed this strange-looking bloke standing next to me. He looked to be about six foot five with long reddish hair that didn’t so much hang as float like a cloud about his head. He was reading the menu and rubbing his chin.

      ‘Can I help you make a decision?’ I asked him gleefully. I quite often sound gleeful when I’m asking people if they need help, especially in the early hours. It’s something I need to work on.

      ‘Ermmmmm,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Oooh, no, the beans next, please, Arty,’ I hyperventilated.

      ‘Ermmmm,’ the strange-looking fellow mumbled again.

      ‘You’re going to have a lamb doner.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Blokes always do this.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Fanny about for ages looking at the menu and then order a lamb doner with extra garlic sauce.’

      Arty, who was now sprinkling cheese on my chips, smiled.

      ‘Am I not right?’

      ‘She’s right.’

      ‘Please can I have a small blob of barbeque sauce on the side for dunking?’ I asked. It never lets you down.

      ‘I’ll have a lamb doner.’

      ‘See?’

      ‘I don’t think I was going to, I think you mind-tricked me into it.’

      ‘We do a lot of that in Tiddlesbury.’

      ‘Are you from here?’

      ‘Well, I went to school here. I grew up a few miles away, and then I moved here when I was eighteen. It was London, Edinburgh or Tiddlesbury. What about you?’

      ‘I moved here today.’

      ‘Welcome. Will you be doing the open-top bus tour tomorrow?’

      ‘Is there a…?’

      ‘No, I was joking.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘But me and my best friend Philippa can show you round if you like.’

      ‘Oh, er, great, really, wow, thank you.’

      That’s tomorrow’s good deed sorted. Tidy.

      ‘I would introduce you to Philippa now, but…’ I turned my head to the right, towards the nightclub rubbish bins. Philippa was behind them, snogging the bloke who worked on the cooked meats counter in the supermarket. She likes to end the evening with a little snog. ‘Er, she’s a bit busy at the moment.’

      ‘Are you sure you don’t mind showing me round?’

      ‘No, not at all, meet you here at five. Wear comfortable shoes and bring money for sundry spending. What’s your name?’

      ‘Al. You?’

      ‘Jenny. But everyone calls me Fanny. Welcome to Tiddlesbury.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      And with that I left him to his lamb doner. Not knowing that five days later I was going to move out of Philippa’s dad’s house and into the spare room of his flat, which is where I still live, which is where I am at this very moment, lying in bed listening to him clanking and crashing about in the kitchen. He calls it cooking. Quite often he gets up before work to do it. This morning he’s baking a cake. I think it’s some phenomenal chocolate extravaganza. The aroma reaching me is sweet, it’s making my tummy gurgle and my mouth fill up with saliva, something that doesn’t happen when he’s up early making duck ragout.

      So the Smiling Fanny Manifesto has shaped most of my life up to this point. In fact, I dread to think where I’d be without it.

      ‘Fan!’ It’s Al, tapping on my door.

      ‘Come in,’ I call.

      ‘Fanny, Fanny,’ Al swings open the door and lunges onto my bed. He’s dressed in his acid house smiley face boxers, his towelling dressing gown with the missing belt that barely reaches his knee, and he is covered in a considerable dusting of flour. He’s holding a small plate on which sits a massive slab of chocolate cake.

      ‘Fanny, I nailed it.’

      ‘What did you nail?’

      ‘Nigella’s chocolate cake,’ he informs me proudly.

      ‘Ooh, that could be misconstrued.’

      ‘Eat up your breakfast,’ he says placing the plate on my duvet-covered lap. I beam. If there’s ever an early indication that the day is going to be a cracker, it’s chocolate cake for breakfast. Ooh, I’ll say that again. Chocolate. I love the stuff. I tuck in greedily. Al observes me, a contented smile on his face. He really is watching me very closely. I stop chewing and eye him suspiciously.

      ‘Are you looking at my man moustache?’ I ask.

      ‘You what?’

      ‘My man-tache,’ I say, sadly stroking the downy fur above my top lip. It’s all I can see when I look in the mirror at the moment.

      ‘Fan, you haven’t got a moustache.’

      God, I love Al. He is utterly and completely lovely. Although he is rather huge and scary looking. Seriously, if he followed you home you’d poop a brick, I must have been off my knockers that night to have started talking to him by the chip van. Aside from being the tallest man I’ve ever met and having hair like flaming candy floss, the only other striking thing about him is a nearly permanent bruise on his forehead from constantly being hit in the head by lampshades. He’s kind, thoughtful, loyal as a puppy but he does work for the council so is prone to moan. Oh, and he’s also remarkably good in bed for one so clumsy. I have first-hand experience of this because I’ve slept with him once. All right, eleven times. OK, it might have been nearer fifteen. But it was during that incredibly cold spell the year before last and our heating had broken down and I hadn’t had sex for about a billion years, so you can hardly blame me. But please don’t think I’m a floozy. I’m depressingly far from it. I’ve only slept with three people and I’m twenty-seven. It’s a source of endless disappointment.

