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Read on for an exclusive Daily Echo feature by Eloise Elliot




PART ONE

ELOISE


THREE YEARS LATER


Chapter One

Not today. Just please not today. I can’t tell you how I so do NOT need this today.

It’s barely five thirty in the morning and already my whole life seems to be spiralling dangerously out of all control, something that’s happening with all-too alarming frequency these days. For starters, while I’m trying to slip out the door at the crack of dawn (nothing unusual there, this is when I have to leave for work every morning), Elka, my Polish nanny, picks today of all shagging days to have an out-and-out meltdown.

There I am, sneaking downstairs in my bare feet, trying not to wake anyone, already running late for the early morning news briefing. Never, ever a good start to the day. Next thing, madam stomps out of her bedroom, still in her dressing gown, not so much asking, as demanding, to have a ‘queek word with you.’

‘Emm … yes, of course, Elka,’ I say, instantly smelling trouble and deliberately keeping my voice down to a low hiss, so as not to disturb Lily.

Lily, by the way, is my little girl; almost three years old now and the light of this exhausted, knackered-to-her-very-bone-marrow mummy’s life.

‘Is everything OK?’ I ask politely, biting my tongue and bracing myself for the answer. Elka is the one nanny we’ve had who Lily adores and behaves beautifully for, and for her part, Elka herself genuinely seems fond of her too.

‘I neeeeed to speak with you, and this crazy hour of morning is only time I am seeing you all this week,’ she tells me in her still-rubbishy English, in spite of the small fortune I’ve forked out on audio books and private lessons for her over the past few months.

Please don’t tell me you’re about to leave. Please for the love of God, don’t let another one leave …

‘Go ahead, Elka,’ I manage to say calmly, but with bowels clenched, only dreading what’s going to come out of her mouth next.

‘In my contract, it say that you am paying me to look after Lily,’ she says crisply, arms folded, ponytail swishing back, nostrils flaring. ‘But you must understand me when I tell to you, this mean during reasoning hours.’

‘I think you might mean reasonable hours,’ I tell her. ‘Can I ask you what’s suddenly brought all this on?’

‘You have huge nerve to ask that of me!’

‘Shhh! Can you keep it down please? You’ll wake Lily.’

‘I have many, many problem with the hours you expect me to be working. None of the other nannies who am my friends work as long days as I must.’

‘But Elka, your hours are hardly long. At least, not compared with mine, they’re not …’

‘Look at time now! Five thirty a.m.! And already you are going to office, which mean I am in care of Lily. You meant to be home at seven in the night times so I can have free time for me, and you never are. Ever!’

Okay, I’m momentarily silenced here. Because actually, the girl does have a point. Technically I’m supposed to be home at seven-ish in the evening so she can clock off, but … well, for the past while, it’s been a tiny bit later than that. Like eleven p.m. Or even midnight.

‘All other nannies have evenings free! They am all meeting for coffee and beer and movies. All having good time in Ireland! All have boyfriends and days off and nights out! But never me! No fun for me, ever. I tell you I am sick of it, have enough! Is total crap!’

‘Shhh! Elka, please will you keep your voice down,’ I stage whisper at her, but madam’s having none of it. Instead she’s whipped herself up into a right frenzy and there’s no stopping her now.

‘No, you must be listening to me. Because you am working late, I must too. It’s too much and I want to quit!’

‘I hear what you’re saying and I completely understand but can I also remind you that this is the nature of my job?’ I tell her as soothingly as I can, knowing full well she has me backed into a corner now. Because if she walks out on me … Oh dear God, it just doesn’t bear thinking about.

‘And if you don’t like the schedule I have to work Elka, well … I’m really sorry but there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it. Believe me, I don’t like working such long hours, any more than you do. So if you’re looking for someone to blame, then take it up with … Eurozone leaders and the global economic meltdown. Or … blame the Arab Spring in the Middle East, which is hardly my fault, now is it?’

‘I no understand … you must use little words for me!’

I take another deep breath.

‘I’m so sorry Elka,’ I tell her as calmly as I can, given that I should have been out the door ten minutes ago and even though the day has barely started, I’m now already well behind schedule, ‘but if there’s a big news story, the editor has to be there to oversee it. That’s my life. News doesn’t take time off and therefore neither can I. Editors at the Post don’t sit around. In fairness, I did make this perfectly clear to you when I hired you. Plus, can I point out that I pay you far and above the rates all your other nanny pals are earning? But of course,’ I tack on brightly, hoping against hope that this might just work, ‘if it’s a question of giving you yet another salary increase, I’d be perfectly happy to discuss it with you later.’

No, not even that sways her though. In fact, I might as well be talking to the back of my hand.

‘You work too long days and it no good for Lily, as well as no good for me,’ she lobs in, a cheap shot if ever there was one. The old emotional guilt-card thrown at a busy working mother.

‘She miss her mama so much when you not here. All the time she ask me, when is Mama coming home?’

‘Come on Elka, that is blatantly ridiculous and deeply hurtful …’

‘Even at the weekend time, when you should be with her, you am still in the office. Always, always working.’

Now that bloody stung, and just as this conversation was heating up, temporarily stuns me into silence. I mean, yes, of course I wish I could spend twenty-four hours a day with Lily, I mean, who wouldn’t? But how can I possibly?

I get a lightning-quick flashback to the first year she was born, when somehow, I seemed to manage just fine; got to spend whole weekends with her, even managed to get home relatively early most nights. I can do this, I thought; I can have the best of both worlds. I can be Superwoman. I had my whole work/life balance sussed back then and can honestly say it was the happiest time of my life. By far.

But then the recession hit hard and the staff cutbacks started and that was the end of that. Suddenly I was expected to do the work of three people for the same money or else get out, that was it. Well, it was worse than Sophie’s bleeding Choice. Because much as I love and adore the ground Lily walks on, work is a hugely important part of my life too and if these are my new working hours, then bar resigning, there’s not a whole lot I can do about it.

In brutal moments of introspection, I just know I’m someone who’d go off her head in less than a week without a full-time career to nourish my soul. Sure, parenthood is a huge high, but then so is my job. Peppa Pig and Barney videos could never possibly give me the same buzz. So, if it’s not too much to ask, can’t I just have both? I mean, plenty of other women do, don’t they?

But I have at least established clear boundaries with the office and made it perfectly clear to everyone that my Sundays with Lily are sacrosanct. The one day out of an otherwise mental week when I get to read her stories and make pancakes with her, then maybe take her to a Disney movie, or else to feed the ducks in the park. You know, spoil her rotten. Be a proper mummy.

Mind you, ever since the most recent staff culling started, I reluctantly have to admit that Elka might have a point and that even Sacred Sunday Mummy Time seems to have been seriously curtailed lately. Last week for instance; I’d made Lily her breakfast, played imaginary tea parties with her small army of dolls and was just about to take her to the toystore for a very special treat, when I got a call to get into the office ASAP. There was an emergency news conference about a breaking story developing in Afghanistan, so what else could I do? I had to be there, simple as that. Goes with the job.

And I may not let it show, but I love my little Lily so much that it physically aches to be away from her for any length of time, never mind for the eighteen-hour days I’m practically expected to put in right now. For God’s sake, don’t I have enough guilt of my own to deal with at being apart from her, without having it flung into my face by someone who I’m employing? And at premium rates too, I might add?

‘Tell you what, I have a suggestion Elka,’ I say, evenly and deliberately locking my voice into its lowest register, which I’ve learned is absolutely the best way to deal with any confrontational situation. And I should know, having been through more than a fair few in my time. ‘Is it too much to ask that you just get on with your job, let me get on with mine and then this evening when I’m home from work, we can discuss this calmly, at a more appropriate time. Come on now, what do you say to that?’

But madam’s in no mood to listen to reason.

‘I say to all the other nannies, you have no husband, you have no boyfriend, no man, instead you are married to your work.’

And … bam.

‘Excuse me, what did you just say?’

‘… all other children I know each has each mother and father, but not Lily. She only have mother. So the mother need to be here for her more. Much, much more.’

Okay, now that feels exactly the same as a hard wallop across the cheek and hurts so much it momentarily stuns me. So of course, the second I come to, I snap right back at her, the way I seem to snap at everyone these days. But there you go, that’s what deep, ongoing exhaustion and off-the-scale stress levels will do to you.

‘Elka, I made it perfectly clear to you from day one that I was a single parent,’ I tell her crisply. ‘I don’t have a problem with it and neither does Lily, but if this is some kind of issue for you, you really should have said so before now.’

‘Single parent need to spend more time with kids, not less.’

Okay, so now I’m fuming, feeling like smoke is physically puffing out of my ears, cartoon-like. Because she’s hit my weak spot square-on, with all the accuracy of an aircraft bomber. Yes, I’m a lone parent and yes, there can be huge disadvantages to that. But deal with it, is my attitude.

The subject of Lily’s father is one that’s not up for discussion. Not now, not ever.

And when I think of the amount of money I pay Elka every month – and all for what? So she can stand here, pass judgement on my life and make me feel about two inches tall? So she can spend all day playing with a little girl who’s not even three years old? Does she think that I wouldn’t jump at the chance to stay home all day and be a full-time mum? Doesn’t she realise how it’s like a stab in the chest every time I have to kiss Lily’s little strawberry-blonde head of curls goodbye? Or, worst of all, when I have to listen to the innumerable voice messages she leaves on my phone when I’m at work, in her angelic little baby voice, all with the same unvarying theme? ‘I miss you Mama. When are you coming home?’ There are times when all I want to do is hug her and hold her and tell her not to bother growing up, it’s not worth all the hassle. Just stay like this, stay my little girl forever.

Doesn’t anyone realise how gutted I am that I seem to be missing out on so much of her? Missed her taking her first baby steps, missed her saying her first words … I’m never there, I’m either in a meeting or writing an editorial or chairing a news conference; always, always, working. And of course I went into single parenthood with both eyes open; I knew massive life changes would be involved. Which is why I hired a live-in nanny, plus two back-up childminders in case of emergencies. Hired them – and then subsequently had to accept all their resignations, one by one like ducks in a row, for exactly the same reasons Elka is now citing.

But come on, in my defence, how was I supposed to know with all the redundancies at work in the past two years that my workload would effectively double? Anyway, I think, furious with exhaustion now, what does Elka think I’m putting in all these ungodly hours for anyway? Only to keep myself sane, while giving my little girl the best life that I possibly can. Hardly my fault that I can’t be in two places at once – not with the hours I’m expected to put in, and certainly not with my contract up for renewal in six months. Not now. Apart from everything else I have to worry about, now there’s trouble afoot at work, you see, though it’s not normally something I articulate out loud.

Trouble by the name of Seth Coleman, managing editor of the Post.

Ah, Seth Coleman. Where do I begin? He hasn’t even been in the job that long; he was headhunted from The Sunday Press when his predecessor at the Post left. Who by the way was a gorgeous, preppy, easy-going guy I strongly suspect I drove out of there and who I now miss more than my right hand. His official reason for quitting was for ‘work/life balance’, and to be perfectly honest, who could blame him?

Anyway, when pressed officially as to my opinion of Seth, I smile curtly and acknowledge his fine leadership qualities and firm grasp of the newspaper business, always adding that he’s never anything else than a consummate professional, at all times, always.