      ‘Uh, oh, my God, this cake is amazing,’ I moan.

      ‘I never thought I’d nail Nigella’s chocolate cake,’ he purrs.

      ‘Please, I’m getting a picture.’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind —’

      ‘Change subject now,’ I say putting a hand up. ‘Right, now, Al, I need your honest opinion. You see, I’ve dyed it blonde…’

      Al looks at me blankly.

      ‘My man-tache,’ I hiss. ‘Don’t you think it looks weirder now? Like a golden guinea pig? I can see it out of the corner of my eye.’ I squeeze one eye closed, look down with the other and stick my lip out to prove my point. ‘I don’t know whether to cream it, or wax it or what. It’s a —’ I’m stopped short in my conjecturing by my mobile ringing on my bedside table. ‘Someone’s up early,’ I say, picking it up. I see my old home number. ‘Oh, no, it’s my dad,’ I whisper, a familiar tight knot forming in my chest.

      Wow, that’s quickly felled my early morning chocolate high. I haven’t spoken to my parents for weeks. It could be well over a month. We don’t have the best bond. It’s complicated, as they say.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Jenny! Oh, oh, dear. Jenny, I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you later!’

      The phone goes dead.

      It wasn’t my father at all. It was my mother. And this is very, very strange.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 2
            

          

        

      

      ‘Arrrrggghhhhhhhhhh!’ I scream like I’m experiencing some very intimate depilation. ‘Arrrrggghhhhh!’

      ‘Fan, should I be concerned?’ Al yells, banging on the bathroom door.

      ‘No, I’m all right,’ I shout over the shower.

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve just had a lot of sugar this morning and my mum called and uttered the dreaded words “see you later”. Arrrrggghhhhhhhhhh!’

      ‘Fair dos, Fan, fair dos.’

      This isn’t an unusual reaction to a potential parental visit. I try to see Mum and Dad as little as possible. I realised a long time ago that it’s kinder on my mental health not to see them too much. There’s only so many times I can hear my father ask, ‘Have you achieved anything since we last saw you, Jenny? Have you found anyone to marry you? No? And why doesn’t that surprise me?’ It’s also kinder on my liver, because I normally need an entire bottle of wine and a DVD of something very, very funny to recover from a parental sighting.

      ‘Arrrrggghhhhhhhhhh!’

      Growls in the shower are very cathartic. Although it’s unusual for me to need them on a Friday. I love a Friday, me. People smile on Fridays, something they tend not to do on any other weekday. But the best thing about Friday is something called Fashion Friday, which Philippa invented. Every Friday at 8 a.m. on the dot, Philippa and I take it in turns to text each other with a dress code for the day. At first the texts would say ‘floral’ or ‘gothic’ but over the years they’ve got more and more extreme. Last week was ‘Rainy Ladies’ Day at Ascot’, the week before was ‘Yoga Teacher with Penchant for Tantric Sex’. We live in Tiddlesbury, a small town in the middle of England, so we need all the excitement we can get.

      ‘Arrrrggghhhhhhhhhh!’

      The bathroom clock says 7.57. That will have to be my last growl. I climb out of the shower and into a bathrobe, and then I perform my first daily act of the Smiling Fanny Manifesto. I water Matilda, my plant.

      ‘Morning, beautiful,’ I say, because there is a school of thought that believes talking to plants helps them grow and, if you ask me, this school of thought is onto something because Matilda is practically the size of a fully grown cow. She used to live in the lounge but there was nowhere she could be without blocking a doorway or the view of the telly. So now she resides here, in the bathroom. We had to take out the free-standing set of drawers to accommodate her, which was a shame. You don’t get much back on the conversation front with old Matilda so I don’t go overboard. I just like to leave her with these few uplifting words. If someone was only going to say just two words to me a day, I’d be happy with ‘morning, beautiful’.