But when I’m standing in the shower, which is about the only place I get any kind of private time to myself these days, I will name-call Seth Coleman as the sleaziest, most hypocritical b**locks on the face of the planet, with a thin, slimy, greasy head of hair, and pockmarked, boiled-red skin, whose total absence of neck gives him more than a passing resemblance to Barney Rubble. Oh, and with an ego the approximate size of Saturn’s fifty-seven moons. Represents just about every trait that I despise in the male sex and even manages to discover a few new ones along the way. Patronising to my face, but behind my back, I know right well that he’s deeply resentful of working for a woman. And with my seven-year contract up for renewal in the next few months, even the dogs on the street seem to know that his greedy eye is now firmly focused on the big prize.

A classically mean-spirited man, he’s also someone who keeps a mental tally of all my losses in work, diligently measuring all my shortcomings, rather than any of my gains. For starters, he’s been busily spreading rumour after rumour about me and they’ve all filtered back; that I’m slipping, that ever since I had Lily I’m not the firebrand I once was, that I’m not living and breathing the job like I used to. And I know, just know without being told, that he’s just biding his time, waiting for me to crack, and so therefore I can’t.

So I do what I have to do. Go into work and act the part of the bossiest boss that the world of big bossy business could ask for. Do exactly what I’m programmed to do. And it’s tough and getting tougher by the day, even though my job defines me; it’s who I am and not for one second could I consider doing something less stressful.

But having said all that, the brightest part of my day isn’t when I sign off on the next issue of the Post, it’s seeing the little strawberry-blonde head of an almost-three-year-old sleeping like an angel when I get home, cuddled up in her bed with her favourite teddy bear beside her. And I’ll gaze at her adorably freckled pink little angel’s face and whisper to her that I love her so, so much and that one day we’ll have proper time to be together.

Then I do what I always do; collapse into bed and try to lock away the guilt that feels like heartburn every time I realise the one single thing that has the power to kill me on the inside; the only time I seem to see my baby girl these days is when she’s sleeping.

But back to Elka, still spitting fire and venom at me on the upstairs landing.

‘Lily is beautiful little girl,’ she spews, ‘and I will be sad to say goodbye to her, but the hours you make me work are crazy. Crazy! And they making me crazy too!’

‘Really sorry about this,’ I’m forced to interrupt, unable to take much more, But ‘I’m going to be late for work. Could we please discuss this later?’

‘I not finished! I know my entitlements too. My other friends tell me you must give me P45 with full salary entitlements paid up front before I leave.’

Interesting, I think wryly, grabbing my car keys. Elka’s grasp of English is so weak she can barely get by in the supermarket and yet her vocabulary freely encompasses quite scarily impressive phrases like ‘P45 with full salary entitlements paid up front’?

‘Elka,’ I tell her, as briskly as I can, given that I’m now running so late it doesn’t bear thinking about. ‘Can I just point out that it’s not as if you have to take care of Lily all day, every day? She’s only just started in preschool and is there till early afternoon every day, which gives you a good five-hour break, plus it’s not like you’re expected to do housework on top of everything else. I’ve a cleaning lady, a gardener and a handyman, who between them pretty much do everything that needs doing around here, so you’ll forgive me for thinking that you actually have it pretty easy compared to some.’

Like oooh … me for starters.

But the snarling harridan stands firm, arms folded, eyes slitted, ponytail swished defiantly back over her shoulders.

‘You not listening to me. I am handing you in my notice and I want to be gone by the end of the week. I’m veeeery sorry, but that’s final.’

It’s all I can do to nod curtly, resisting the temptation to wham the hall door behind me, and get into my car as calmly as I can, above all trying not to let her see how much she’s knocked me for six.

Stopped at traffic lights on Leeson St. on the way to work, I have to pull the car over when I realise that out of nowhere, there’s a hot hole in the pit of my stomach and suddenly I have an urgent need to cry. And now here it comes, my daily anxiety attack – jeez, I could nearly set a clock by its arrival. So out they come, messy, uncontrollable, dry, hiccupping tears of frustration and tiredness that I never allow myself, born from not having paused for breath in … Oh … about seven years now. Can’t help it. It’s like my heart is aching with a pain that’s completely indescribable.

Christ alive, not even six a.m. in the shagging morning and already I’m filled with a darkness that’s almost unbearable at the thoughts of the day ahead. To my knowledge, I’ve never actually had a heart attack, but I swear, it couldn’t possibly feel much worse than this.

Because I have never felt so torn in my whole life. Not just between work and home; that I could deal with, that wouldn’t be a problem. Trouble is my job isn’t just one big job, it’s also about nine hundred and ninety-nine small jobs that go with the one big job, so instead of feeling pulled in two directions, I’m being pulled in around a thousand. And frankly there are times when I just don’t know how much longer this can continue.

‘Oh what the hell is wrong with me?’ I say aloud, starting to get panicky as I fish round the bottom of my handbag for a Kleenex. Can this really be me, Eloise Elliot, acting like such a complete milksop? Time was when I would work this exact same schedule and it barely knocked a feather out of me. Time was if I happened to drive past a woman on her own sobbing her heart out in a parked car at dawn, I’d look at her pityingly and assume she was having some kind of breakdown and clearly needed professional help. Time was when I used to think that I’d somehow been born without tear ducts.

But that girl only existed B.L. – before Lily – and now in her place is a shadow of the old Eloise Elliot, a woman filled with darkness who’s expected to do the work of a dozen people and never ever crack, all the while eaten up with guilt like I’ve never known. And why? Because a little girl who’s nearly three will come home from preschool later on today, full of stories and chat that her mummy will never get to hear.

And now, on top of everything else, I’m nannyless. Yet again.

The six a.m. news comes on the car radio and I know this bout of unforgivable self-indulgence is over and it’s time to go and face into another day. So I make a huge effort to compose myself, knock back a large gulpful of Rescue Remedy (an editor’s best friend), pat a bit of concealer round my puffy, red-raw eyes and with shaking hands, drive on. I’m already a good fifteen minutes behind schedule so I put my foot to the floor to try and make up the time. If I dared to arrive in late, word would spread that something was up and rule one of survival in my job is simple; never let anyone see a chink in the armour for any reason, ever. They’re like a pack of barracudas in my office, I swear they can physically smell the fear.

Calmly as I can, I make a mental note to find another childcare agency and leave a voicemail message for Rachel, my assistant, telling her to start setting up interviews as soon as she gets in. Easier said than done, given that the last agency I went to fired me about two years ago. Which stung more than a bit too. But I managed not to let it show. You just can’t in my game, not for one second.

Anyway, by six fifteen a.m. I’m racing upstairs from the underground car park of the Post’s offices on Tara St., the only bit of exercise I ever seem to have time for these days, what with all the extra work that I’m now expected to do for pretty much the same money I was making three years ago. Which by the way, is a fairly standard change in the newspaper industry now, ever since the recession hit in a big way and our sales took a sharp decline. I.e. yet another stress-inducing source of sleepless nights, if you’re the editor and your contract is up for renewal later on in the financial year.

Particularly if you happen to be answerable to a board of directors who are all male, with a collective average age of about sixty-five. The T. Rexes, I call them; they’re like dinosaurs from a bygone era, representative of a time when all you could hear in the newsroom was the furious clacking sound of clunky metal typewriters. The days when senior editors swaggered in drunk after big, boozy lunches, where they’d all quaff cognac, wining and dining advertisers on fat expense accounts, then roll back to the office late in the afternoon pissed as farts and no one would so much as bat an eyelid.

A whole other age ago, during the glory days of the newspaper industry. And right now, frankly there are times when I feel like all I’m doing is fighting a brave rearguard action trying to sustain what I worry is turning into more and more of a twilight industry, with the internet now leading the field as the gutteriest gutter press out there. More and more each day, I’m starting to feel that my job is like trying to steer an oil tanker through a minefield and that it’s only a matter of time before the whole industry is declared as extinct as the dinosaur.

It’s as though the board of directors feel that survival is a form of success and as far as I’m concerned, that’s just not enough, not in this climate. Their old-fashioned attitude is that the Post is a bastion of tradition that holds up the sky, and while that may have been the case at one time, it sure as hell isn’t now. Times have changed and we either evolve or we die, simple as that.

What’s worse though is that redundancy is now in the air again. I can smell it sharp as you like; it’s hanging round every office corner, it’s in the stale, recycled air we’re breathing. And I know, just know without being told, that it’s only a matter of time before there’s yet another staff culling, another round of people being asked to exactly the same job, except for far less money, on a three-day week.

Oh God, I think, suddenly sickened just by the very thought that I have colleagues I pass on corridors each and every day whose days here are numbered and what’s worse, that I’m the only thing standing between them and a dole queue. Or more precisely, me and the amount of sales volume I can continue to generate for the paper. They may not know it, but they’re dependent on me and me alone for their job survival, and the pressure is at times overwhelming.

I quicken my pace, puffing and panting to make up time, thinking must try harder. Don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m just going to have to find more hours in the day, somehow. Because if it kills me, no one is going to lose their job, not on my watch. Not if I can help it.

Oh God, half of me wonders if I’ve got room for another stress ulcer.

My office is all the way up on the fourth floor, a gorgeous, airy, spacious room with floor-to-ceiling windows that look down onto all the briskness and business of Tara St. below me. Not that I’ve ever got a spare second to enjoy the view, that is. Or indeed, to luxuriate in the early-morning stillness, a few precious hours before the phones start hopping and things really get pressurised round here.

And every single morning of my life when I flash my pass at the security doors and stride across the main open-plan office to get to my inner sanctum, there waiting for me on the wall above my desk is a giant portrait of one Douglas Merriman, our founder and first editor. Who by the way, would have sat in the very same office now occupied by me, all of a hundred and fifty years ago. He’s a heavily bearded geezer who looks exactly like Tolstoy, and when I feel those stern Victorian round owl glasses glaring down at me, I look back up at him, thinking the same thought that I do every single day since I took this job.

Bastard. You never had to work in a digital age, with email and mobiles to connect you to the office even on a Sunday at two a.m. did you? You never had to compete with twenty-four hour news channels or try to sell papers in the middle of the worse economic slump since the Great Depression, did you?

I’m just flipping open my briefcase and whipping out my initial draft of notes on today’s edition, always how we kick off the day round here: with a thorough going over of this morning’s early edition; where we scored, where we could have done better, where there’s vast room for improvement, that kind of thing. All department heads are required to be here for this, which means about a dozen people sitting round the conference room in total, ranging from political affairs, to foreign, to sports and culture.

Next thing, without even bothering to knock, Seth Coleman’s lean, slimy, Basil Rathbone-esque form is filling my office door. Looking like he always does, like he was dressed by his mammy. Funny, but for the longest time I assumed he was gay but still in the closet; no straight man would ever wear trousers that sharply ironed, for starters. But then a few years back, he made a bizarre and badly misjudged pass at me at the Christmas party. I remember looking at him in blank astonishment that he’d somehow misread my deep loathing of him for in-your-face lust and it now lives on forevermore in the comedy quadrant of my brain.

‘Morning Eloise. So what’s keeping you? In exactly one minute, you’re going to be late.’

Like this is an episode of 24, and I’m Jack Bauer.

‘Everyone’s already waiting for you in the boardroom, you know,’ he says in his nasal whine, slicking his hair back, even though there must be a half-pound of grease already holding it there. ‘All department heads, present and correct. Hope there’s nothing wrong with you, is there? Not like you to sail this dangerously close to unpunctuality.’

I say nothing, nod curtly and smile though gritted teeth.

‘So have you thought any more about my offer to escort you to the directors’ weekend this year? It’s just round the corner you know.’

A brief, unspoken thought filters between us, him mentally spelling it out to me: ‘and let’s face it, I’m the best offer you’re going to get’.

I totally ignore it, hide my annoyance behind a sheet of A4 paper, then briskly brush past him, ready to start the day.