      I wander back into my room. I sit on the bed, place my mobile phone on my lap and await the Fashion Friday instructions. I pick up my book, planning to grab a few minutes reading prior to the arrival of Philippa’s orders. The book I am reading at the moment is brilliant. It’s about a woman called Rosie who’s thirty and has her own drive-time radio show; yes, she’s very cool is Rosie, although she does keep accidentally making libellous statements on air, so I’m a bit worried about her job, and her relationship too, actually. She goes out with this lovely bloke who is in a soap opera but she’s ballsing it up with him because she’s desperate for him to propose. I’ve barely been able to put the book down, but this morning, before I’ve even started to absorb the words, I’m looking out of the window and blowing breath through my lips like a horse. Have I forgotten that I was supposed to be meeting my parents later? No. Definitely not. I know this because Matt, my boyfriend, is taking me somewhere special tonight on a date. I definitely wouldn’t have double-booked. I breathe out through my lips again. My mother calling is very strange. My mother never even uses the phone. My father has always been funny about her using the phone. He didn’t like her answering it, and he used to scrutinise the monthly itemised bills, quizzing her about her calls. As a result she stopped using it. All of which makes my mother calling today so extraordinary. See you later, she said. She definitely said it. I wouldn’t mind seeing my mum later. My mum is nowhere near as ghastly as my dad. On the whole we got on well together when I lived at home, although we haven’t been as close since I left. But I have some nice memories of her from my childhood. She tried as best she could to stand up for me against my dad, she made the best roast chicken and shepherd’s pie you’ll ever taste and on Thursday nights when Dad played squash and we had the telly to ourselves we’d sit laughing at Only Fools and Horses together. But my dad hates her going anywhere without him, so if I’m seeing my mum today it means I’ll be seeing him too.

      My mobile phone vibrates with a text. I gasp as I always do. It’s 8 a.m. It’s today’s dress code from Philippa.

      
         

        Friday Fashion this week is… Dinner ladies!

      

      It’s a wind-up. At least I hope it’s a wind-up. Philippa is peeved that I’m going out with Matt tonight. Normally Matt spends Friday night having beers and a curry with his workmates, so Philippa and I go out together. However, much as she’d love me to go out on my hot date this evening dressed as a dinner lady, she will also be going out later too, to our favourite club night, Bomber. Philippa will definitely be intending to pull and even Philippa would find it hard to pull dressed as a dinner lady. She’d get mistaken for a cleaner. She’d get asked to sort out a mess in the toilets. I keep hold of the phone, waiting for the next, more glamorous, option. Ah, here we are.

      
         

        As if! Fashion Friday this week is… The Child of Destiny!! xxx

      

      I text quickly back.

      
         

        Nice! Xxx

      

      The Child of Destiny is what Philippa and I call the esteemed girl band Destiny’s Child. We love Destiny’s Child and have since school.

      I hop out of bed and scan my room hoping for inspiration. I love my room, but it is crammed to the point of probable pain with clothes; most purchased from charity shops, some donated to me and a few special items bought new from proper shops or websites. Clothes cover the entire room and are colour-coded, creating a pleasant, trippy rainbow effect. Behind the clothes my walls are pale pink woodchip but only I know that. I tidied last night. I always tidy on Thursday because every Friday the room gets massacred when I have to come up with an outfit and be at work by 8.45. As is happening now. I’m already in the silver corner and have thrown some possibilities onto the bed. It may sound extreme that I have so many clothes, and it may well be. But Philippa’s the same. So at least I have company in the realms of extremity. This is why we introduced Fashion Friday, so we could get the chance to air some of our more outlandish purchases without having to wait for, say, a special occasion or a fancy dress party.

      The third dress I try on is the one. A long-sleeved minidress, in pewter sequins. It’s tight on the bottom and baggier on the top, which is ideal because I work in a doctor’s surgery and people mainly see the top part of me as I sit behind the front desk. I stand and look at myself in the mirror. And then I sigh. Some days, it’s just hard to look in the mirror. Today is evidently one of them. Although that might be because thinking about my father makes my eyes droop and my mouth set to a frown, the combination of which doesn’t create the prettiest face.

      ‘Come on, JT, it could be worse,’ I say to my reflection, forcing a little smile. ‘That’s better.’

      I don’t want to feel glum about how I look. I’ve got this face and body for my whole life. I may as well make some sort of peace with them. And I definitely look a lot better than I used to. When I was a child people would say that I was funny looking. They weren’t wrong. I’ve got the pictures to prove it. I had big sticking-out ears, with a huge mouth and long limbs, which I couldn’t quite control and which meant I was always knocking into people and things, something that infuriated my father. Nowadays, I don’t look like the girl I used to. No one’s called me funny looking, at least not to my face, for years. Although, once you’ve been called funny looking you always feel a bit funny looking, to be honest. Maybe that’s why I love clothes so much. And dying my hair, I’m a big fan of that too. Maybe it’s just to disguise the fact that beneath it all I’m just a funny-looking gangly girl who had her ears pinned back. Who knows? Bit of a morbid thought that.

      Moving on. My hair is a mousy brown colour, or it was when I last looked, seven years ago. Right now, it’s a raspberry red colour in a fifties-style bob with a little fringe. I have slim legs. Yay. But no waist to speak of. Boo. And one of my small breasts is obviously bigger than the other. Apart from that, I have brown eyes and, although I still have a big mouth, I don’t really mind much any more. Sometimes people tell me that they like my lovely big smile, and I love hearing that so much. No, I don’t mind my mouth, it’s useful for talking and eating too, both of which I do a lot of, and it’s useful for other things, if you know what I mean, which I do a fair bit of too, now I have a boyfriend. So I can’t be a complete minger because my Matt is buff. Happy days.