And just when I think things can’t get possibly get any worse, da-daaa, they do. Course they do. What else did I expect? It’s already past two in the afternoon and I’m back in the conference room, feeling like I’ve never left










































































































PART TWO


PART THREE

ELOISE


PART FOUR


PART FIVE

ELOISE


Read on for an exclusive Daily Echo feature by Eloise Elliot


The Daily Echo



February 14th

LOVE, WHERE YOU LAST LOOK.

A Valentine’s Day Special.

By Eloise Elliot.

How many times have we all been told, ‘you know, the very minute you stop searching, that’s precisely when the man of your dreams will find you’. Now I’d have dismissed that as a pile of total and utter horse dung, if you’d said it to me not all that long ago. But lately, let’s just say from recent personal experience, I suddenly got to wondering all over again.

Could there possibly be any truth in it? Can it sometimes be the case that we invest so much time, trouble and energy into finding a life partner/soulmate, that sometimes all our good intentions have exactly the opposite effect, and send otherwise perfectly decent guys running for the hills? After all, we all know that men come with inbuilt radars for women who aren’t so much looking for a boyfriend, as auditioning for a husband. Don’t they?

And so, I decided to ask around a bit.

One: Laura’s Story: ‘You sometimes just have to bend the rules a bit to get a result’

So let me introduce you to my first interviewee, who has begged me on pain of death not to reveal her name on account of, as she put it, the holy mortifying shame of her story. So instead let’s just call her Laura for now, and leave it at that.

Now Laura is a lovely, bright, successful women who tells me she’s always had many wonderful things in life, fabulous blessings, all going in her favour. A job she loved and a great place to live in, for starters. She had family, great friends, disposable income; this was a woman who had it together. But, you guessed it: for years and years … utterly and totally manless.

And Laura had tried. God knows, this girl had seriously put herself out there. Speed dating, read dating (exactly the same thing, except you do it in Waterstones), she’s even tried a new craze, ‘eye-gazing dating’. Which apparently is a bit like speed dating, except you don’t talk to the guy sitting opposite you, to see if there’s any ‘non-verbal chemistry’. (I know, I know, but apparently it’s all the go in the States.) As it happened though, Laura just got a fit of giggles when some fella started to stare earnestly at her and that put paid to that. Brave soul that she is, she’d even badgered just about every pal she had to set her up on blind dates, and had gamely gone along on all of them. There she’d be, blow-dried, manicured, made-up, dressed-up, setting out with high hopes in her heart. And all with zero percent success.

‘It was the ridiculous hours I worked,’ she confided in me over coffee and a sticky bun …

I’m an investment analyst you see, and the hours nearly kill you. I’ve got to be at my desk from when the markets first open at the crack of dawn, right through till well after eight or nine in the evening, more often than not. So of course, by the time the weekend comes round, I’m usually just too bone-tired to even think about going out at night; all I want to do is catch up on sleep. And my pals. And it goes without saying, food.

Strange thing though; even though on paper, I ostensibly had it all – good job, a nice place to live, great buddies– the fact that I was perennially single somehow made me feel like I wasn’t living my life to its full potential. I often think the feminist movement did so much for my generation, and yet if you’re alone, you’re still made to feel it. I sometimes imagine the ghost of Jane Austen rising from her grave, pointing a bony finger at us and saying, ‘Ha! You lot thought the last two hundred years changed anything!

Anyway, flash forward to one Saturday a while ago, when I was meeting a girlfriend for brunch in this restaurant we both loved. Best eggs Benedict in town, and don’t even get me going on their garlic fries. The perfect kick-start to anyone’s weekend, trust me. So there we were, patiently queuing for a table, both of us starving and needing a) caffeine; b) eggs, bacon, anything; and in my case c) a very large and chocolatey dessert to follow. And we were both starving. Ravenous. So hungry, we were nearly getting ratty with each other.

Now I’m someone who normally does a lot of preventative eating before going outside the door. (And if you don’t believe me, you’d want to see my handbag; whereas colleagues all take their ipads and iphones everywhere they go, I take Hobnobs and KitKats.) But as it happened, that particular morning, I’d absolutely nothing in the flat to eat, bar a few stale Cheerios and an out-of-date Innocent banana fruit smoothie.

‘Ahh,’ the hostess at the restaurant told us, ‘bit of a seating problem, I’m afraid. We’re completely full as you can see, so there’ll be a bit of a wait.’

A bit of a wait? Not on your bloody life, not with me almost violent with hunger by now and ready to start gnawing at chair legs or else turning to cannibalism.

‘But there’s a free table for two right there!’ I spluttered, pointing wildly at a cordoned-off section. ‘Why can’t we have that one?’

‘Private party,’ we were curtly told.

Now I’m not proud of what followed, but trust me, the delicious smell of fries and eggs was starting to waft our way and take it from me, I was powerless. Homer Simpson-style drool was starting to dribble out of my mouth and I knew I either had to be eating in the next few minutes, or there’d be a riot.

‘Erm … yes,’ I answered back. ‘We’re … actually with the private group. Both of us. Ok if we’re seated now? Sorry that we’re a bit late …’

 My pal flashed me a ‘you filthy, shameless liar’ look, but as I told her later, the end more than justified the means. And so two minutes later, we’re seated, we’ve ordered, coffee is on its way and I’m slowly starting to feel that bit more human.

Which was pretty much when we first took notice of the private party surrounding us. Now there must have been at least fifty of them, predominantly youngish, all incredibly well dressed and I distinctly remember almost all wearing black. Some chic, fashionista party, we wondered?

At midday on a Saturday though? Unlikely.

Then just as our food arrives, a guy approaches us. Friendly, warm open smile, shaking hands with us both and introducing himself as Adam.

‘So how did you both know Harry, then?’ he asked politely.

Harry? I thought. Who the hell was Harry?

‘It’s just I thought I knew most of Harry’s friends and I haven’t seen either of you girls before.’

Now I’m starting to get embarrassed, but my pal works in PR and is therefore that bit quicker off the mark than me.

‘Do you know, I was just about to ask you exactly the same thing,’ she smiled pleasantly back at him.

‘Oh, I knew Harry from work,’ Adam nodded. ‘Although I’ve only been at the company for the past three years, but we’d grown close in that time. I’m going to miss him like hell.’

OK, so now an alarm bell is starting to ring in my head. He knew him? What’s with the past tense? He’s going to miss this Harry guy? Have we walked into an emigration party by accident, where the host has just headed off to the airport with a backpack and a one way ticket to Sydney?

‘Tragic, wasn’t it?’ Adam went on.

Tragic? So now I’m starting to shoot my pal panicky looks across the table.

Have we just gatecrashed … a funeral?

Yes, was the short answer. Harry apparently had passed away in his early forties, a sudden coronary. Awful. Terrible. Just heartbreaking.

And now here we were. Trying to pass ourselves off as lifelong buddies to someone who actually knew him. And all for a plate of eggs Benedict with a side of garlic fries.

Now admittedly, yes, of course we could have ’fessed up there and then. We could have got out of there and still lived to tell the tale, but my pal is made of stronger stuff than that and decided to go down the ‘sod it anyway, let’s brazen it out, we’ve come this far,’ route.

‘And it’s not like we’ll ever see any of these people ever again, is it?’ she hissed to me in the loo, a while after. So we did, and somehow, someway, got away with it. Lovely, friendly Adam seemed to buy the pair of us as childhood pals of the deceased who just hadn’t seen him in years. So we chatted and we nattered and a few hours later, just as people were starting to leave, he shyly took me aside and asked for my phone number.

Well, I have to tell him, I thought. Simple as that. And the sooner, the better. Easier said than done though, because date one was just so perfect and lovely (dinner and a George Clooney movie and oh, the bliss of finding a straight guy who’d happily sit through it!)

So … what could I do? Ruin an otherwise gorgeous night with the first genuinely lovely guy I’d met in years?

Anyway, date one turns into dates two, three and four and still I haven’t told him. Weeks pass, months pass, I’m falling for him deeper and deeper all the time, and eventually the nagging alarm in my head can be silenced no longer.

So, over a quiet plate of pasta and a bottle of wine back at his flat late one night, I eventually pluck up the guts to come clean.

‘Adam? Remember the, emm … funeral we met at?’

‘Course I do. Vividly.’

‘Well, there’s something about it you need to know.’

And out it all comes. How starving we were, how desperate for grub, how my buddy and I would have happily wrestled old ladies to the ground, just to get a table for brunch that morning.

Then there was silence.

Awkward, bum-clenching, tense silence.

And then he suddenly threw his head back and guffawed laughing.

‘I know,’ he smiled. ‘I’ve known for ages. Since that day, in fact. Before I ever spoke to you, I’d asked poor old Harry’s family if they’d any idea who you were and they said no. Funny, I was wondering how long it would take for you to get around to telling me.’

Now that was three years ago and amazingly, we’re still together. We got engaged last Christmas during a magical skiing holiday and are planning a September wedding later this year. It’s all worked out magically.

But when people ask how we met, I just smile and change the subject.’

Lizzie’s story: ‘You haven’t the first clue who I am, have you?’

‘Men? Don’t get me started,’ Lizzie all but snorts down the phone, as I gently start to coax her tale out of her.

Because I had just about reached break point. Believe me, I’d had enough. I mean, come one, there are only so many bad dates one girl can go on, aren’t there?

‘Back in the day, I was a great one for internet dating; you know, all those sites like Match.com that faithfully promise you that five out of every ten couples that met via the site are now happily together, years later. And, like the moron that I am, I believed the hype.

Well, this is the way forward for me, I figured. I was between jobs and broke at the time, so I though this would be a fantastic way to socialise and meet like-minded guys, all without having to leave the comfort of my own cosy sofa. Plus, at least this way, I can interact with men sitting in front of my computer screen in comfy fleece pyjamas, with no make-up on and three-day old manky hair. Perfect!

But was I in for a right land, or what? Firstly, the lies people tell online, oh dear God, the outrageous, blatant whoppers. You couldn’t make some of it up, but here’s a rough guideline. For starters, if a guy describes himself in his profile as ‘cuddly’, it actually means ‘obese.’ Similarly, ‘enjoys a drink’, means ‘would basically suck the alcohol out of a deodorant bottle’. And, as I found out the hard way, ‘enjoys the company of women’, means, ‘ha! I’m actually going out with five other girls at the same time as you’.

And don’t get me started on the sheer number of openly married men all trawling dating sites just looking for a bit of fun with no commitment or intention of every being anything other than married. No kidding, I even found one who told me that, and I quote, “I’m not free to meet at weekends, because my wife would find out.” But weekdays between nine and five, when the wife was off at work, were OK by him. He’d even used his wedding picture as his profile shot … with his new bride conveniently cut out of it.

Needless to say, after a few months of this malarkey, I threw in the towel. Total waste of time and effort, I decided. So I started going out a bit more with friends, but none of us ever seemed to meet anyone interesting, date-wise. They were all either married, in long-term steady relationships or else gay. Demoralising, to say the least. I was well into my mid-thirties. Had I left it too late to find a significant other, and now had all the good ones been snapped up?

And that’s when it happened. I was at the movies one night with a gang of friends, and we were all having a drink at the bar afterwards. It was mad busy, the usual packed Saturday night, and next thing I knew, some random guy bumped into me, as I was on the way up to the bar to get in another round.

‘Sorry,’ he apologised, then looked at me a bit more closely. ‘Oh, hi! It’s you!’

I looked up hopefully, but no, it was no one I recognised. A tall, gangly looking guy, with long reddish hair all the way down to his bum, hippie-era-circa-Woodstock style. Who the hell was this?