      Or at least today would feel like a happy day if I didn’t have this nagging suspicion that my mother and father are going to make a surprise visit. And if there’s one thing I know about my father it’s that he won’t be impressed by my pewter sequin minidress and will tell me at passionate length why not. Urgh. Stop thinking about your dad, Jenny. Think about your boyfriend. That’s much more fun.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 3
            

          

        

      

      I don’t know whether it’s me being oversensitive but I think that people often look surprised when they learn that I have a boyfriend. They can’t be as surprised as I am. Matthew Parry is his name. Jenny Parry. Jenny Parry. Not that he’s proposed. But it’s been a year, so you never know. Jenny Parry. No genital connotations at all. A fact that never fails to make me smile. Not only is he six foot two with sandy blond hair, he goes to the gym and hence has arm muscles. But he’s also driven. Yep, driven. He works for a big finance company, and is tipped to be a partner. I know! And he’s mine. He has just taken up golf though, which proves that you can’t have everything.

      If it wasn’t for the Smiling Fanny Manifesto we would never have met. Although it wasn’t what you’d term a romantic first meeting. You’d have been forgiven for not noticing the fervent sexual chemistry, what with him threatening to call the police on me.

      I should first explain that although point nine on the Smiling Fanny Manifesto is without a doubt the point that brings the most joy into my life, it is also by far the point on the list that is the biggest pain in the bottom. There are 365 days in a year. I’ve been following these rules for over six years. I’ve done over 2,000 good deeds. Over 2,000 good deeds. Day in, day out, with no vacations, I have to find a way to help someone. Hence, I always keep a stash of pretty notelets in my handbag so I can write a kind, anonymous note for a stranger should the situation arise. I love note writing. I love the thought of a slightly insecure-looking pretty young girl coming home and finding a card in her bag telling her that she looked beautiful tonight in that pink jumper, and that all the boys were clocking her twice and all the girls wanted to look as good as her. Recently Philippa and I have even tried setting people up with our note giving.

      Anyway, back to the first time I met Matt. It was one Friday evening and, contrary to his usual practice, Matt wasn’t having beers and a curry with his workmates, he was in a pub in Nunstone. Now, Nunstone is a small town that lies seven miles from, and bears an uncanny similarity to, Tiddlesbury. Like Tiddlesbury it has:

      
        
          
            
              	
                 

                1)  

              
              	
                 

                a church that no one goes to

              
            

            
              	
                2)  

              
              	
                a doctor’s surgery that everyone goes to
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                six estate agents, all next door to each other
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                an underlying drug problem
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                no less than five charity shops
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                seven pubs, three of which serve Thai food
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                a kebab shop which claims it’s a Turkish restaurant

              
            

            
              	
                8)  

              
              	
                a nightclub where someone was once stabbed.

              
            

          

        

      

      Philippa and I go out in Nunstone on the first Friday of every month, as she will be doing tonight, because its nightclub, Original Sin, hosts a night called Bomber where Jägerbombs are half price. Philippa and I love the Jägerbomb. A shot of Jägermeister dropped into a small glass of Red Bull is the perfect nightclub beverage. It’s quick to drink, meaning you’re hands free on the dance floor, you don’t consume too much liquid so reduce the need to visit Original Sin’s terrifying toilets and it doesn’t make your mouth smell manky like wine, or make you feel as though an HGV has crashed into your head the next day like wine also does. I’m digressing, Jägerbombs make me do that. Back to the story.

      Philippa and I were in Nunstone, having a drink in Nunstone’s premier (premier because it’s the only one) gastropub before we went to Bomber. As it was a Friday we were dressed as ‘Air Hostesses Who Work for a Budget Airline’. We were dressed as air hostesses largely because we’d found two matching military-style jackets in a charity shop and thought if we teamed these with miniskirts, high heels and a lot of Jägermeister we might pull.

      So there we are in Nunstone’s premier gastropub, dressed as air hostesses and scanning the room for a suitable person on whom to bestow a well-meaning note.

      ‘Her!’ hissed Philippa, leaning over the table and tapping me on the arm with a pointed finger and then using the same finger to draw my attention to a pretty girl sitting opposite a handsome young sandy-haired man.

      ‘Oh.’ I sighed. ‘Oh, the poor thing.’

      She was probably my age and was wearing a lovely flowered shirt-dress. She was exquisite, her skin was creamy and unblemished and her hair was thick and chestnutty with what looked like a natural wave in it. But I didn’t even have natural-wave envy because the poor girl didn’t look at all happy. Her eyes were heavy and her mouth turned down. She reminded me of me before the Smiling Fanny Manifesto. I shivered a little, remembering the scared me at eighteen who would cry in Philippa’s spare room and didn’t like to leave the house.