‘You haven’t the first clue who I am, have you?’ he smiled down at me, and it was only then I began to see something vaguely familiar about him … but from where? My old job? No. The gym? Definitely not, sure I hadn’t shown my face in there in months.

‘Nice to see you with your clothes on for a change.’

Course by then, I was in a complete flop-sweat. Please for the love to God, don’t let this be someone I had a fling with years ago, and I was too drunk at the time to even remember?

‘Emm,’ I gulped, ‘I’m really sorry about this, but where exactly did we meet?’

‘Give you a clue,’ he teased, blue eyes dancing. ‘I see you every weekend, at about the same time every morning, except more often than not you’re wearing pyjamas under a raincoat. Oh, and you sort of pretend to drink low-fat milk; at least, you take it down from the shelves and have a good stare at it, but then you always seem to replace it with a full-fat carton. You’ve a big thing about chocolate croissants, which in a weird way I kind of admire. I mean any woman who eats chocolate for breakfast must be OK, I figure. Oh and although you buy The Independent every week, you spend a helluva lot of time flicking through Hello! And OK! which by the way, you never actually buy.’

He was having a great laugh at this, and then suddenly it came to me.

Petrol station guy. From my local Texaco garage. The same one I saw behind the till there every single weekend, when I’d stagger in there bleary-eyed and looking like a complete mong-head in my PJs with a coat flung over them, no make-up and still stinking of whatever I was drinking the previous night.

So I apologised profusely for not recognising him, but he gamely brushed it aside, then asked if he could buy me a drink. So we chatted and talked and it was amazing how much we had in common. A lifelong love of movies for starters. Turns out his name was Greg and he was putting himself through film school, so working at the garage helped pay his tuition fees.

Anyway, the following weekend you can bet I went into that Texaco garage fully prepared to stock up on my Saturday papers; no pyjamas for starters, decently dressed from head to toe and looking, for once, semi-presentable. And as Greg and I got to chatting again, he casually mentioned he had tickets that night for a movie screening and asked me if I’d like to go.

That was over a year ago, and neither of us have ever looked back. So I suppose the moral of my story is, don’t just look to the left and right … look everywhere. There are thousands of great, single guys out there, and they’re not necessarily trawling websites telling massive lies about themselves and doctoring their profile pictures. They’re in coffee shops and standing at bus stops and sitting beside you on trains.

Just trust me. They’re out there.’

Becky’s story: ‘Always the Bridesmaid …’

‘So Dave, my BGF (best gay friend) was finally getting married to his long-term partner and he’d asked me to be the bridesmaid, or ‘best woman’ as he insisted on calling me. Now at the time, civil partnership was a whole new thing, and I hadn’t the first clue what to expect from the day. Would it be all stiff and formal like a regular wedding? Because frankly, I wasn’t sure my stress ulcers could take it. You see, my younger sister had got married the previous summer and I’m not joking, my mum and Auntie Sheila still weren’t back on speaking terms after the blazing howler of a row they’d had over whether the bridal bouquet had exactly matched the toilet roll in the hotel bathroom. Or something of an equally similar magnitude, but then as we all know, the first casualty in any wedding is all sense of proportion.

‘I’m delighted to be best woman,’ I’d told Dave, proud groom-to-be, ‘but please promise me three things. No stress, no rows and above all, you’re not putting me in a stupid-looking pastel outfit that makes me look like a thirty-two-year-old trying to pass herself off as Bo-Peep. At my sister’s wedding, I’m not joking, you could have easily fitted three midgets under my dress.’

Dave had just laughed away all my stressing and fretting. Relax, he told me. Because gay weddings were all about style over substance and totally OTT glitter balls on the dance floor and prancing down the aisle to Liza Minnelli. And therefore the total opposite of straight ones, he swore blind.

But of course, the big downside; there’d be next to no straight guys there for harmless flirtations with. I could get that right out of my head from the get-go. So, not such great news, if you happened to be a single gal hoping to get lucky on the night. (Although now that I think of it, that wasn’t strictly true; there were one or two only straight men there aside from each groom’s dad. Trouble was they all happened to be elderly uncles and pals of the parents, all without exception in the sixty-plus age category and all grandparents by now. But there you go. That’s a single girl’s lot, isn’t it?)

And so, in the full knowledge that the whole day would be a manhunt-free zone, I gamely pitched up at Dave’s house on the morning of the wedding, bottle of champagne tucked under my arm, in a simple black dress that at least I felt comfy in. Who’ll be looking at me, anyway? I asked myself. Gay men spend their time eying up other gay men and refer to their women buddies as ‘beards’. Known fact.

So of course, by the time I get to Dave’s house for the pre-wedding boozy brekkie, it’s like the party was already in full swing. His family were all buzzing round getting hair and make-up done while Dave posed for one photo after another, wearing a tiara and veil from the Pound Shop, in between him wolfing down mouthfuls of champagne and yelling at the top of his voice, ‘Look at meeeeee, everyone! I’m a BRIDE!’

‘You never told me you were getting a proper make-up artist,’ I’d laughed at him. ‘Oh yeah, that’s Brien, I found him through a friend of a friend. Though it would be fun for the girlies. Go on, get him to lash a decent bit of war paint on you! At gay weddings, the best woman is absolutely allowed to look more fabulous than either of the grooms!’

So I sauntered over to this guy at the kitchen table, where he’d just about every Mac product known to man laid out neatly beside him, like a surgeon about to perform an operation. Turns out Brien was a complete dote too, tall and tanned with tight, gelled hair and a gym-toned body, but then as we all know, gay men go to the gym with the same level of devotion as religious people who do Mass every day. And he very kindly did a fantastic make-up job on me, really and truly transforming my usual pasty-face into someone glowing that I barely recognised in the mirror. I’d had professional make-up jobs done before, but somehow my face always ended up looking like a half-dissolved Rubex tablet, with the ridiculous amounts of bronzer and blusher they’d lash on. But this was really amazing work; Brien had somehow made me look like the best possible version of myself, the one that managed to get eight hours sleep a night and occasionally remembered to use night cream.