      ‘Philippa, you do know that every night you’re my first blessing, don’t you?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Cool.’

      ‘So what we going to write?’

      ‘I might write out the Smiling Fanny Manifesto for her.’

      ‘Nice,’ said Philippa with a smile. ‘I hereby lend you the copyright.’

      ‘Much obliged.’

      So I went into my bag. I call it a bag, because that’s what girls do, however, holdall might be more appropriate given the size of it. Another byproduct of point nine on the Smiling Fanny Manifesto is the amount of ‘might come in handy for helping people stuff’ (some might call it crap) I constantly carry around. I don’t leave home without painkillers, plasters, a local map, pens, two macs in sacs, sweets, mints, gum, bottle opener, and, my pièce de résistance, an array of pretty stationery. I pulled out a small postcard I’d been carrying around for months and on it I wrote,

      
        
           

          Hello, you don’t look very happy and I hope you’re not offended but this might help. My best friend wrote this for me when I was down. It’s called the Smiling Manifesto, I’ve been doing all the tasks now, daily, for years, and it really helped me. If you don’t want it, you might know someone else who could use it.

        

      

      I then somehow managed to cram all ten points onto it. Towards the bottom my writing had gone from beyond minuscule to that which might well be deciphered with only a microscope. Anyway, I managed it, whether or not she’d be able to read it or not, I didn’t know.

      Philippa and I finished our drinks and stood up. We had to hurry because they started charging on the door of the club in a minute. We didn’t even need to discuss the next bit, we’d been perfecting it for years. She got up from the table and walked over to where the pretty girl was sitting with her boyfriend on the banquette. I followed. I saw that the girl’s bag (also a holdall) was nestled next to her, open and waiting for me to slip the letter in. This would be easy.

      ‘Am I being stupid?’ Philippa started while I hovered next to the pretty girl’s bag. ‘I can’t find the loos in here.’

      ‘Oh,’ the unhappy girl starts. I lean down to drop the card into her bag. Seamless.

      ‘Oi! Oi!’ Sandy-coloured-hair man shouts, getting quickly to his feet. ‘What are you doing with her bag?’ He challenged us. We stared back, open mouthed, we’d never been caught before. I couldn’t help but be impressed and I found myself thinking how nice it would be to have someone watching out for me in that way. A wingman. I had a wingwoman, of course. I had the best wingwoman in the world in Philippa. But as this handsome man leapt to his feet I couldn’t help but feel a longing for a man who cared for and wanted to protect me too. I was getting those urges a lot at that time. I suppose I was lonely for love. He’s gallant, I thought, and it struck me that gallant wasn’t a word that got used much any more. In Nunstone, anyway.

      ‘It’s the oldest trick in the book that, “Where’s the toilet?” distraction. Thieves! Thieves!’ he shouted. ‘I’m calling the police!’

      Now, I would like to say here, in my defence, that I didn’t start the laughing. It was Philippa. She always starts the laughing. She’s been like this since school. We’d be hauled into the headmaster’s office for causing some sort of uncool ruckus like trying to smoke oregano and setting off the smoke alarm. We’d be sheepishly receiving a bollocking when I’d notice, out of the corner of my eye, that Philippa was silently rocking back and forward. Uncontrollable laughter always starts with silent rocking and once it starts, it generally takes around four and a half seconds for me to be laughing too. I am powerless to keep a straight face once Philippa starts with the silent rocking.

      So the sandy-haired gallant bloke mentions the police and Philippa starts doing some really rather dynamic rocking.

      ‘Check your bag! Check your bag!’ he’s shouting now, and jumping from foot to foot. ‘I thought air hostesses were well paid!’

      Four and a half seconds are up. Philippa snorts. I have to sit down, the laughs come so hard. A barman comes over. The girl simply sits quietly squinting at the card.

      ‘It’s all right, Matt, they didn’t take anything. They left me a note. Let’s go.’

      ‘Left you a note?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What’s it about?’

      ‘Just a girly note. Saying they like my dress.’

      Sandy-haired man shakes his head as though he’s never heard anything so ridiculous. The pretty girl nearly smiles but not quite. Philippa and I nod to each other and head for the door.

      I had absolutely no idea that six months later sandy-haired man would have seen me naked. Mind you, there would be a few more fateful meetings before we got to that point.

      Don’t whatever you do get Philippa talking about my meeting Matt. She doesn’t think Matt’s right for me. She thinks that because cherubs didn’t appear and fireworks didn’t start flying out of my bottom the first time I met him, he’s not The One. She says, ‘If he doesn’t make your bits twitch then you’re banging a square peg in a round hole.’ She talks about bit-twitching a lot.