And all the time, he and I were giggling and messing and all I could do was look at him and think, why oh why are all the good ones gay? I always found any of Dave’s buddies miles easier to chat to than any of the straight guys I knew; for starters, you were completely relaxed and at ease with them. You knew from the off that sexual chemistry was right out the window, so you could just totally be yourself around them.

So Brien joined us all for the big day and I have to say, it was by the mile the best wedding I’d ever been to in my life, bar none. Kind of like a straight wedding, but with all the boring, crappy bits cut out. For starters, both grooms came down the aisle together to Nat King Cole’s ‘Let’s Face the Music and Dance’ … none of your boring old wedding march here! Then another pal of Dave’s got up to do a reading. Solemn-voiced and sombre, he began, ‘A reading from the book of Beyoncé.’ There were weird looks all around but then of course, two seconds later, we’re all clapping and laughing and singing along too; amazing. The whole ceremony bit was all over in around ten minutes – which, by the way, is the perfect length for any wedding service – and before we knew it, Dave was married to the love of his life and dancing back down the aisle again to, what else? Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’, of course. You had to ask?

Anyway, at the knees-up afterwards, lovely Brien kept on asking me to dance time and again. We had an absolute ball and really got on like a house on fire so when he asked for my phone number at the end of the party, I was delighted.

My flatmate that bit less so, when I told her. ‘You already have so many gay men friends in your life,’ she warned me, ‘do you really need another one? They’re only filling up your time and preventing you from meeting someone straight. Someone that you might actually have a shot at a relationship with.’

Now OK, admittedly the girl did have a point. I seemed to spend far more time around gay men than straight ones, and I certainly spent way more time talking about their relationships than I ever did talking about my own. Or rather my own lack of them. In fact there was next to nothing I couldn’t have told you about gay-land.

Somehow though, I couldn’t bring myself to take my flatmate’s advice; Brien was just way much fun to be around. Plus every time we went out, he gave me the most fabulous goodie bag samples from Mac and Clinique, not to mention stunning nail polishes from Chanel … Come on, what girl in her right mind wouldn’t love having a new pal who came bearing freebie make-up samples? He and I became really close in a short space of time and pretty soon, we were inseparable. Then one night, after a plate of pasta at his flat when he’d asked me round to watch Strictly Come Dancing and slag off the judges, he tried to kiss me.

Well I nearly leapt off the sofa with the sheer shock of it. ‘Brien?’ I spluttered at him, ‘may I remind you that you’re a gay man!’

‘What?’ he looked at me, stunned.

‘Well … I mean, you are, aren’t you?’

And it turned out, like so much else in my life, that I’d got it completely arseways. He was straight! Really genuinely straight! Proper boyfriend material! Course he was well used to people thinking he wasn’t, the whole make-up artist thing for starters, and as I told him afterwards, the sheer amount of time he spent in the gym alone would make any women seriously think twice about his orientation. But once I’d got over the shock of it, I started thinking … you know, this is really lovely. The two of us got on brilliantly and chances are, if I’d suspected he was straight right from the get-go, I’d have been all tongue-tied and on edge with him, almost with an invisible sign over my head saying, ‘like me! Please like me, I want a boyfriend!’

Because of course, that was my whole trouble, wasn’t it? The very minute I knew a guy was available, I started acting like a compete desperado in front of him. Wow, what a turn-on. Was it any wonder I was well into my thirties and alone?

All that was about two years ago and I’m delighted to tell you that Brien and I are now happily and very compatibly living together. Funny though; to this day, when I tell people what he does for a living, I can practically see them doing a double take and wondering, does this one realise her boyfriend is gay? Just look at the biceps on him for starters!

Just as prejudiced as I was. But whenever it does happen, I’ll just laugh it off and say yes, I know what you’re thinking, because that’s what I first thought too. But guess what? I was well wrong and so are you.’

I suppose the moral of my tale is this; don’t judge anything by its cover … you might just be very surprised.’

So there you have it, girlfriends everywhere.

You might well think that Valentine’s Day is complete rubbish and I wouldn’t necessarily disagree with you there. ‘A Hallmark holiday,’ my mother dismissively sniffs, claiming that back in her day, it just didn’t exist. Then of course, some bright spark sitting in a skyscraper on Madison Avenue, who I’d say scores of women would now want to disembowel if they ever met him, decreed that the gap between Christmas and Easter was just too long, and card companies needed something in between to keep their quarterly revenues looking rosy. And now here the rest of us all are, stuck with it, whether we like it or not.

Single people despise it, and with good reason; I mean, come on, who actually enjoys going to the newsagents only to have to battle your way through gakky heart shaped helium balloons and piles stacked high of garish pink and red overpriced chocolates? And you wonder; are these just ‘grab something at the last minute to keep herself happy’, type impulse buys for fellas, who know they’ll be murdered for daring to come home on the big day empty-handed?

Nor is it a barrel of laughs for couples either. The pressure of trying to be romantic, just because the card companies and newsagents decree it. And you just try getting a last-minute restaurant reservation on the big night, so you can pay hyper-inflated prices just to sit there looking at other stressed-out-looking couples all doing exactly the same thing.

But all I’m saying, is let’s try to get beyond this and see the bigger picture. Believe me I know from long and bitter experience all about being alone.

But I also know that romance is out there, and for all of us. After all, if I can meet someone, I know anyone can.

So if you’re reading this and you’re single, please let me leave you with this one final message.

Do not, I repeat, do NOT despair. Because trust me, he is out there. Somewhere.

And he’s just waiting for you …

Happy Valentine’s Day, keep the faith and much love,

From,

Eloise Elliot

xxxxxxx
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