      It’s strange. My best friend Philippa is the wisest person I know. Her father is a doctor in Tiddlesbury and her mum lives in America and is a life coach/sexual therapist (it actually says that on her business cards), and Philippa herself works for the local paper, so she knows practically everything about everything. She delivers top-notch advice on a whole range of subjects, but bless her, she hasn’t got a clue about love. She thinks it exists like it does in a romance novel or a film starring Hugh Grant or Sandra Bullock, she believes that it’s possible to totally gel with another person and exist in an unpoppable bubble of bliss with them. I know. Ridiculous.

      But I love having a boyfriend. I really do. Matt’s my first ever boyfriend, which is a bit embarrassing. But it could be worse, I got there in the end. And at least thinking about him stopped me dwelling on my father, as I carried on getting ready for work.
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      I work at the doctor’s surgery. That’s not the sexiest of sentences, is it? I’m head of reception at the local GP. It just isn’t saucy. It just isn’t true either. I mean basically I am head of reception, on account of the fact that the other receptionist is Marge, who dodges anything that can be construed as work. But I’m not head of reception officially. Essentially I’m head of reception in all but title and pay. It’s not ideal. But I’m pretty sure it could be worse.

      I love my job, a fact that surprises people. What? You spend your days with grumpy, ill people! they exclaim. But that’s what I like about it. I’m never happier than when the waiting room is full of sick, miserable people. And then guess what I do with them? I make them laugh. It’s not generally me that does it, it’s more my extensive selection of comedy DVDs and the surgery telly that does the hard work. They come in looking the epitome of doom. That’s the thing about illness, it can be pretty miserable. I mean some of them are literally dying. Now, I can’t be 100 per cent certain because I’ve never done a formal study on the subject, but it’s my belief that people don’t want to spend their last days, or months, or years being miserable, thinking, I’m going to die. I think they’d much rather watch Miranda or Friends or Only Fools and Horses. Actually I should qualify that, I’m sure they’d much rather be driving around California in a convertible or sipping rum punch on a Caribbean island but as circumstances have them stuck in Tiddlesbury at the doctor’s surgery, the first series of Ab Fab is what they’re getting, or at least it’s what they’re getting today.

      I have been at work for over two hours and so far no signs of any surprise visits by my father, the arse. Thank goodness. In fact, all is as it normally is. Which means we have been ferociously busy and I have been sneakily opening my drawer, whenever things calm down, in order to read a page or two of my book. (Rosie’s actor boyfriend, Max Read – Rosie Read! I know, I so hope it works out for her – is lush. He could well make my list of favourite fictional boyfriends. Although, Rosie is getting more and more loopy as she tries to wangle a ring out of him, and I’m a bit worried she’s going to cop off with her handsome work colleague.) There’s also a box of Lindt truffles in my drawer which I purchased on my way to work. It means that my chocolate quotient for the day will be pretty extreme, what with the cake I had for breakfast. But I operate a strict ‘I am allowed all the treats I want’ policy on days when I might see my dad. I haven’t told Marge about the truffles yet. I’ll share them with her in a little while, but I’ll just sneak a few for myself first. She gets on automatic pilot with sweet treats and before you know it she says, ‘Here, Fan, you have the last one.’ It can be quite devastating. Oh, and because it’s a standard day at the surgery, Marge hasn’t offered to make the tea. Marge never makes the tea. Don’t get me started about Marge not making the tea.

      Marge is quite frankly astonishing. She is thirty-seven and seventeen stone. But she is entirely happy with her shape. In fact she’s so happy with her shape that she might be taking part in a BBC documentary about the larger woman. Although when I say BBC I mean BBC Three, and when I say documentary, I mean a programme called I Like ’Em Big. We had a film crew here a while back filming Marge for a pilot. Although when I say film crew I mean one disgruntled bloke called Dave with a video camera, on what I now refer to as The Day When Marge Turned Into Liz Taylor. Marge has a pretty face, a jolly demeanour and she always wears very bright colours in patterns that I sometimes worry could harm epileptics. I am very fond of Marge, I just wish she’d make the tea more often and take it a bit easier on my Lindt truffles. Mind you, you have to be fond of Marge really because she belongs to the hardest family of criminals that we have in Tiddlesbury. I think there’s a game you can play where you can match any illegal drug found in Nunstone or Tiddlesbury back to a member of Marge’s family. She is in bit-twitching love with a fellow called Tim. He’s dodgy. He is in house clearance, but not the sort of house clearance that has been authorised, if you know what I mean. He is about my age, I think, and from what Marge says he is the handsomest man that ever sperm created. I have never met Tim, although I know a lot of intimate details about the man that I very much wish I didn’t. They have just bought a house together. Something else I know a lot about.

      So, basically, I sit next to Marge on the reception of Tiddlesbury surgery trying to marshal the sick whilst she tells me about the tiles in her new bathroom and where Tim puts his finger when she is climaxing. But it’s not a bad place to work. I am quite content here. We can’t all be superstars, after all, and I really do like a lot of the patients, most of whom are OAPs. I am a bit of a hit amongst the elderly, if I do say so myself. If I ever had need to summon an army, it would consist almost entirely of ailing but wily octogenarians, and would, I predict, be pretty terrifying for the opposition. The army would most probably be led by my favourite patient, Doris, who’s just walking in now.

      ‘Ooh, sparkles today, Fanny!’ She smiles when she sees me.

      ‘Morning, Doris.’ I smile back.

      You can’t not smile when Doris is about. She’s at least eighty, barely five foot, with the biggest knockers you’ve ever seen in your life, and I’ve never seen her anything but exquisitely turned out. Face powdered, mouth lipsticked, old-fashioned stockings with a perfectly placed seam down the back, neat suit over a soft-looking jumper (whatever the weather). But despite her immaculate appearance she very often has the mouth of an aggrieved builder and she loves a party. I adore her. Everyone adores Doris. Doris is the grandmother of the man who pooped on me from a great height when I was younger. It’s a shame Doris’ big heart didn’t rub off on him – a great shame, actually. I would love to be Doris’ granddaughter-in-law. Doris doesn’t know about her grandson’s pooping – Doris holds her Little Stevie on a bit of a pedestal and I think she’d be upset if I pushed him off it.

      ‘Have you heard?’ she says excitedly, approaching the desk.

      ‘What about?’ I grin.

      ‘A man’s moving into Rose Cottage. He’s a lone writer apparently,’ she chatters. ‘It sounds like the start of one of those books you read, Fanny, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Oh, yes, we did hear that,’ I say. That’s the other thing about working at the surgery. It’s marvellous for gossip and as Rose Cottage is the most beautiful house in Tiddlesbury, there’s no way someone could have moved in there without Marge and I being fully and repeatedly informed.

      ‘I’m in to see Dr Flemming,’ she says. ‘But I thought I’d pop in a bit early to see my favourite girl.’

      ‘So, how have you been, my lovely?’ I ask her.

      ‘Well, just the one funeral this week. Bloody dreadful. Don’t know what the family were thinking,’ Doris says, sitting down and getting comfortable. She’s off. Once Doris is off there’s no stopping her. Her funeral tirade is passionate and frequent. She’s terribly disappointed with the nature of funerals at the moment. She says that once you’re in your eighties they’re the only parties you get invited to.

      ‘There was no booze! Fanny! Not a sniff of the stuff. Mildred had her first sherry at eleven every morning, and yet her family didn’t lay on any booze at her funeral. And they weren’t short of a bob or two, Fanny.’

      ‘Oh, no, Doris. What did you do?’

      ‘Well, I had my hip flask with me. It’s happened to me before, you see, so I was prepared. But anyway, it got me thinking. When I go, I want a party. A big bash. The bigger the better. I want everyone legless, dancing till dawn to Rod Stewart, oh, that man, Fanny, I could wear him out. I want pork pies, proper ham sandwiches. Cheap fizz and port to drink. No beer, Fanny, I don’t care what the men say, it makes them fart. I want a right old knees-up.’

      ‘Will you have a dress code?’ I ask. I love a dress code.

      ‘Ohhhh.’ Doris nods. ‘Oh, yes, let me think…’ She purses her lips and furrows her brow. She really is giving the dress code a lot of consideration.

      Marge utilises the break in Doris’ narrative to sigh loudly. Uh oh. I think I know what’s coming.

      ‘Oh, I’d love a cup of tea,’ she says, in her wistful ‘I’ve never had a cup of tea in my life’ way.

      Here we go. The bane of my working life. This is Marge’s first Get Jenny To Make the Tea Tactic. It will be followed in a few moments by some excuse as to why she can’t get up and put the kettle on.

      ‘My back’s twinging again, otherwise I’d get up and make us both a nice cup of tea now. Ooh.’ The ‘ooh’ comes with a pained wince. ‘It is sore. Hmmm,’ she whimpers as though she’s in agony. ‘Ow,’ she adds for good measure.

      And that’s as much as I can take. I stand up. I know. I’m weak. I’m a walkover. I always end up making the tea.

      ‘Here, I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ I say. I get my phone and my book out of my drawer, take her mug and head to the kitchen.

      ‘Oh, Fanny, thank you,’ she says, as though I’ve just saved her from a burning building.

      Once in the kitchen I turn the radio and the kettle on and then lean over the counter and try and get a few pages of my book in before the kettle boils. A Rihanna song comes on air. I am just having a little attempt at a Rihanna grind, when Marge pokes her face round the door. I freeze, bottom sticking out, book in hand.

      ‘I love this song,’ I say by way of explanation.

      ‘I can see,’ she says. ‘There’s a woman asking for you.’

      She disappears. We can’t both be away from the front desk. I pop back into the waiting room but I can’t see any woman there who might be waiting for me.

      ‘She went outside,’ Marge informs me.

      I open the surgery doors and peek my head out into the street.

      Blimey. A big bundle of blimey, in fact. There standing on the pavement, surrounded by an awful lot of luggage, is my mother. Absolutely no sign of my father at all. Just Mum, a bit thinner than normal, her long, blue, buttoned-at-the-front skirt and pink cardigan look slightly too big for her. Her light brown hair hangs unbrushed to her shoulders and her eyes look both tired and wired.

      ‘Where’s Dad?’

      ‘Work, I suppose. Or with his lover, perhaps.’

      ‘Dad’s got a lover?’ I whisper.

      ‘Yes, and I’ve come to stay with you, I thought we could have a bit of fun.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Fun.’ She lifts her shoulders towards her ears and smiles. ‘And chats. There’s so much we need to talk about. Can I stay with you?’

      I stand staring at her with my mouth open. Fun and chats? Has she lost the plot?

      ‘But… but… I live above a shop. In Tiddlesbury.’

      ‘Do you mind if I stay?’

      ‘Well. No, course not. But… but…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Well, what about your work?’

      My mum works for a charity. She’s a tremendous fundraiser for a local hospice.

      ‘I’ve handed my role to someone else. I need some me time. Now, can I leave these bags with you? I need to get me a haircut.’

      The whole notion of reality seems to be spinning on its head.

      ‘OK.’

      ‘Brilliant. I’ll do that first. Can’t have fun with my hair like this, can I?’

      I shake my head. She’s got a point.

      ‘See you in a few hours, probably. I need a colour.’

      And with that she’s off, and I think she might have just skipped a little down the street. It’s not even lunchtime and the day has careered into weird. Two suitcases and a rucksack! How long is she intending to stay? My father has a lover and Mum’s come to stay with me. My father has a lover and my mum’s come to stay with me. Even when I repeat it in my head it still sounds unbelievable. I put the rucksack on my back and haul the suitcases into the surgery. My father has a lover and my mother’s come to stay with me. Nope, still weird.

      ‘What on earth?’ Marge exclaims as soon as she sees me.

      ‘Don’t ask,’ I say, humping the bags to the kitchen.

      Alone for a moment, I close my eyes. My body shivers and there’s a fluttering behind my eyes that makes me feel like I want cry. I have to help my mother at this time. Obviously I do. However, I wish this wasn’t happening. I like my life as it is, as it was, separate from my parents, separate from my past.
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      Mum’s only had her hair cut like Victoria Beckham. And that’s not all. Oh, no. Oh ho, oh no. She’s also dyed it blonde. Blonde. She’s fifty-four. Which I know isn’t ancient but I would say is bit old to opt for a blonde Victoria Beckham bob. It actually doesn’t look bad. But she’s not my mother. The woman in my flat at this precise moment cannot be my mother. My mother wears practical clothes, more often than not with an apron over the top because she’s cooking, and she never does anything with her hair, let alone sexy styling. She’s having a midlife. And she’s staying with me. Help.

      ‘Um, so, when did you find out?’ I ask, sitting myself at the kitchen table. Mum’s looking in the fridge.

      ‘You don’t have any wine open, do you?’

      Definitely a midlife. My mother only drinks with dinner. On Saturdays. It’s 4.30 on Friday afternoon. Even I’d wait until 6 p.m. Well, maybe 5.30.

      ‘I think there’s a bottle of wine in there you can open.’

      She turns around and smiles, holding a bottle of rosé.

      ‘What fun.’

      I get up and fetch some glasses and a corkscrew.

      ‘I wonder whether blondes do have more,’ she says shaking her head as I sit down and open the wine. I pour two glasses. I can’t have her drinking alone and Dr Flemming gave me the afternoon off when he heard my mother had arrived unannounced. ‘I’ve always wanted to be blonde and Jack said no. No, no, no. Jack said that a lot.’

      ‘So, what happened?’

      ‘Sue. It was Sue. My friend Sue!’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘I’d go as far as fu —’

      ‘Mum.’ I gasp. She was going to say the F-word. I’ve never heard my mum swear in my life. ‘Mum, please don’t swear. That would be very unsettling.’

      ‘It has been going on for years.’

      ‘When did you find out?’

      ‘A month ago now. ‘

      ‘A month ago.’

      ‘He said he had a work do in Birmingham. But I knew he hadn’t. I knew. I’d known he wasn’t always where he said he was. But this time, as I was sat alone watching the telly, I snapped, I’d had some news that day and it made me snap and I thought, I’ll just check Sue’s house. So, I got a taxi there. Seventeen miles, so it’s not round the corner, it wasn’t cheap. But I had a feeling. And there was his car, bold as brass, parked in her driveway. So I paid the cab driver and I got in your father’s car, I had a key on my set of house keys, you see. I was insured on the car. The family car, that’s what he used to call it. So I drove it home and put it in the garage. Jack called
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